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SOCIAL MEDIA USE IN CRISES AND
RISKS: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE
COLLECTION

Harald Hornmoen and Klas Backholm
This book is about how different communicators

whether professionals,

such as crisis managers, ﬁrst responders and journalists, or private citizens
and disaster victims

have used social media to communicate about risks

and crises. It is also about how these very different actors can play a crucial role in mitigating or preventing crises. How can they use social media
to strengthen their own and the public’s awareness and understanding of
crises when they unfold? How can they use social media to promote resilience during crises and the ability to deal with the after-effects? Moreover,
what can they do to avoid using social media in a manner that weakens
the situation awareness of crisis workers and citizens, or obstructs effective
emergency management?
The RESCUE (Researching Social Media and Collaborative Software
Use in Emergency Situations) project, on which this book is based, has
sought to enable a more efﬁcient and appropriate use of social media
among key communicators, such as journalists and government actors

r Harald Hornmoen and Klas Backholm. Published by Emerald Publishing
Limited. This article is published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY
4.0) licence. Anyone may reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works
of this article (for both commercial and non-commercial purposes), subject to full
attribution to the original publication and authors. The full terms of this licence may
be seen at http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode
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Harald Hornmoen and Klas Backholm

involved in crisis management. Through empirical studies, and by drawing
on relevant theory, the collection aims to improve our understanding of
how social media have been used in different types of risks and crises.
Building on our empirical work, we provide research-based input into
how social media can be used efﬁciently by different communicators in a
way appropriate to the speciﬁc crisis and to the concerns of the public.
We address our questions by presenting new research-based knowledge
on social media use during different crises: the terrorist attacks in Norway
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

on 22 July 2011; the central European ﬂoods in Austria in 2013; and the
West African Ebola outbreak in 2014. The social media platforms analysed include the most popular ones in the affected areas at the time of the
crises: Twitter and Facebook. By addressing such different cases, the book
will move the ﬁeld of crisis communication in social media beyond individual studies towards providing knowledge which is valid across situations.

KEY TERMS
Social media platforms (or outlets) may be deﬁned as Internet-based,
computer-mediated communication applications with features that enable
users to build up a personal proﬁle and a group of connections, and to
create, share and exchange user-generated content in real-time (microblogging; Boyd & Ellison, 2007; van Dijk & Poell, 2013; Yates &
Paquette, 2011). Platforms vary in design and included features; some, for
example, allow users to engage in one-to-one or group communication
activities, while others do not. In an attempt to explain the social media
ecosystems, van Dijk and Poell (2013) argued that the logic of social media
is based on elements of programmability of content or platforms, popularity among users, connectivity between users and the possibility of dataﬁcation (i.e. that the platforms produce data that may be collected and used
for varying purposes). Thus, social media are founded by private owners
and actors, and developed by employed programmers; however, they
depend on user activities and engagement to survive.
Social media have become integrated in people’s everyday routines, and
they interact with societal structures and traditional mass media communication processes. Hence, crisis managers and communicators need to
understand their logic and beneﬁt from their potential (Coombs, 2015;
Simon, Goldberg, & Adini, 2015). For example, while social media allow

Social Media Use in Crises and Risks
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for a traditional top-down dissemination of vital information from crisis
authorities to the public, they also, due to their dataﬁcation potential, provide an opportunity for collecting information from the public, thereby
identifying emerging developments in the crisis or potentially harmful
rumours (Latonero & Shklovski, 2011; Ruggiero & Vos, 2014; Simon
et al., 2015). In such cases, however, teams need to be aware of problems
that may occur with social media information overload or faulty content.
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The social media connectivity element also allows crisis management
teams to engage in horizontal two-way dialogue with the public or those
affected. For instance, management teams can utilise social media to
listen in and respond to people’s concerns, or to direct support teams
to those in most urgent need of help (Hughes, St. Denis, Palen, &
Anderson, 2014). Another example of the connectivity element in social
media is that it allows for user group mobilisation and activation for different purposes, for example, improvised crisis framing or volunteerism
(Ludwig, Reuter, Siebigteroth, & Pipek, 2015). However, such mobilisation may, if not identiﬁed properly or on time by the response authorities, do more harm than good (e.g. by collectively identifying the wrong
perpetrator, or when groups appear without warning at the scene of a
crisis wanting to help out).
Throughout the book, a range of key terms are used. As some terms
may overlap with each other or be interpreted in different ways, chapters
provide short deﬁnitions of how the authors have used any concepts
included. We also provide general descriptions of some of the most commonly used terms in the following text, beginning with concepts related to
times of crisis.
We see an emergency as an umbrella term for a state of collective disruption where societal values and structures are threatened; it may be
caused, for example, by a natural disaster or by man-made violence. It is
usually of a sudden and unexpected nature, and limited to a speciﬁc area
and time period. In dealing with an emergency, managers and policy
makers need to make decisions under uncertain circumstances, and extraordinary response actions are required (Boin, 't Hart, Stern, & Sundelius,
2005; World Health Organization, n.d.).
A crisis may reﬂect a similar state of collective disruption, but can also
be of a more general nature. According to the World Health Organization
(n.d.), a crisis reﬂects a difﬁcult situation or process, with insidious
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consequences. A crisis is not necessarily sudden in nature or evident, and
hence may be of a more hidden type and include several layers of intensity.
Therefore, an emergency may be one form of crisis. A crisis can also be
deﬁned as an individual, psychological trauma. In this case, it is typically a
threatening situation that may result in physical or psychological harm,
and sudden, catastrophic loss. The situation causes signiﬁcant stress that
exceeds an individual’s capacity to cope, and requires extreme adjustment
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for the person to function appropriately (Reyes, 2008).
A risk may be deﬁned as: ‘the chance or possibility of danger (harm,
loss, injury and so forth) or other adverse consequences actually happening’ (Allan, 2002, p. 209). In other words, a risk reﬂects the probability of
a crisis actually becoming a reality. However, new risks may also emerge
from crises, for example when an outbreak of an infectious disease in a
certain region may heighten the risk of disease transmission to other areas.
In the book, we discuss risks mainly at a societal level.
Resilience refers to the capacity for positive adaptation after adverse
events. Community resilience reﬂects this process at a societal level. In their
list of factors promoting such resilience, Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum,
Wyche, and Pfefferbaum (2008), for example, mention the importance of
the authorities communicating effectively with the public, and the need for
citizens to have a high level of social capital. Individual resilience centres on
capacities that promote personal adaptation (Herrman et al., 2011), including both personal characteristics (e.g. personality, previous life experiences)
and environmental factors (e.g. socioeconomic status).
Situation awareness addresses the potential challenges crisis communicators (or other occupational groups) face when working in highstress surroundings that include many actors and other moving parts.
Situation awareness can be deﬁned as all the knowledge that is accessible, for instance, during the management of a crisis, and that can be
integrated into a coherent picture for assessing and coping with the
situation (Endsley, 2009; Sarter & Woods, 1991). Having a high level
of situation awareness is, therefore, to feel in control and understand
what is happening around you

and what this means to you. While

the concept has mainly been used in relation to individuals, crisis management often includes collaboration in teams, and situation awareness
should thus include a collaborative dimension as well (Salmon et al.,
2008).

Social Media Use in Crises and Risks
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Part 2 of the book presents work on developing and testing the usability of a tool prototype intended to support social media informationgathering during crises. Usability means user-friendliness and reﬂects the
degree to which a product can be used by an outspoken user group to
achieve goals with effectiveness, efﬁciency and satisfaction

in a speciﬁed

context of use, such as crisis work (ISO 9241, 2010). When applying this
approach in product design, the intention is to optimise the product
towards how users can, want or need to use the product, instead of forcing
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

users to change their behaviour according to its requirements (Wallach &
Scholz, 2012). A central aim in usability testing is to investigate how well
the product corresponds with users’ existing mental models of tasks the
product is intended to support. Cognitive mental models are a person’s
adaptive understanding of, for example, concepts, structures or processes
(Johnson-Laird, 1983; Norman, 1983).

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK
The collection is divided into three parts: using social media in crises and
risks; developing a tool for crisis communicators and recommendations
for social media use in risks and crises.

Part 1 Using Social Media in Risks and Crises
In Part 1, we present empirical studies of three different cases. In particular, we analyse social media use during the terrorist attacks in Norway. In
ﬁve consecutive chapters, we analyse how communicators in different
roles
journalists

ranging from victims to crisis managers/responders and
not only used social media, but what the disastrous 22 July

event implies for their current application of social media in daily communication or crisis communication. This part also includes a chapter investigating social media use by journalists during the 2014 2015 Ebola crisis
as well as a case study on online communication during the 2013 ﬂoods in
Austria.
The ﬁrst chapter of Part 1 provides an analysis of how Twitter was
used during and in the aftermath of the Norway terrorist attack in 2011.
Based on a collected material of 2.2 million messages from the Norwegian
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Twitter sphere during and after the attacks, the analysis assesses how the
micro-blogging service aided its users in creating awareness of the crisis
event. A striking feature of the material is the absence of police, ﬁre brigades and other public institutions from the key communicators. The
study conﬁrms previous research that highlights the importance of crowdsourcing and the efforts by amateurs in Twitter communication about sudden crises. The results show that Twitter was important for establishing
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situation awareness both during and after the terrorist attacks; that hashtags were of limited value in the critical phase and that unexpected actors
became important communicators.
The author of the second chapter has interviewed surviving victims of
the terror attack on the island of Utøya, and studied their use of Facebook
in the ﬁrst month after the shootings. Using Narrative Therapy as an
inspiration for her analysis, the author ﬁnds that the perpetrator is
excluded from the survivors’ traumatic stories. On their Facebook walls,
and in the interviews, they display rather their personal renarrations of
fear, shock, resilience and their will to support each other in ﬁnding a way
to move on.
The analysis in the following chapter of the authorities’ use of Twitter
during the Norway attacks (Chapter 3) testiﬁes to the absence of ofﬁcial
voices during the critical hours of the crisis, with the blood bank at Oslo
University Hospital as the exception. The analysis reveals that there was
no coordination and synchronisation of communication between the
authorities. The authors infer that ofﬁcial silence on Twitter obstructed an
efﬁcient conﬁguration of situation awareness for the public and the
authorities. However, the analysis also points to the potential of Twitter in
crises, by emphasising how the blood bank used tweets to raise situation
awareness in collaboration with the public, and to mobilise blood donors
in order to address the acute problem of a shortage of blood to treat
casualties.
Chapter 4 follows up on these issues by interviewing crisis managers
and responders in the Norwegian police and health sector, and by paying
particular attention to lessons they have drawn from the inadequate use
during the 2011 attacks. The police interviewees underline how they currently have established routines for engaging social media in daily communication activities to strengthen their public presence, so that they are
better prepared for effective social media use during crises. The health
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sector interviewees used social media to some extent when the crisis
unfolded. However, like the police interviewees they stress the need for
better coordination between actors in their own sector and also between
emergency services in other sectors.
Based on interviews with news workers, photographers, desk editors
and front editors at VG, the leading online news provider in Norway,
Chapter 5 discusses whether and how media workers and managers take
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advantage of digital technology and social media. The study looks at how
two different discourses of professionalism, the occupational and the
organisational discourse, informed journalists’ use of digital media’s affordances during the terror crisis in Norway. It analyses how online journalists and management reﬂect upon their use of the affordances ﬁve years
after the crises. The affordances of digital media may be seen, for example,
as interactivity with users, the speed of digital media, social media platforms and real-time chatting. Although new organisations in the current
digital and social media climate ﬁnd they have less control over agenda setting, they compensate for this through various enhanced forms of news
presentation, such as interactive graphics, that engage users. At the same
time, management looks to social media platforms for ﬁnancial opportunities by learning from, and innovating with and alongside them.
Chapter 6 follows up on the topic of news media’s use of social media
by examining the manner in which three UK media sources
the Daily Mail and The Guardian

the BBC,

used Twitter during the 2014 2015

Ebola crisis. The chapter’s key research question concerns how these established media used and responded to the distinctive nature of social media
during the Ebola outbreak. The author ﬁnds that these media used social
media in a fairly conservative manner. Content was largely factual, occasionally opinion led, but always signposted to stories elsewhere

suggesting

that Twitter was not seen as a medium in its own right, but as a means of
promoting content elsewhere. Moreover, there was no exploitation of the
dialogical potential of social media.
The authors of Chapter 7 use the 20 semi-structured interviews they
conducted, and an analysis of online data, to reconstruct the online
communication of different stakeholders such as the authorities, rescue
organisations and journalists during the 2013 European ﬂoods in
Austria. They conclude that social media was a weak point in ofﬁcial
crisis management and communication related to the ﬂoods. A ﬂood
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has a long lead time and is therefore easy to predict compared with
other crises such as terror attacks. Nevertheless, rescue organisations,
the authorities and journalists were surprised by the enormous impact
of the ﬂoods, in particular with the new ﬂows of online information, and the more active and prominent role of the public in crisis
communication.
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Part 2 Developing a Tool for Crisis Communicators
The two chapters in this section show how user-centred design and
usability testing are vital components in developing technological tools
for occupational groups who work in monitoring, assessing, identifying
and sharing important social media content during crises. Few of the
many new tools developed to monitor and assess social media content
are actually used by key communicators in crisis and risk situations. This
is partly due to a lack of usability testing and cooperation with potential
end-users in the design phase of the tool development. Chapter 8 focuses
on how usability testing in controlled laboratory studies was applied
when developing a tool for gathering social media information, from the
pre-production planning phase to the ﬁnal phase. Chapter 9 pays particular attention to how biometric measurements (e.g. skin conductance and
eye tracking) can provide detailed clues about a tool’s usability. The
authors conclude that these measurements are helpful when trying to
identify and understand the user’s emotional and cognitive reactions to
tool features. The two chapters in this part offer insights into how
research and technological innovation may go hand in hand in the design
of new tools.

Part 3 Recommendations for Social Media Use in Risks and Crises
Based on the empirical studies presented in Part 1 of the book, on studies
published by the RESCUE researchers in other scholarly publications, and
on previous research and theories on social media use in crises, the chapters in the last section of the book offer recommendations to key communicators in their application of these media in different types of risk and
crises.
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Chapter 10 summarises communication processes during the central
European ﬂoods in Austria and the insufﬁcient use of social media by
the authorities and rescue organisations during the crisis. The authors
recommend that professional communicators develop a proactive communication and publishing strategy that provides information already in the
pre-crisis phase, to avoid accelerating the dissemination of misleading
information on social media. They also recommend that crisis communicators develop a content strategy for social media communication that can
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

help them understand the kind of content their audience needs, together
with the tone and voice used in their content. Finally, they emphasise the
importance of training communicators to develop practical skills in dealing
with social media platforms and communication processes.
In the following chapter (11), the recommendations are based on ﬁndings from two sets of case studies: one on the use of social media by health
authorities in the UK and Norway during the 2014 2015 Ebola outbreak;
the other on how established media in the UK used Twitter during the
Ebola outbreak. The recommendations for health authorities emphasise, for
instance, how they need to develop a strong social media presence and
monitor the wider social media conversations in order to deal with rumours
and questions; furthermore, that they can use messengers with local authority to offer advice via social media to people in affected regions when urgent
measures need to be taken. As for the established media, one of the suggestions is that, where social media content is signposted, journalists should
consider signposting to primary sources rather than to their own reports.
In the ﬁnal chapter, the authors’ recommendations are based on ﬁndings from the Norwegian Twitter sphere and newspaper content, and from
interviews with Utøya survivors, journalists, information ofﬁcers, crisis
managers and responders. Among the recommendations offered for the
different key communicators are: acknowledge social media as important;
master cross-social media monitoring and features; be aware of nonhashtagged content; implement veriﬁcation tools and practices; and, last
but not least, engage with and learn from celebrities.

CONCLUDING WORDS
Crises pose an immediate risk to life, health, property or the environment
and require urgent action. The public’s use of social media has important
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implications for contingency policies and practices. Social media have the
potential for risk reduction and preventive interaction with the public.
They can provide crisis managers with an understanding of what information people want in emergencies. However, for efﬁcient crisis communication, social media should be seen as channels which are integrated with
established news media outlets, the authorities’ own web pages and other
communication channels. Furthermore, communicators need to tailor their
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strategies according to each chosen social media platform, as different
social media have different features.
Potentially, the results and recommendations we publish in this book
will help broaden the understanding professionals have of social media crisis communication and, ultimately, reduce the impact on society of future
emergencies.
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PART 1

USING SOCIAL MEDIA IN
RISKS AND CRISES
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CHAPTER 1
TWEETING TERROR: AN ANALYSIS
OF THE NORWEGIAN TWITTERSPHERE DURING AND IN THE
AFTERMATH OF THE 22 JULY 2011
TERRORIST ATTACK

Steen Steensen
ABSTRACT
This chapter analyses the Norwegian Twitter-sphere during and in
the aftermath of the terrorist attack in Norway on 22 July 2011.
Based on a collection of 2.2 million tweets representing the Twittersphere during the period 20 July 28 August 2011, the chapter seeks
answers to how the micro-blogging services aided in creating situation awareness (SA) related to the emergency event, what role hashtags played in that process and who the dominant crisis
communicators were. The chapter is framed by theories and previous
r Steen Steensen. Published by Emerald Publishing Limited. This article is
published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) licence. Anyone
may reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works of this article (for
both commercial and non-commercial purposes), subject to full attribution to the
original publication and authors. The full terms of this licence may be seen at http://
creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode
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research on SA and social media use in the context of emergency
events. The ﬁndings reveal that Twitter was important in establishing
SA both during and in the aftermath of the terrorist attack, that
hashtags were of limited value in this process during the critical
phase, and that unexpected actors became key communicators.
Keywords: Crisis communication; terrorism; 22 July 2011; social
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media; hashtags; Twitter

INTRODUCTION
In recent years, social media have gained much attention in crisis communication research, thus paving the way for new, interdisciplinary ﬁelds of
inquiry such as crisis informatics. Analysis of Twitter communication has
been key to this development since the micro-blogging service has turned
out to be particularly relevant for rapid information diffusion when major
events break. The role and characteristics of Twitter communication in
emergency situations such as natural disasters, public riots and terrorist
attacks

and research on emotional resilience and questions of trust,

accuracy and veriﬁcation of Twitter communication in such cases

are

growing ﬁelds within crisis informatics and related crisis communications
ﬁelds (see Simon, Goldberg, & Adini, 2015 for an overview).
This chapter adds to the growing body of research by analysing how
the Norwegian Twitter-sphere responded to the 22 July 2011 terrorist
attack in Norway. On this day, the terrorist Anders Behring Breivik
exploded a massive car bomb in Oslo’s government quarter before he
started a massacre at the island of Utøya, where members of the
Norwegian social democratic party’s youth organisation (AUF) were
having their summer camp. The terrorist shot and killed 69 youngsters at
Utøya, in addition to the eight he killed with the bomb.
From the time the Oslo bomb exploded at 15.25 to the news spreading
that the perpetrator had been apprehended and identiﬁed, late in the evening the same day, the Norwegian Twitter-sphere was dominated by the
horriﬁc events. However, a comprehensive analysis of the Norwegian
Twitter-sphere during and in the aftermath of the attack has never been
undertaken. Such an analysis is important to understand exactly what role
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Twitter played during and after the crisis, who the dominant communicators were, and how SA and sense-making was negotiated and created on
Twitter. It is also important to gain more knowledge about the role of
social media in emergency situations to better prepare emergency ofﬁcers,
journalists, authorities and others on how to use social media as sources
of information, how to monitor and participate in social media communication related to such events, and how to understand social media as channels for comprehending public reactions.
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

This chapter provides an analysis based on a collection of 2.2 million
Norwegian tweets published between 20 July and 27 August 2011. The
main question to be answered is: How did the Norwegian Twitter-sphere
establish situation awareness during and in the aftermath of the terrorist
attack on 22 July 2011 and who were the key communicators?
This question is partly answered by analysing the use and relevance of
hashtags in the dataset. Much current research into crisis communication
on Twitter is based on hashtag-speciﬁc samples, like tweets containing the
hashtags #osloexpl and #utoya in the case of the 22 July 2011 attack.
Such established hashtags provide an easy way of sampling tweets related
to a speciﬁc topic. However, a problem with such a sampling strategy is
that the relevance of hashtags is pre-supposed. Research approaches that
only take into account tweets containing established hashtags are ‘unable
to shed sufﬁcient light on the early, formative stages of such crisis communication efforts on the platform’ (Bruns & Burgess, 2014, p. 382). Since
the dataset to be analysed here contains all tweets, not only the ones that
contain hashtags, a secondary aim is to determine the relevance of hashtags to Twitter communication when major and unexpected news events
such as a terrorist attack occur.
The chapter starts with a discussion of SA related to emergency situations and social media, before looking at relevant research on social media
and crisis communication. The methodology is then presented, before ﬁndings related to hashtags and key communicators are analysed and
discussed.

TWITTER AND SITUATION AWARENESS OF CRISIS EVENTS
A key communicative challenge during a crisis event is to achieve an
adequate situation awareness for all parties: those affected, rescue
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institutions, police and other public and governmental bodies, and the
public. Endsley (1995, p. 36) deﬁnes SA as ‘the perception of the elements
in the environment within a volume of time and space, the comprehension
of their meaning, and the projection of their status in the near future’. SA
is, in other words, being aware of what is going on at a given time and in
a given space, how to understand it, and how to act on that knowledge
immediately and properly.
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It is in complex and changing situations

like a sudden crisis

that

SA becomes difﬁcult to acquire. Achieving and maintaining SA is a process
involving a lot of ‘situation assessment’ (Endsley, 1995, p. 36), and it is in
this process of assessment that social media can be crucial during a crisis.
The rapidly increasing popularity of social media in the twenty-ﬁrst century has paved the way for what Bruns (2014, p. 351) calls a ‘new ecology
of emergency media’, in which traditional mass media coexist with social
media and messaging services, including SMS, in such a way that crisis
communication (on a general level) cannot be effective unless it considers
all these media. Furthermore, social media are important in how a crisis is
interpreted, explained and understood by various groups of the public,
and they can be vehicles for the formation of collective responses in the crisis aftermath (Kverndokk, 2013). In this respect, social media are tools for
making sense of an emergency event (Heverin & Zach, 2012).
However, situation assessment, sense-making and achieving SA based
on social media content might differ from how these processes function in
traditional media. Social media to a much larger degree represent alternative framings and counter-discourses on how to assess and understand a
crisis (Eriksson, 2016; Lindgren, 2011). Especially micro-blogging services
such as Twitter have proven to be ‘privileged as platforms for backchannel
activity’ (McNely, 2009, p. 297), in which the dominant discourses of
mainstream media can be countered and sense-making negotiated.
Furthermore, when a major crisis such as a massive terrorist attack
occurs, it is not obvious who the key communicators will be, or if indeed
there will be any key communicators. Social media such as Twitter are
dispersed networks with no predeﬁned dominant actors and a ‘new logic
of distribution’ (Klinger & Svensson, 2015, p. 1248) in which ordinary
users are important actors in the dissemination of information. Previous
research has shown that highly motivated individuals with no prior
experience with mass communication can gain signiﬁcant roles as

Tweeting Terror: An Analysis of the Norwegian Twitter-sphere

19

‘remote emergency operators’ (Starbird & Palen, 2011) and that ordinary
people can be ‘crowdsourced to prominence’ (Meraz & Papacharissi,
2013) during a crisis. Social media like Twitter, therefore, have many
similarities with discussion forums, which, according to Graham and
Wright (2014), rely heavily on ‘superparticipants’ (both ‘superposters’
and ‘agenda setters’) to function well.
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THE RELEVANCE OF HASHTAGS
Hashtags are manually entered keywords with the preﬁx ‘#’ that draw on
Twitter’s search functionality so that users can search and subscribe to
tweets containing the same hashtag. They ‘enable users to communicate
with an ad hoc community around the hashtag topic’ (Bruns & Burgess,
2012, p. 804). Hashtags are therefore a way of structuring communication
that might aid in the acquisition of SA. For similar reasons, hashtags are
popular as objects of research. They provide a relatively easy way of sampling tweets related to speciﬁc topics, and have proven vital in research,
especially on how social media alter political communication, participation
and political movements and uprisings (see for instance Boulianne, 2015
and Bruns, Enli, Skogerbo, Larsson, & Christensen, 2015).
Hashtags have also been useful in research on social media and emergency situations such as natural disasters (e.g. Bruns & Burgess, 2014;
Bruns, Burgess, Crawford, & Shaw, 2012; Bruns & Liang, 2012) and of
special interest here, terrorist attacks. Burnap et al. (2014) investigated
Twitter communication related to the terrorist attack in Woolwich,
London in 2013 and found that tweets related to the event by hashtags
were more inﬂuential due to their discoverability. This ﬁnding is supported
by previous non-terror-related research on the signiﬁcance of hashtags
(Petrovic, Osborne, & Lavrenko, 2011; Suh, Hong, Pirolli, & Chi, 2010),
but is contested by Lee, Agrawal, and Rao (2015) who found that tweets
related to the 2011 Boston marathon bombing that did not contain hashtags were more likely to get retweeted than tweets with hashtags. It is, in
other words, disputed how important hashtags are to the formation of SA
in an emergency situation.
Previous research has also provided insight into the kinds of hashtags
that typically dominate the Twitter-sphere during an emergency event.
Simon, Goldberg, Aharonson-Daniel, Leykin, and Adini (2014) investigated
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Twitter communication related to the Westgate mall terror attack in
Kenya in 2013 and identiﬁed four categories of hashtags related to the
event: (1) hashtags emphasising geographical locations (e.g. #WestGate,
#WestGateMall, #Kenya, #Nairobi); (2) hashtags related to the attack
(e.g.

#WestGateAttack,

#WestGateSiege,

#WestGateMallAttack

and

#WestGateShootout); (3) hashtags showing social support, resilience and
cohesiveness (e.g. #WeAreOne and #UnitedWeStand) and (4) hashtags iden-
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tifying relevant organisations (e.g. #RedCross and #AlShabaab).
Hashtags have also been important to the few studies that have analysed Twitter communication related to the 22 July 2011 terrorist attack
in Norway. Based on an analysis of a selection of tweets drawn from a
hashtag-based sample, Eriksson (2016) identiﬁed four general eventrelated themes during the six days following the attack. The ﬁrst theme
concerned the Norwegian nation, the second concerned expressions of
solidarity, the third was related to explanations of the attack and the
fourth detailed the events of the attack. Perng et al. (2012) also analysed
tweets based on hashtag searches in order to investigate the role of Twitter
in mobilising resources during and after the terrorist attack. They found
that the micro-blogging service enabled ‘collective awareness’ to arise from
networked communication involving both peripheral and centrally located
communicators.
Even though hashtags provide a fruitful way of sampling and analysing
social media communication related to speciﬁc events, there are some problems with limiting a Twitter sample to only hashtagged tweets. First, not
all tweets contain hashtags, so ignoring the ones without hashtags means
ignoring an unknown, but possibly large part of the Twitter communication. Second, people might misspell a hashtag or use hashtags that are not
the most commonly used, which in both cases might leave their tweets out
of a hashtag-based sample. In an analysis of tweets related to natural disasters, Potts, Seitzinger, Jones, and Harrison (2011, p. 235) found that
‘hashtag usage was somewhat mired by inconsistent formats, spellings,
and word ordering’. Third, when a sudden emergency occurs, such as a
natural disaster or a terrorist attack, it might take time before the Twitter
community agrees on which hashtags to use. And fourth, people experiencing an emergency event and wanting to alert or inform about it on
Twitter do not necessarily have the time or capacity to think about which
hashtag to use.

Tweeting Terror: An Analysis of the Norwegian Twitter-sphere

21

A contribution of the research presented here is therefore to look more
closely at the signiﬁcance of hashtags during and after a massive and complex emergency event such as the 22 July 2011 terrorist attack in Norway.
Since the research to be presented is based on an analysis of almost all
tweets sent from Norway during and after the event, the use of hashtags
and their signiﬁcance can be traced from the outbreak to the aftermath.
This provides important insights into the signiﬁcance of hashtags during
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emergencies.

ABOUT THE EVENT
On Friday 22 July 2011 at 15.25 a massive car bomb exploded at the governmental quarter in the centre of Oslo. Eight people were killed in the
blast, which left the nearby quarters looking like a war zone. The lone terrorist, Anders Behring Breivik

a 28-year-old right-wing extremist who

wanted to attack the social democratic party, which he considered as traitors to Norway

then drove 40 km northwest of Oslo to the Tyrifjorden

lake, where, dressed as a policeman, he arrived at the ferry landing
Utøyakaia at 16.55. He was transported by the local ferry to the small
island of Utøya, where the social democratic party’s youth organisation
(AUF) held their traditional and yearly week-long summer camp. Five hundred and sixty-four people were on the island when Breivik arrived at
17.18. Four minutes later he started to shoot people. For more than an
hour, he searched the island for people to kill, and managed to kill 69
youngsters and injure 33 before he was apprehended by the police at
18.34. Many youngsters ﬂed the island by swimming away, while others
hid as best they could.
At 19.30, the police conﬁrmed that seven people had been killed by the
bomb. At 21.30, the police reported 10 deaths on Utøya. At 22.45, the
minister of Justice, Knut Storberget, conﬁrmed that the apprehended terrorist was ethnically Norwegian. At 03.17 on 23 July, the police stated
that the number of casualties at Utøya was far greater than previously
assumed, and at 03.50 they stated that 80 people had been killed on
Utøya. The correct number of causalities was not announced before
Monday 25 July.
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METHOD
The data to be analysed here was drawn from a query run and purchased
via Gnip, Twitter’s enterprise API platform. The query was built to get, as
close as possible, all the tweets from Norway in the period 20 July to 28
August 2011 from Twitter’s Historical PowerTrack API. The query1
resulted in a total of 2.2 million tweets, which were downloaded and
imported into an SQL database for analysis. A total of 39,205 unique
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

users are registered as active in the database, implying that they posted at
least one tweet during the period (the Norwegian Twitter-sphere consisted
of about 200,000 registered users in 2011 (Kverndokk, 2013, p. 172)).
But the network reached far beyond that, as 1,363,241 Twitter user IDs
are mentioned in the database.
For a number of reasons, the dataset is not a complete representation of
the Norwegian Twitter-sphere during the selected period. The query was
built as a Boolean expression combining operators such as ‘country_code’,
‘bio_location’ and ‘twitter_lang’ to select tweets only from the Norwegian
Twitter-sphere. However, due to the limited capabilities of Twitter’s language detection tool in 2011 and the uncertainty as to whether Twitter
users actually had posted information on their country in their bios or elsewhere when registering with the micro-blogging service, it is impossible to
determine to what degree the dataset actually represents the whole
Norwegian Twitter-sphere. A manual reading of a selection of approximately 60,000 tweets from the hours of the attack on 22 July 2011
revealed that some previously known tweets were missing from the sample, and that some non-Norwegian tweets were included. Nevertheless, the
dataset represents a fairly accurate depiction of what went on in the
Norwegian Twitter-sphere in the selected 40-day period, and it represents
a solid foundation for analysing Twitter responses in Norway both during
and in the aftermath of the attack.
For the purpose of this chapter, queries were run in the SQL database
to detect the use of hashtags during the event and in the following weeks.
Previous research has indicated that a sudden, breaking news event occupies the attention of the general public for approximately two weeks,
which has proven to hold true also for the Twitter-sphere (Burnap et al.,
2014). A 40-day period should therefore be more than sufﬁcient to determine the life cycle of trending hashtags related to the terrorist attack. The
aim of the hashtag analyses in this chapter is to pinpoint (1) the
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signiﬁcance of hashtags for communication about the event on Twitter
during the acute phase and (2) how hashtags shaped the conversation
around the 22 July terrorist attack, and if and when other, non terrorrelated conversations rose in popularity

which would then reveal how

quickly the Twitter-sphere ‘normalised’. Together, these two aims provide
insights into the formation of SA both during and in the aftermath of the
emergency event and what role hashtags played in this formation.
The third aim of the chapter is to analyse who the dominant communiDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

cators were during and in the aftermath of the terrorist attack. I have therefore looked at (1) who posted most tweets; (2) who got most mentioned by
others and (3) who got retweeted the most. The basic assumption behind
this way of analysing the data is that if a person tweeted a lot, got a lot of
mentions and/or was frequently retweeted, we can conclude that this person was a key communicator and dominant actor. Finally, the relationship
between the most popular hashtag and key communicators is analysed.
Unfortunately, the dataset does not contain information on how many
followers each account had or when accounts were created, thus making it
impossible to analyse how and if the attack attracted new users to Twitter,
the role of the number of followers and the signiﬁcance of the duration of
Twitter presence.

FINDINGS
Previous pre-2011 research on Twitter use in large-scale emergencies
(Starbird, Palen, Hughes, & Vieweg, 2010) has shown that Twitter activity
rises signiﬁcantly during emergencies. This was also the case in Norway
on 22 July 2011, as the attack prompted a 200 per cent increase in number of tweets posted compared to the previous day (from 40,000 tweets
posted on 21 July to 120,000 tweets posted on the day of the attack).
However, it did not take more than two days before Twitter activity stabilised at a level of about 50,000 tweets posted per day, which still represents a 25 per cent increase compared to the days before 22 July.
The high increase in Twitter activity on 22 July suggest that the Twitter
community in Norway was preoccupied with the event, and that Twitter
was found to be a relevant medium for spreading news and talking about
what had happened, especially during and immediately after the critical
phase.
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The Relevance of Hashtags on 22 July
On average, 22 per cent of the tweets in our dataset contained one or
more hashtags. Figure 1 shows the 10 most popular hashtags during the
period 20 July to 27 August 2011.
The highest level of hashtag use was on 22 July, the day of the
attack. Figure 2 displays the relative use of hashtags hour by hour on
this day from 15.00. The bomb exploded at 15.25, but only 26 per cent
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of the tweets posted between 15.00 and 16.00 contained hashtags, while
almost half (46 per cent) of the tweets posted between 17.00 and 18.00
contained one or more hashtags. By then it was clear that a massive
bomb had exploded in Oslo. Similarly, by 23.00 it was clear that the terrorist had killed several youngsters at Utøya and that he had been
apprehended.
The numbers in Figure 2 suggest that the more that is known about an
unsuspected, major breaking news event, the more likely it is that the
Twitter community will use hashtags to talk about this event. It also suggests that it takes time for the Twitter community to turn its attention to
the event. This is related to what Romero, Meeder, and Kleinberg (2011)
refer to as ‘complex contagion dynamics’, which implies that people hold
back from using hashtags until they see which hashtags are trending. We
ﬁnd support for this explanation in the actual Twitter communication, as
people started to post instructions on which hashtags to use, like this tweet
posted at 18.07: ‘Best hashtag for the covering from Oslo is #osloexpl
Thats what the norvegians in Oslo uses’ (sic!).
During the ﬁrst ﬁve minutes after the explosion, 95 tweets related to
the blast were posted (25 per cent of all tweets posted during these minutes). Only 10 of these 95 tweets contained hashtags (9.5 per cent), and
many of these hashtags were misleading in the sense that they placed the
blast in a false location or assumed the blast was caused by thunder or an
earthquake. Similarly, when news about the shootings at Utøya started to
appear on Twitter, hashtags were of little use. The Utøya shootings started
at 17.21 and the ﬁrst tweet using an event-speciﬁc hashtag (#utøya) was
posted at 17.52. By then, 78 tweets about the events on Utøya had been
posted, only ten of them (13 per cent) containing hashtags. And these
hashtags were not providing new information since they were all connected with the bomb blast in Oslo (#oslo, #prayforoslo, #osloexpl).2
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Note: This ﬁgure shows the distribution over time of the 10 most popular hashtags used in the 2.2 million tweets posted in the Norwegian Twitter-sphere from 22
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Figure 1: The 10 Most Used Hashtags on Twitter in Norway (20 July to 27 August 2011).
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Figure 2: Proportion of Tweets with Hashtags, 22 July 2011.
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Note: This ﬁgure shows the relative proportion of tweets that contained one or more
hashtags from 14.00 to midnight 22 July 2011 in the Norwegian Twitter-sphere.

The Critical Phase: Breaking News and Prayers
A total of 216,331 tweets were posted in Norway on 22 and 23 July,
according to our dataset. Of these, 37 per cent contained hashtags. A
total of 4,703 different hashtags were used in these tweets in total
77,000 times. The average occurrence of a speciﬁc hashtag was, in other
words, 16.
The top 10 hashtags used during 22 and 23 July 2011 occurred in total
48,570 times, thus representing more than 60 per cent of all hashtag use
during this period. This suggests that the Norwegian Twitter community
was largely part of the same, few dominant conversations held during
these two days.
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Most of these top 10 hashtags were English and thus directed at an
international audience. The most frequently used hashtags during this period were #PrayforNorway (13.733 occurrences
tag use), #Utøya3 (10,595 occurrences
occurrences

18 per cent of all hash-

14 per cent) and #Oslo (9,702

12 per cent). In the initial phase of the attack, from when

the bomb exploded at 15.25 to news starting to break about the shooting
on Utøya after 17.40, the Twitter-sphere was dominated by Oslo-centred
hashtags, such as #oslo, #osloexpl and #PrayforOslo. The #oslo hashtag
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

was immediately established as important, while #osloexpl occurred for
the ﬁrst time at 16.01, 36 minutes after the explosion. At 18.00, the
#Utøya hashtag started to trend, and the #PrayforNorway hashtag
replaced #PrayforOslo as the most popular.
The #prayfor… hashtags connected the event to other, similar events
internationally. #prayfor… hashtags were already, in 2011, established as
a common way of expressing sympathy when terrible events struck, beginning with the #PrayforJapan hashtag after the Tohoku earthquake earlier
the same year (Lin & Margolin, 2014). The #prayfor… hashtags are therefore a way of establishing the event as belonging to a speciﬁc genre,
namely terrible breaking news events, which require a speciﬁc rhetorical
response. Such genre afﬁliation thereby helps in acquiring SA, as it links
the event to previous and similar events with known outcomes.
If we look at the tweets that did not contain hashtags (63 per cent of
all tweets posted on these two days), we ﬁnd that the majority of these are
linked to the terrorist attack as well. The most common word in these
tweets (disregarding prepositions) is ‘Oslo’, and the most common phrases
that the word Oslo occurred in are ‘Oslo and Utøya’, ‘Oslo 7 killed short
after shooting’, ‘Oslo and the massacre’, etc.4

The Aftermath: Love and Justin Bieber
The ﬁrst week after the critical phase, from Sunday 24 July to Friday
29 July, was marked by national displays of grief, shock and sorrow.
The king, the prime minster and several others gave speeches in which
they encouraged solidarity. On Monday 25 July, a peaceful rose parade
was organised in Oslo, in which approximately 200,000 people participated. Similar commemorative ceremonies were arranged in other cities
around the country as well.
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According to our dataset, 326,683 tweets were published in Norway in
this week; 12,888 hashtags were in use, occurring on average six times.
The 10 most used hashtags during this period account for 25 per cent of
all hashtag usage during the same period, thus representing a far smaller
part of the Twitter-sphere than the top 10 hashtags during the 22 and 23
July period. This suggests that the Norwegian Twitter-sphere became
much more fragmented as time passed by.
As in the ﬁrst two days, most of the popular hashtags during the folDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

lowing week used English spelling. #Oslo was the most used hashtag
(3,065 occurrences) in this period, followed by #PrayforNorway (3,061
occurrences) and #Utøya (3,059 occurrences)

each of them representing

about 4 per cent of the total hashtag use. On Monday 25 July, the day of
the commemorative ceremonies, the hashtag #oslove trended as the most
popular, and two days later, the hashtag #showyourhearts trended as the
most used hashtag, each of them representing an emotional, love-based
response to the attack in line with the mainstream discourse in the
Norwegian public sphere (Kverndokk, 2013).
By Friday 29 July, one week after the attack, it seems as if the
Twitter-sphere was about to normalise, as the hashtags #ffnor and #ff
dominated. These two hashtags were part of the Follow Friday routine,
which was common in the Twitter-sphere at the time. Every Friday,
Twitter users would use #ff hashtags followed by an array of user
account mentions to indicate people worth following on Twitter. These
hashtags were then used to generate lists of the most popular Twitter
accounts every week.
The top 10 hashtags during the week 30 July 5 August account for
only 11 per cent of the total hashtag use, a signiﬁcant drop from the 25
per cent of the previous period and the 60 per cent during 22 and 23 July.
The Twitter-sphere had in other words by now become even more fragmented, and the most popular hashtags had nothing to do with the terror
attack, but with Justin Bieber (#BieberFact and #Someday

related to the

perfume the pop idol launched in June 2011).

The Superposters
During the acute phase from 15.25 to 21.00 on 22 July 2011, 35,739
tweets (excluding retweets) were posted in Norway by 15,987 different
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user accounts, according to our dataset. More than half of these tweets
(56 per cent) were posted by 5 per cent of the user accounts, suggesting
that only a few per cent of active Twitter users during the acute phase
used Twitter as their main channel of communication.
During the aftermath (from 21.00 22 July to midnight on 29 July),
339,904 tweets (excluding retweets) were posted by 21,343 different user
accounts. The 5 per cent most active accounts accounted for 37 per cent of
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these tweets, suggesting that a larger part of the Norwegian Twittercommunity used Twitter as a main channel of communication in the aftermath than during the acute phase.
Table 1 displays the ‘superposters’ (Graham & Wright, 2014) in terms
of number of tweets posted during the critical hours and the week following the terror attack. These 10 most active Twitter posters account for 4.0
per cent of all tweets during the acute phase and 3.3 per cent during the
whole period 22 29 July. This suggests that the Twitter communication
was dispersed rather than centralised, but that there was a slightly higher
degree of concentration around some dominant communicators during the
acute phase than during the following week.
As Table 1 shows, many of the superposters both during the acute
phase and in the aftermath, were young girls, many of whom showed
some kind of afﬁliation with pop/fan culture in their Twitter proﬁles.
Three of these young girls are on the top ten list in both periods. These
girls’ Twitter activity seems not to have been directed towards a general
public, but to their peers and fellow fans of Justin Bieber especially, but
also Liam Payne, the boyband The Weekend and others. A closer look at
their Twitter activity reveals that at least a couple of these girls probably
were friends who tweeted a lot to and from each other and seem to have
used Twitter as their primary channel of communication, as a messaging
service.
However, the most active Twitter user in terms of number of original
tweets posted during the acute phase, was a journalist. This journalist
was not the typical breaking news journalist from one of the major
news outlets. He was a young ﬁlm critic with NRK P3, the Norwegian
public broadcaster’s radio channel targeting teenagers and young
adults. Still, this journalist was the only one among the top 10 tweeters
in both periods who was close to being a public ﬁgure. He started tweeting about the terror attack at 15.28

3 minutes after the bomb blast,

Acute Phase of the Terrorist Attack 22 July 2011 (15.25 21.00) and in the Aftermath of the Attack, from 21.00 22 July to 00.00 29 July.
(Usernames in italics are made anonymous.)
Top 10 Tweeters 22 July, 15.25 21.00

Username

Proﬁle

Top 10 Tweeters 22 July 21.00 to 29 July

Tweets

Username

Proﬁle

Tweets

1

@Journalist1

Journalist

203

@YoungGirl8

Personal, Liam Payne fan

1768

2

@YoungGirl1

Personal

180

@YoungGirl1

Personal

1,430

3

@YoungGirl2

Personal

146

@YoungGirl9

Personal

1,321

4

@YoungGirl3

Personal

146

@YoungGirl2

Personal

1,288

5

@YoungGirl4

Personal, Justin Bieber fan

135

@YoungGirl4

Personal, Justin Bieber fan

1,155

6

@TWnorway

Fan account

132

@Man1

Personal, Britney Spears fan

951

7

@Journalist2

Ex-journalist

126

@YoungBoy

Personal

880

8

@YoungGirl5

Personal

122

@YoungGirl10

Personal, The Wanted fan

863

9

@YoungGirl6

Personal, Justin Bieber fan

119

@YoungGirl11

Personal

853

10

@YoungGirl7

Personal, Justin Bieber fan

114

@YoungGirl12

Personal, Justin Bieber fan

850

Steen Steensen
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Table 1: The 10 Most Active Twitter Accounts in Norway in Terms of Number of Tweets Posted (Excluding Retweets) During the
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and was pivotal in establishing the #osloexpl hashtag as important, as
he used this hashtag 169 times during the acute phase (15.25 21.00)
and instructed others to use it. He clearly found hashtags important, as
76 per cent of all his tweets during the acute phase contained one or
more hashtags.
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The Most Mentioned Twitter Users
Table 2 displays the Twitter accounts that were most mentioned by others
during both the critical phase and the whole week. All in all, 52,779 user
names were mentioned during the whole week, with an average of 4.7
mentions per user name. During the acute phase, 8,497 user names were
mentioned on an average of 2.6 mentions per user name.
The top mentions list is more diverse than the top tweeters list in
Table 1, as we here ﬁnd pop stars (Justin Bieber and his girlfriend Selena
Gomez, who celebrated her birthday on 22 July), politicians (including the
prime minister Jens Stoltenberg), journalists (the same journalist who was
the top tweeter in Table 1), young girls, services (like YouTube and
Addthis), activists and victims of the terror attack.
The 10 most mentioned user names account for 8 per cent of all mentions during the acute phase and 7 per cent of all mentions during the
whole week. Justin Bieber’s ofﬁcial account, @justinbieber, is by far the
most mentioned in both periods, with three times as many mentions than
number two on the list (Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg) during the acute
phase and with more mentions than the nine next on the list taken
together during the whole week. Mentions of @justinbieber account for
7 per cent of all mentions during the acute phase, and 4 per cent of all
mentions during the whole week. The Norwegian Twitter-sphere had in
other words a tendency to seek attention from Justin Bieber, and more so
during the acute phase than later on.
Tweets mentioning @justinbieber are quite often combined with the
hashtag #prayfornorway, especially in the early period. During 22 and
23 July, 43 per cent (1,706 tweets) of all tweets mentioning Justin Bieber
included the #prayfornorway hashtag, making this the most common
combination of a hashtag and an account mention in our dataset. This
implies that a main reason for mentioning Justin Bieber was to reach out

(15.25 21.00) and in the Aftermath of the Attack, from 21.00 22 July to Midnight 29 July. (Usernames in italics are, made anonymous.)
10 Most Mentioned Accounts 22 July 15.25 21.00

Username

Proﬁle

Mentions

10 Most Mentioned Accounts 22 July, 21.00 to 29 July

Username

Proﬁle

Mentions

1

@justinbieber

Pop idol

609

@justinbieber

Pop idol

2

@jensstoltenberg

Prime minister of Norway

202

@jensstoltenberg

Prime minister of Norway

10,398
2,280

3

@Victim1

Utøya victim

200

@youtube

Service

1,543

4

@selenagomez

Pop idol

194

@selenagomez

Pop idol

693

5

@Politician1

Regional politician (AP)

167

@Real_Liam_Payne

Pop idol

604

6

@miffno

Pro-Israel activist

103

@Victim2

Utøya victim

556

7

@YoungGirl13

Personal

71

@YoungGirl2

Personal

542

8

@Journalist1

Journalist

70

@YoungGirl13

Personal

510

9

@YoungGirl14

Personal

67

@AddThis

Service

494

10

@YouTuber1

Swedish YouTuber

67

@YoungBoy2

Personal

491

Steen Steensen
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Table 2: The 10 Most Mentioned Twitter Accounts in Norway during the Acute Phase of the Terrorist Attack 22 July 2011
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to him in order to make him become engaged with what was going on
in Norway.

The Most Retweeted Accounts
Retweets accounted for 36 per cent of all tweets posted during the
acute phase, decreasing to 26 per cent during the ﬁrst week after
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

the attack.
Table 3 displays the Twitter accounts that were retweeted most during the acute phase and the following week. The list is dominated by
American pop stars and celebrities (Justin Bieber, Chris Medina, Katy
Perry, Taylor Swift and Sophia Bush) who all tweeted their sympathies
with what had happened in Norway. The journalist who was a top
tweeter (@Journalist1

see Table 1), one other journalist and a news

service (@BBCBreaking) are also present on the list in Table 3, as are the
prime minister, the politician that got a lot of mentions (@Politician1
see Table 2) and one of the young girls who also tweeted a lot
(@YoungGirl4

see Table 1).

The Twitter account of Oslo University hospital (@Oslounivsykehus) is
the fourth most retweeted account during the whole week and the only
public body among the most retweeted accounts. The activity of this
Twitter account was related to the hospital bloodbank’s efforts to secure
enough blood to save all the injured (see Chapter 3 in this volume, for an
analysis of this activity).

Findings Summarised
The ﬁndings presented earlier can be summarised in the following points:
• The terrorist attack more than doubled the activity in the Norwegian
Twitter-sphere during the day of the attack and was kept at a higher
level than previous days during the following week.
• Hashtags were important in framing conversations and for the
dissemination of news about the terrorist attack, as more tweets
contained hashtags on 22 July than the following days. But hashtags
were not relevant and were even misleading during the ﬁrst few minutes

Phase of the Terrorist Attack 22 July 2011 (15.25 21.00) and in the Aftermath of the Attack, from 21.00 22 July to 00.00 29 July.
(Usernames in italics are made anonymous.)
10 Most Retweeted Accounts 22 July, 15.25 21.00

Username

Proﬁle

Retweets

10 Most Retweeted Accounts 22 July, 21.00 to 29 July

Username

Proﬁle

Retweets

1

@OfﬁcialMedina

Pop idol

355

@justinbieber

Pop idol

4,211

2

@Politician1

Regional politician (AP)

332

@jensstoltenberg

Prime minister of Norway

1,142

3

@Journalist3

Local radio journalist

329

@Oslounivsykehus

Oslo University Hospital

607

4

@ Journalist1

Journalist at NRK P3

273

@Journalist3

Local radio journalist

589

5

@YoungGirl4

Personal, Justin Bieber-fan

216

@katyperry

Pop idol

559

6

@SophiaBush

Actress

188

@celebrity1

Norwegian celebrity

509

7

@BBCBreaking

News service

188

@Author1

Norwegian author and publisher

482

8

@Oslounivsykehus

Oslo University Hospital

182

@taylorswift13

Pop idol

477

9

@jensstoltenberg

Prime minister of Norway

156

@Woman1

Personal

428

10

@Author1

Norwegian author and publisher

150

@KennyHamilton

Actor and producer

421

Steen Steensen
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Table 3: The 10 Most Retweeted Twitter Accounts in Norway in Terms of Number of Total Number of Retweets during the Acute
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after the attack; it took more than 30 minutes from when the bomb
struck in Oslo until a relevant and much-used hashtag (#osloexlp) was
established.
• The Norwegian Twitter-sphere was concentrated on a few hashtagbased conversations related to the event during 22 and 23 July, but
became much more fragmented during the following week (23 29
July).
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• The attack was almost immediately framed as an international event,
with English being the preferred language for the most popular
hashtags, and through the use of generic hashtags like
#prayforNorway.
• In terms of dominant users, the Norwegian Twitter-sphere was
decentralised rather than concentrated around a few key
communicators. None of the top 10 superposters were previously
established as highly public ﬁgures. However, there was a higher
concentration around the top 10 communicators and a higher degree of
retweeting activity during the acute phase than the following week.
• The Norwegian Twitter-sphere was, both during the critical phase and
the following week, dominated by young girls craving the attention of
international pop idols like Justin Bieber.

CONCLUSION
The research question guiding this chapter was How did the Norwegian
Twitter-sphere establish situation awareness during and in the aftermath
of the terrorist attack on 22 July 2011 and who were the key
communicators?
The ﬁndings show that Twitter was important to the sense-making process of what we might call long-term SA. First, the quickly established
international orientation of the Norwegian Twitter community framed the
crisis as one of international proportions. The dominant hasthtags were
written in English (‘expl’ instead of the Norwegian spelling ‘ekspl’, ‘prayfor’, etc.) and the #prayforOslo/#prayforNorway hashtags generically
framed the event as a catastrophe similar to the tsunami in Japan earlier
the same year.
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Second, reactions on Twitter were dominated by passive emotions of
care and love rather than active displays of anger and calls for an uprising.
Two out the four categories of hashtags that Simon et al. (2014) found to
dominate the Twitter-sphere after the Westgate mall terrorist attack in
Kenya dominated the Norwegian Twitter-sphere on and in the aftermath
of the 22 July 2011 attack: hashtags oriented towards geographical location (#Oslo, #Utøya) and hashtags showing social support, resilience and
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cohesiveness (#prayfornorway, #showyourhearts and #oslove). The dominance of this second group of hashtags created a long-term SA in which
the terrorist attack was understood as something that would strengthen
the bond between, and community feeling among, Norwegians.
This discourse of resilience, cohesiveness and love established a ‘proper’
way of understanding and reacting to the terrible event and went hand-inhand with the dominant discourse found in the mainstream media
(Kverndokk, 2013). In her hashtag speciﬁc analysis of the Twitter-sphere
during the six days following the 22 July 2011 attack, Eriksson (2016)
found that Twitter served as a backchannel for discourses countering the
discourses of the mainstream media. These counter-discourses focused on
‘vocabularies used to explain the attacks as well as the sensationalisation
of the event’ (Eriksson, 2016, p. 13). They were undoubtedly present in
the Twitter-sphere, but they were by no means dominant. As the ﬁndings
of this study show, Twitter was primarily a platform where mainstream
discourses were formulated and reinforced.
This study also shows that hashtags are not immediately relevant for
Twitter-communication when a major emergency event breaks. Future
research should take this into consideration and try to sample social media
data not based on hashtag searches. Hashtags were, however, important
in creating SA once information about what had happened became
known. Hashtags therefore functioned as a way of structuring communication and making the Twitter-sphere more united in the processes of
making sense of the event.
Furthermore, the Norwegian Twitter-sphere was not centralised around
a few key communicators during and after the 22 July 2011 terrorist
attack, and those who were the most active in terms of numbers of tweets
and retweets posted, were unexpected actors such as a young ﬁlm critic
journalist and a local politician, thus conﬁrming previous research on the
importance of crowdsourcing and amateurs in Twitter communication
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related to sudden crisis situations (Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013;
Starbird & Palen, 2011). A striking feature of the ﬁndings presented here
is the absence of the police, ﬁre department and other public and governmental bodies among key communicators. In Chapter 3, Ottosen and
Steensen analyse how authorities responded to the attack on social media.
They found that there was a lack of coordination of communication, and
that the few efforts that were made were dependent on individual
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initiatives.
Another striking feature of the Norwegian Twitter-sphere during and
after the attack is the general dominance of fan culture and celebrities like
Justin Bieber, and especially young girls’ need to get their idols to care
about what happened in Norway. Becoming a key communicator during a
crisis event is difﬁcult without a previously established network of followers. Celebrities and others with many followers tend to play important
roles during a crisis ‘by lending their follower base to the ampliﬁcation of
news and information about the crisis event’ (Bruns & Burgess, 2014,
p. 378). Celebrities like Justin Bieber were important in attracting international attention to the terrorist attack, perhaps even more so than during previous crises (such as the 2011 Queensland and Christchurch
earthquake analysed by Bruns & Burgess, 2014) because the terrorist
attacked teenagers.
This link between fan culture and crisis communication should be treated with importance in future research into social media and crisis communication. Authorities, NGOs, journalists and others have something to
learn on how to create strong bonds with the public in social media
bonds that will be important when a major crisis breaks.

NOTES
1. The query was made up of the following Boolean expression: ‘country_code:no OR twitter_lang:no OR bio_location:norway OR bio_location:norge OR bio_lang:no OR bio_location_contains:norway OR
bio_location_contains:norge’.
2. The ﬁndings in this section are based on a manual reading of the
tweets.
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3. The number here represents the sum of both the Norwegian (#Utøya)
and the English version (#Utoya) of the hashtag.
4. The open source and web-based automated textual analysis tool
Voyant tool (available at http://voyant-tools.org), developed at the
University of Alberta, was used to perform the lightweight textual analysis
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presented in this paragraph.
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CHAPTER 2
VICTIMS’ USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA
DURING AND AFTER THE UTØYA
TERROR ATTACK: FEAR, RESILIENCE,
SORROW AND SOLIDARITY

Elsebeth Frey
ABSTRACT
This chapter examines how those directly affected by the terror
attack on Utøya in Norway on 22 July 2011 used social media to
cope with the trauma. Through interviews with eight survivors and a
study of their Facebook walls during the ﬁrst month after the shooting, the chapter sets out to answer how they tell and re-tell the
trauma on Facebook. In what way does their re-telling of the terror
event give it meaning? With Narrative Therapy as its inspiration, this
chapter studies different themes and stories on the Facebook walls,
what is told about the event, its effects and responses to it. The
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meaning derived from the trauma is a story of national unity, democratic values and the redeﬁning of Norway as a multicultural society.
As for the perpetrator, he is written out of the story.
Keywords: Social media; terror; resilience; sorrow; unity; re-narration
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INTRODUCTION
‘Love, openness and democracy’ were the core words in Norway after the
terror attacks on 22 July 2011, when 77 people were killed, 8 in Oslo and
69 on the island of Utøya. Standing up to the terrorist, dealing with sorrow and anger, showing unity and building resilience were expressed in
many ways, both in real life and virtually. The use of social media connected public and private grief. For the victims it was a shocking, personal
catastrophe, a hell that they survived. Through qualitative interviews with
survivors from Utøya and an analysis of their Facebook accounts, this
chapter looks into how they dealt with the trauma on social media. The
aim of the chapter is to examine how those directly affected reacted in
their updates and comments in dialogue with others publishing on their
Facebook walls. How did they narrate their trauma on Facebook?

BACKGROUND
On Friday 22 July 2011, a man blew up a bomb in the government quarter in Oslo. Then, he drove to the island of Utøya, 38 kilometres from the
capital. On the island, AUF
in Norway

the youth organisation of the Labour Party

was holding its summer camp. Dressed as a policeman,

the perpetrator started shooting and carried on for 65 minutes, killing
69 people and injuring many others; 56 were admitted to hospital with
severe injuries (Dyb et al., 2014). The terror attacks were a shock for the
Norwegian people, who were used to living in a peaceful part of the world
and in ‘one of the highest-ranking countries in every cross-national survey
measuring trust and/or civic engagement in the past 30 years’ (Wollebæk,
Enjolras, Steen-Johansen, & Ødegård, 2012, pp. 32 33).
On that Friday, people gathered around the television for hours, listened to the radio and searched websites and social media to ﬁnd out what
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was happening after the bomb exploded in Oslo. Then, two hours later,
the authorities and the Norwegians began to realise there was an on-going
attack against the AUF. When the surviving youngsters on the island were
rescued, they were taken to Sundvolden hotel nearby. Yet, nobody knew
how many had been killed. The ﬁrst two conﬁrmed names of deceased victims were announced by the prime minister in his speech in Oslo
Cathedral on Sunday, 24 July. It took a week before the names of all the
dead were conﬁrmed (Kaur, 2011). A total of 69 people were killed on the
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island, the youngest 14 years old (Stormark, 2011).

SOCIAL MEDIA AND THE NARRATIVE OF TRAUMA
When a crisis occurs, there is a need for information. Scherp et al. (2009)
state that during emergencies web trafﬁc spikes, and social media are commonly used. The attack on Utøya in 2011, the Mumbai attacks in 2008
and the Jakarta bombing in 2009 all broke on Twitter (Cheong & Lee,
2010; Frey, 2018). However, Johnsen (2012) and Frey (2018) found that
the survivors on Utøya preferred using Facebook over Twitter. In 2011,
the year of the Utøya terror attack, Facebook was the biggest social network in the world with more than 500 million registered users
(Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012). Besides information, the direct and realtime nature of social media offers connection to others in a network, providing a sense of gaining control. Liu, Jin, and Austin (2013) point out
that social media are ideal for incorporating and responding to emotional
needs. A concern about privacy is one of the reasons for choosing
Facebook; another is social norms, meaning that people use the same type
of social media as their friends (Liu et al., 2013). Furthermore, the public
needs to feel they are contributing and thereby coping more effectively
with the crisis (Sutton, Palen, & Shklovski, 2008). All the aforementioned
reasons for using social media during an emergency are, I would argue,
relevant to those who are directly involved. For victims, it is even more
pivotal, as information and human interaction might make the difference
between life and death. Social media can help victims of terror give warnings, monitor the evolving crisis situation, receive and give information
and maintain resilience (Frey, 2018).
When people experience trauma, their perspectives alter as ‘defence
“mechanisms” that disrupt the memory of the traumatic event by means
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of repression or the displacement of feelings’ (Modell, 2005, p. 560).
Narrative therapy (NT) ‘is based around the narrative of stories’ (Bacon,
2007, p. 71) and provides a framework for how such a narrative functions
as a tool for treating traumatised individuals, groups and communities
(Denborough, 2008). Narration is vital to human beings; stories help people sort out their experiences, emotions, actions and the lives of others and
themselves. The narrative helps people in their search for new meaning
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and it ‘helps put the “shattered” puzzle pieces of meaning back together’
(Whitney, 2012, p. 2), although, post-trauma, the puzzle looks different as
a new meaning is found (Whitney, 2012). People’s ability to survive after
a trauma is closely tied to their ability to derive meaning from the effects
of trauma, Frankl writes (1992). According to Denborough (2005), three
key elements are important for the trauma story: the event, the effects of it
on a person, identity and relationships and the person’s responses to the
trauma which is connected to hopes, values and wishes. Dual testimony is
a rich re-narration that includes responses, which means the practices of
resistance and survival (Denborough, 2005).
Resilience is found within other frameworks as well as NT. Kaufmann,
for instance, looks at it in the context of networking: coordination and
control in real-life and on social media are understood through ‘protocol,
common values and goals’ (Kaufmann, 2013, p. 60). Kaufman (2013,
p. 58) ﬁnds that ‘the net-structure enables self-organisation and provides
space to switch to in case of disruption’. The capacity to re-establish normality and to adapt to new circumstances lies in resilience strategies
(Kaufmann, 2013). Spontaneous manifestations such as the huge collection of ﬂowers outside Oslo Cathedral or the rose marches in Norway
after 22 July are expressions of common values and unity in order to
regain control. They are also responses to the terror event, expressions of
the convergence of memory culture by different agents

individuals on

Facebook or in the streets of Oslo as well as the police, the church and the
government. In addition, they are examples of digital and real-life memorials of grief and support that converge (Kverndokk, 2013). Acts of remembering reclaimed the places the terrorist had threatened (Aagedal,
Botvar, & Høeg, 2013) and, along with speeches, songs and funerals,
were expressions against the terrorist, reclaiming values that he had
attacked, and, thereby, provided a way of moving forward (Aagedal et al.,
2013). The attacks targeted both the Labour Party in government and
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their youth organisation; they were directed at a multi-cultural society,
democracy and Norway as a country. Solidarity, national sentiment and
democratic values were strongly supported by the population, as people
reclaimed Norway and, at the same time, re-deﬁned the country as a multicultural society (Ommundsen, 2013). These examples are expressions of
resilience in society, for resilience means ‘bouncing back’ and ‘reﬂects the
ability to maintain a stable equilibrium’ (Bonanno, 2004, p. 20). However,
as Vettenranta (2015, p. 61) argues, ‘a feeling of community cannot be
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

created in a time of mourning if the premises for such feelings are not
already in place’. The date 22 July became a national symbol with ideological and emotional facets (Døving, 2013, p. 167), although not everyone shared this view. A survey conducted in autumn 2011 shows that
voices expressed the opinion that the mass grief had become excessive and
some were mourning without reason, as they did not know anyone who
had been killed in the attacks (Grønstad, 2013). Norway, however, is a
small country with, at the time, 4.9 million inhabitants (Ssb, 2011). As the
young people on Utøya came from all over the country, there were many
Norwegians who knew the victims of the attack on the island. It was even
argued in court that: ‘the terror directly affected everyone in Norway’
(Frey, 2013, p. 79).

METHODOLOGY AND THE DATA
Inspired by NT in analysing the two datasets, I am looking for the main elements which are vital in the narrative of trauma: the event, its effects and
responses to it. These three elements are interlinked: the event leads to
effects

such as rose marches and other memorials

which, in turn, show

responses with their values. My analysis is based on what the survivors said
in their re-telling to me during the interviews. I also examine different stories
and themes on their Facebook walls, as expressed by survivors and their
friends. This Facebook discourse is an externalised conversation where victims and their Facebook friends ‘play a part in strengthening the preferred
stories that are emerging’ (Morgan, 2000, p. 73).
Dataset 1 consists of in-depth interviews with eight survivors from
Utøya. There were indications that potential interviewees were tired of
researchers by the time our project started. To conduct a careful recruitment
process, I went through the National Support Organisation following the
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22 July Incidents to ﬁnd survivors. In addition, I excluded everyone under
18 years and survivors with major health problems. The recruiting process
was extended through having to exclude any contact with survivors on
anniversaries. At the time the interviews were conducted, from autumn
2015 to spring 2016, the interviewees were between 22 and 32 years old;
all were active in the AUF and/or the Labour Party. The two female and six
male interviewees were asked two pre-crisis questions about their use of
social media, and several questions about the terror attack itself and the
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

post-crisis period. All interviews were conducted with informed consent.
The interviewees were promised anonymity and are here referred to by a
number (for an extended discussion see Frey, 2018).
I chose to analyse the interviewees’ Facebook accounts for a range of
reasons, some of which were mentioned in the discussion on theory above.
All of the interviewees were present on Facebook and gave me access to
their Facebook accounts. It was also on Facebook that, as early as 22 July,
some AUF members formed a closed group inviting anyone who was on
Utøya to account for survivors and, subsequently, to organise funerals and
commemorations. Facebook was an important platform, though not the
only one, for the externalisation of the survivors’ trauma stories; externalisation ‘provides room for empowering conversation’ (Bacon, 2007,
p. 72).
Dataset 2 is the virtual interpersonal communication during the attack
and four weeks after, as seen on the interviewees’ Facebook walls.
I decided to look at Facebook from 22 July until 22 August, since within a
month it is possible to discover who has developed PSTSD (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). The terror victims’ postings on Facebook
will be referred to as ‘Facebook and date’. In order to prevent identiﬁcation of the interviewees, their Facebook posts do not show their interviewee number. As for comments posted by others on their wall, they will
be referred to as ‘Comment and date’. All translations of interviews and
posts on the Facebook walls are my own.

RESULTS
About two hours after the bomb exploded in Oslo, Norwegians learned
that someone was shooting young people at the AUF camp. A friend wrote
on the Facebook wall of one interviewee: ‘Could not take my eyes off the

Victims’ Use of Social Media During and After the Utøya Terror Attack

49

television yesterday, and never let go of my cell phone while waiting for
information about you’ (Comment 23 July). While this person, and most
of the country on 22 July were terror-struck, the campers on Utøya were
trying to survive, trapped on a small island with the perpetrator.

What Is Happening?
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Among the interviewees, three were active on social media during the
attack, two very brieﬂy accessed Facebook, and three did not use social
media (Frey, 2018). The Facebook walls of those directly targeted were
ﬁlled with questions such as: ‘What is happening at Utøya? Are you all
right?’ and instructions such as: ‘Hide!’ or ‘Stay together!’ (Comments 22
July). There were many expressions of concern and love. During the
attack, some of the victims updated their wall. For instance, one wrote: ‘I
know what it feels like to be scared to death. Now, fear has a new meaning. Still hiding. Hearing gun shots’ (Facebook, 22 July). On other walls,
friends or family gave information about the targeted campers, saying that
they were safe for now, or that people should not call them. A stream of
posts dominated by heart symbols, warm thoughts and compassion, combined with expressions of fear and statements of solidarity followed.
Expressions of disbelief and a feeling of the surreal were not very evident
on 22 July, as people on Facebook were directing their thoughts and emotions towards the survival of the victims. The walls described the event
and its effects, for instance, survival strategies. In this respect, Facebook
came across as a platform for direct and personal statements. This signiﬁcant interaction provided support for the victims; at the same time, it
allowed bystanders to contribute and cope (Sutton et al., 2008).

Saved
Once rescued, all interviewees posted on Facebook that they were safe
(Interviewees 1 8), some as a commentary on questions posted by others
during the attack, answering that they were alive, off the island and/or
safe. Others updated their status; several of these were remarkably matterof-fact, for instance: ‘Am at Sundvolden hotel. Came off the island just
now’ (Facebook, 22 July) and ‘Alright despite the circumstances, because

Elsebeth Frey

50

I had a swim the cell phone died’ (Facebook, 22 July). Comments on the
walls were more emotional; they were expressions of relief, joy and love.
During the night up to 23 July, expressions of incomprehensibility became
more apparent, for example: ‘Cannot imagine what you have been
through, the worst is over. Thinking about you all!’ (Comment 23 July).
Posts and comments on surviving the massacre continued during the night
and the following days. This, for instance, was written as an answer to a
question: ‘Yes, I swam and was picked up by a volunteer to whom I owe
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

my life’ (Facebook, 22 July). Another one of the survivors wrote after midnight: ‘I am alive, and that is not obvious’ (Facebook, 23 July).

Inconceivable
Slowly, Facebook’s narrative developed into being more about the effects
than the event itself. One of my eight interviewees expressed raw emotions
to Facebook-friends and was open about the state of shock she/he was in:
‘Am in a state of severe shock right now’ and ‘[…] not capable of functioning properly right now’ (Facebook, 22 July). After the tunnel vision of
simply trying to survive, and for bystanders the fear of losing close ones
on the island, survivors and their friends opened up to a wider spectrum
of feelings. Besides the many expressions of love and relief, comments
about the inconceivable nature of the event became more frequent. One
interviewee says she/he was confused about what had happened: ‘It does
not get into your head right away how many were killed, and how many
of those you actually know, and how much it affects you’ (Interviewee 6).
Another one wrote:
Still having problems with trying to comprehend the pure evil
that ravaged Utøya less than a day and night ago. And how so
many of us were able to escape. It feels inconceivably difﬁcult to
think about all these fantastic people I will never meet again
(Facebook, 23 July).
Emotions of shock and grief, and a sense of the unreal continued for
weeks. Strong emotions of loss and despair surfaced in the context of the
funerals of camper-friends. The young survivors went to several funerals.
One of them wrote on Facebook: ‘As a nineteen-year-old one should not
have to choose which friend’s funeral one will attend. For the second time
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dressing in black again […]’ (Facebook, 5 August). Facebook pages of
deceased turned into memorial sites, and the survivors paid their tribute to
the dead on these Facebook walls and on their own walls. Most of the
interviewees have continued to visit memorial walls, especially on birthdays and anniversaries. They point out the sadness, but also the positive
feeling that this particular human being meant something to people and
that: ‘[…] I am not the only one missing this person

that means a lot’
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(Interviewee 2). One interviewee talks about Facebook as a tool for honouring the dead: ‘It is a good way of honouring, remembering what they
stood for and what they meant, and the kind of friendship you had with
them’ (Interviewee 6). Facebook displays the effect on individual persons
and their relationships. In addition, as a response to the event, it conveys
strengthened values (Denborough, 2005).

The Missing Youth
Following the attack, there was simultaneously good news about survivors
and worries about the missing. Among the many hospitalised were unidentiﬁed campers from Utøya. Survivors, families and friends of those missing
used Facebook to get information that could feed the hope that their children or peers were alive. Some of this interaction is visible on Facebook,
for instance, one survivor wrote: ‘Many good friends are still missing […]’
(Facebook, 23 July), and another survivor pointed out: ‘At Ullevål,1 there
are several in shock and unconscious who are not identiﬁed’ (Facebook,
24 July). A few days later, another survivor had visited a hospitalised
friend, and told on Facebook that he was doing better (Facebook, 24
July). As the search for survivors and the identiﬁcation process went on,
there were statements on the walls saying people were thinking of the
young in the AUF, expressing their solidarity with them and hoping they
would be found alive or recover from severe injuries.

The Closed Facebook Group
Even before all the rescued people came off the island on 22 July, some
members of the AUF who had not attended that year’s summer camp,
made a closed Facebook group. Some interviewees fed information into
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this group after the police arrived, whilst waiting to get off Utøya. Even if
they had seen people die, they did not at this time report them as
deceased

that was treated as unveriﬁed information. In the Facebook

group, the bereaved parents and siblings of missing campers came into
contact with survivors. The rescued helped family members of missing
young people with information as to the whereabouts of their loved
ones

and later on tried to give them closure by telling them about their

children’s last day(s) or minutes.
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The Facebook group was an effect of the trauma. It served as a tool for
organising meetings, commemorations and arranging transportation to
funerals. Several of my interviewees say it gave meaning to work on these
arrangements. In addition, survivors found each other in the closed group.
Since the young people had come from all over Norway, during the attack
many of them hid, ran or swam with peers they did not know, and so they
wanted to ﬁnd, for instance, ‘the boy with red T-shirt and blond hair who
was together with me’ (Interviewee 5). Some comments on the interviewees’ walls give indications that they had re-connected with peers by
thanking each other for help in surviving, and sending warm thoughts or
just a heart symbol. The closed group also gave survivors an opportunity
to share their experience when they were anxious and could not sleep,
helping each other to cope with the trauma.

Grief and Togetherness
The young people had a strong sense of unity. One interviewee says that
since the AUF had been attacked as a group:
[…] there was

for want of better words

an advantage since

we had already formed a unity […] We had that in common. It
was the motif for killing us, for the attack, and it did make a
community. […] And then, social media were very useful.
(Interviewee 3)
There were many ways of showing unity and solidarity with each other
inside the organisation, and for non-members to express sympathy with
the victims. The ﬁrst Facebook comments on 22 July were mainly
addressed to individuals, but then the conversation widened to include all
the campers and the AUF as an organisation: ‘Best organisation in the
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world’, ‘Thinking about you all’ and ‘You are strong people’ (Facebook,
23 July). There were also uploaded pictures from Utøya before the massacre, showing young people having fun, or pictures of survivors with
texts about strength and bravery. On one of the walls, the young people
from Utøya were called heroes, an expression not normally used in
Norway since World War II2 (except for athletes). These are examples of
the preferred story that emerged (Morgan, 2000), a way of reclaiming
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values in society and of healing.
Kverndokk (2013) writes that acts of solidarity and unity brought
together virtual and real-life spaces. The rose marches were strong expressions of grief, support and unity, with the people, politicians, the royal
family and survivors standing together. They were effects of the event, but
also responses carrying values. Suddenly, Norwegians who did not know
the lyrics by heart, learned to sing ‘To the youth’

a poem by Nordahl

Grieg3 on how to make a stand and use your faith in mankind as a
weapon. This poem was shared on Facebook walls as an expression of
support for the AUF, as were lines from other poems by Grieg written
when Norway was occupied by Germany,4 for instance, that the best ones
die, ‘the strong ones, those pure at heart who wanted and dared the
most […]’ (Facebook, 29 July). Grieg’s lines from a third poem, ‘We are so
few in this country, every fallen is a brother and friend’ (Facebook, 24
July) were also posted on Facebook; his lines captured emotions after 22
July, the feeling of a small country standing together mourning its dead.
The same poem’s most famous line was even used as a headline in the
newspaper VG (Dvergedal, Langset, & Grøttum, 2011).5 Lines from other
poems and speeches were shared on Facebook, for instance, one young
person quoted Martin Luther King Jr. about how only light and love can
drive out hate (Facebook, 5 August). Public speakers expressed the values
of togetherness and love: the mayor of Oslo, early on 22 July, spoke about
multicultural unity; the crown prince stated at the rose gathering in Oslo
that ‘tonight, the streets are ﬁlled with love’; and the prime minister said,
‘We are devastated, but we will not surrender. With torches and roses we
send a message to the world. We will not let fear break us down’ (Døving,
2013, p. 157). Aagedal et al. (2013) write that these acts of remembering
were about moving forward, in other words, the ceremonies ‘were forms
of social actions’ (Denborough, 2008, p. 66), responses that contributed to
resilience.
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Private and Public Grief
Døving states that, in every speech he gave, the prime minister Jens
Stoltenberg addressed the grief of those affected and made a distinction
between their sorrow and public grief. As such, he was deﬁning 22 July as
a national symbol while being mindful of the personal, closer and deeper
grief (Døving, 2013). The survivors appreciated public support: ‘[…] public
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support in all channels, and social media were one of them’ (Interviewee 1).
One survivor says that Facebook was an anchor in a bewildering time
(Interviewee 8); another admits it was self-therapy in being open about
his/hers experiences (Interviewee 6). All remark that the comments on their
walls made a huge impact. However, they needed time to realise what had
actually happened. One points out that it took time before the feeling of
grief set in: ‘It started about the time when the ofﬁcial announcement of
the dead came. I think I had a practical approach, that the experience was
so overwhelming that to work and think about practical problems was
necessary’ (Interviewee 4). After surviving the attack and losing many
friends, then, they found out that, ‘something so personal belonged to
everyone. That was positive and negative’ (Interviewee 4). Intellectually,
they grasped that the attacks had made an enormous impact on
Norwegians, but at the same time, this was a deep personal grief and a private trauma.
Hence, the attention was double-edged. Some took time out from the
public grief and debates. Many people contacted them in person, by
phone, email or on social media; even people who were still struggling
with tragedies that had happened decades before (Interviewee 6). Some of
the interviewees also reached out on their walls and said that survivors
who wanted to talk could phone them (Facebook, 23 July and 25 July).
However, one interviewee underlines that the public attention was tough
and at some point she/he felt there was almost a deluge of survivors’ stories (Interviewee 6). The media were full of them. VG online newspaper
staged a virtual place of mourning for holding hands (VG, 2011). On
social media, people shared ‘Oslove’ and replaced their proﬁle picture with
a photo of a burning candle, to name but a few viral examples of the trauma’s effect on Norwegians’ identity as well as the response of unity against
the values of the perpetrator.
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Hate and Evil
It is striking that on the Facebook walls of the eight interviewees, not once
is the perpetrator mentioned by them or their friends. This is a statement
of response to the event. It ties in with the fact that, in July and August
2011, young people would go into shops and ﬂip over the newspapers so
that the front pages with the terrorist’s picture were not showing. This further accords with the ancient tradition of not mentioning the name of evil.
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The following slogan is quoted on one wall: ‘If one man can show so
much hate, think how much love we could show together’6

the only ref-

erence I can ﬁnd to the terrorist. However, although the survivors ignored
the perpetrator, those with similar ideas to his did not reciprocate. Several
interviewees tell of receiving hate messages. One interviewee states: ‘This is
one of the downsides of social media’ (Interviewee 3). Another recounts
trying not to look at the hateful comments, but that it was hard to read
people complaining ‘[…] why did you not die, the whole bunch of you?’
(Interviewee 2). Despite this, I found no examples of this kind of hate
speech on the walls.

Slowly Moving on
The day after the attacks, the British singer Amy Winehouse died. One of
the interviewee found it difﬁcult that people on social media were so preoccupied with her death: ‘I was so self-centred that I could not understand
how people could think about anything else’ (Interviewee 2). This interviewee continues by saying it felt odd when people on social media complained about ordinary things, and it was strange to observe that ‘[…] life
goes on. Then, the more people who did it, the more I saw signs of that,
then there could be an acceptance for me to move on as well’ (Interviewee
2). Slowly, survivors understood that life continues and that, someday,
they would have normal lives. The walls show that one went ﬁshing,
another played a game with friends; one survivor posted a colourful picture and commented: ‘Life!’ (Facebook, 18 August). Some of them moved
to start their education or for work. Between posts on adapting, there
were updates about the terror, for instance: ‘Miss our comrades so much!’
(Facebook, 19 August). As one interviewee says, ‘Sometime it is too hard,
this life’ (Interviewee 2). Trying to go back to an everyday life included
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reclaiming Utøya, uploading pictures from the island and collecting money
to rebuild it. One posted ‘We shall take back Utøya. We will not be scared
into silence’ (Facebook, 21 August). Within a month after the terror attack
on Utøya, several of my interviewees had been back there. On their walls,
they geo-tagged their location and updated their status

with an enor-

mous response from their Facebook friends. One survivor stated that,
‘Utøya still is the best place in the world!’ (Facebook, 21 August). Then,
they started campaigning for the Labour Party for the local elections on
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12 September, as most of them were candidates. Exactly one month after
the attack, one of them wrote on the wall: ‘[…] That day. The day
Norway stood up, and showed itself from its best side. Instead of showing
hatred, we expressed love. Instead of being divided, we were united. We
showed strength and love that the world had never seen. Thanks’
(Facebook, 22 August). These are all examples of responses to the terror
attack, important responses that are interwoven with the event and its
effects to create entire stories (Bacon, 2007).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Examining the Facebook walls, it is striking that the perpetrator is left
out of the conversation. He is not a part of the immediate story or the
re-narration: he is ignored in connection with the event, its effects and the
responses to it. Furthermore, his extreme right-winged opinions are
excluded from the externalisation of the survivors’ trauma stories (Bacon,
2007). I consider this to be a clear statement that the perpetrator is not
important in the narration of what happened on 22 July 2011. Indeed, the
re-telling of the trauma excludes the one person that set the tragedy in
motion. In contrast, the perpetrator and his political views were discussed
in public life and in the news media. However, in the narrative of the
trauma on Facebook, social-democratic values form an important nexus of
political and humanist values; values held in esteem by those affected are
rendered importance as they are ideals by which the killed victims are honoured. In the viral community, the lives and values of Norwegians are
given meaning through the narrative of love, openness and democracy.
At the same time, the Facebook walls and interviews illustrate the personal re-narration of individuals’ fear, shock, resilience and the will to ﬁght
back and support each other. The posts and comments do inﬂuence on the
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care and self-care as well as ‘allow for a redeﬁnition of normality’
(Kaufmann, 2013, p. 68). The Facebook conversation shows themes of fear,
concern, love, shock and moves on to sorrow, support, solidarity and the
search for a way to move on. As such, the narrative process on Facebook
expresses rich dual testimonies (Denborough, 2005). Individual and collective voices are woven together, balancing trauma, resistance, survival and
coping (Denborough, 2005). The network consists of people connecting,
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telling stories, expressing meaning and listening to each other; as Bacon
states, a ‘crucial facet of telling stories is to have someone listening and to
reﬂect to the speaker what it is they are hearing’ (Bacon, 2007, p. 79). The
interviewees acknowledge the impact made by support found on social
media. Their walls and interviews reveal how the young people tried to
redeﬁne their lives and move on. I do not claim that the conversations on
Facebook include every emotion and feeling of the survivors or their friends:
the posts and comments are reﬂections of what they wanted to share.
Nevertheless, I ﬁnd that the stories, reﬂections and statements ‘contribute to
redressing the effects of trauma in a person’s life’ (Denborough, 2005,
p. 35) as well as ways of responding to the trauma and to heal again.
Since my sample is small and the interviewees are resilient people who
managed to adapt, this may to a large extent contribute to my results. As
shown, values have a dominant role in the Facebook discourse, as they
point to important historical events and to the future. Previous values are
reinforced as the terror showed what was at stake; they are strengthened
in honour of the deceased. In this manner, different themes and values
that create meaning

are fed into the main story (Denborough, 2008). This

story is the retelling of national unity, democratic values and, at the same
time, a re-deﬁnition of Norway as a multicultural country (Ommundsen,
2013). On one wall in particular, strength and solidarity give meaning in the
re-narrated story. First, Norway is given the capacity to act as a human
being; Norway stands up and shows itself from its best side (Facebook, 22
August). Second, the Norwegians are portrayed as a united ‘we’, expressing
love and strength ‘as the world has never seen’ (Facebook, 22 August).
Third, the survivor expresses gratitude (Facebook, 22 August)

in my opin-

ion, gratitude for these reactions as opposed to hatred and revenge. This is
an individual voice of a survivor re-telling the trauma on social media converging with the collective voice as demonstrated in real-life and viral communities, and deriving meaning in bravery, uniqueness and love.
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NOTES

1. Hospital in Oslo.
2. The terror attacks in 2011 are the worst crimes in Norway since World
War II.
3. Nordahl Grieg 1902 1943, Norwegian poet, author and war correspondent. The poem is from 1936. Otto Mortensen composed the music in
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1952 (Store norske leksikon).
4. 1940 1945.
5. VG's Anders Giæver used this quote as a headline in connection with
the tsunami in 2004, https://www.vg.no/nyheter/meninger/ﬂodboelgekatastrofen/vi-er-saa-faa-her-i-landet/a/102098/
6. Tweet about 22 July by Helle Gannestad, member of the AUF but not
present on Utøya on 22. July.
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CHAPTER 3
BLOOD AND SECURITY DURING THE
NORWAY ATTACKS: AUTHORITIES’
TWITTER ACTIVITY AND SILENCE

Rune Ottosen and Steen Steensen
ABSTRACT
This chapter analyses the Norwegian authorities’ presence on
Twitter during the 22 July 2011 terrorist attacks. Twitter activity by
two ofﬁcial institutions is analysed in particular, namely, the blood
bank at Oslo University Hospital and the Norwegian Police Security
Services (PST). Our ﬁndings show that the Norwegian authorities
were almost completely absent on Twitter during the critical hours
of the terrorist attack, and that there was no coordination and synchronisation of communication from the authorities. This ofﬁcial
silence allowed the diffusion of speculation and misinformation to
take place; these were neither corrected nor addressed, as the analysed PST case shows. In contrast, the blood bank used Twitter to
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mobilise blood donors to address an acute problem: a shortage of
blood to treat casualties. The chapter concludes by offering recommendations to the authorities for future major incidents.
Keywords: Crisis communication; authorities; social media; Twitter;
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situation awareness; collaboration with the public

INTRODUCTION
During the terrorist attacks in Oslo and at Utøya on 22 July 2011, in
which 77 people were killed, the head of communication at the
Norwegian Police Security Services (PST) was monitoring Twitter communication related to the attacks. He found much relevant information circulating on the micro-blogging service. In an interview with the head of
communications at The Norwegian PST, we were surprised by a statement
regarding 22 July 2011. He stated that he followed Twitter and was thinking that he hoped that Buskerud police district was watching this since
they had the operative responsibility. As a contrast to this way of engaging
with social media content during the terrorist incident, soon after the
attack on the government building in the centre of Oslo, the head of the
blood bank at Oslo University Hospital used Twitter to urge citizens to
give blood to help out in the treatment of casualties. The response was
overwhelming, and the blood bank continued to use Twitter throughout
the evening to coordinate blood donations.
These two ways of using Twitter during the terrorist attack represent
two different social media strategies employed by authorities during the
crisis: the silent bystander (PST), and the active participant (the blood
bank). In this chapter, we will take a closer look at the Norwegian authorities’ use of Twitter during the attack. Based on an analysis of the presence
of authorities and public bodies on the Norwegian Twitter-sphere during
the hours of the attack, the chapter seeks answers to the question: How
and to what degree did the Norwegian authorities use Twitter to communicate with the public on 22 July 2011?
The chapter starts with a literature review of social media use in crisis
situations, before the speciﬁcs of the attack are presented. The methodological details on how the Twitter data were obtained and analysed are
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then presented, before the ﬁndings reveal the number of tweets, retweets
and mentions of different authorities and their different communicative
strategies (or their absence) during the attack. The different communication strategies used by PST and the blood bank are then analysed in detail,
before possible implications of our ﬁndings are discussed.

SITUATION AWARENESS, SOCIAL MEDIA AND CRISIS
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COMMUNICATION
Technology in general and social media in particular are increasingly seen
as important factors in dealing with crises in a modern society (Bruns &
Burgess, 2014; International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies, 2013; Kaufmann, 2015). Historically, the Internet is a relatively
recent phenomenon in media management of crisis, but today it is
unthinkable to develop media strategies to cope with disasters without
implementing what is often referred to as Web 2.0 technologies
(Kaufmann, 2015). In 2011, the OECD report Future Global Shocks tried
to identify new communication technologies that could be useful during
disasters and concluded that social media ‘have the potential to prevent
communication breakdown through reliance on just one platform and
thereby to reinforce the diffusion of warning messages but also present
policy makers with new challenges’ (Wendling, Radisch, & Jacobzone,
2013, p. 6).
One obstacle to implementing social media in the media management
of crises is that many communicators have reservations about the credibility of social media content (Wright & Hinson, 2009). However, ﬁndings
from recent research seem to indicate that there is a growing feeling in
most organisations that decision makers ‘no longer have a choice about
whether to integrate social media into crisis management; the only choice
is how to do so’ (Jin, Liu, & Austin, 2014, p. 76).
Social media can play a vital role in the creation of ‘situation awareness’ (SA) during a crisis. Endsley (1995, p. 36) deﬁnes situation awareness
as ‘the perception of the elements in the environment within a volume of
time and space, the comprehension of their meaning, and the projection of
their status in the near future’. SA is, in other words, being aware of what
is going on at a given time and in a given space, how to understand it, and
how to act on that knowledge immediately and properly. Creating SA is
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vital during an emergency for all parties
cue workers, those affected and the public

the authorities, the police, resto get control of the situation

and minimise harm.
In recent years much attention has been given to how SA is not only an
individual process, but something which is created in collaboration
(Salmon et al., 2008). For the authorities, it is becoming established
knowledge that the public can serve as a resource in risk and crisis man-
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agement and that ‘crisis communication best practices would emphasize a
dialogic approach’ (Seeger, 2006, p. 238). Social media are potentially an
‘awareness system’ (Maireder & Ausserhofer, 2014) and tools for making
sense of an emergency event (Heverin & Zach, 2012). They thereby
represent arenas for collaboratively created SA

arenas authorities can

take advantage of in order: (1) to monitor how a crisis situation like a terrorist attack is understood and acted upon; (2) to spread information, correct misinformation and interact with the public in order to secure that a
best possible SA is created for the general public and (3) to get information
in order to secure a best possible SA for themselves.
However, how such collaborative SA is ‘conﬁgured’ via dialogue and
distributed through social media during an emergency is not properly
addressed by research, according to Perng et al. (2012). Recent research
has shown how various authorities have managed to take advantage of
social media to conﬁgure SA during crisis situations. During the ﬂood in
Queensland, Australia in 2011, the Queensland Police played a leading
role on Twitter in ‘disseminating timely and relevant information to the
public, and in coordinating and guiding the wider discussion’ (Bruns,
Burgess, Crawford, & Shaw, 2012, p. 8). The authorities in Kenya used
Twitter actively during the Westgate mall terrorist attack in 2013 to communicate with the public and among themselves (Simon, Goldberg,
Aharonson-Daniel, Leykin, & Adini, 2014).
There are, however, several challenges for authorities using social
media to conﬁgure SA during an emergency. One challenge is related to
coordination and synchronisation of information. During the Westgate
mall attack in Kenya, Simon et al. (2014, p. 9) found that 15 Twitter
accounts belonging to various authorities were in use, which caused
‘information overload and synchronization problems’. Another challenge
is related to how responding authorities choose to communicate. Simon
et al. (2014) found that emergency dispatch operators were more
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negative in their Twitter activity than managers and responding authorities during the Westgate mall terrorist attack. Seeger (2006, p. 241)
argues that the best practice of ofﬁcial crisis communication implies honesty, candour and openness, and that the public responds more positively
to spokespersons who ‘demonstrate appropriate levels of compassion,
concern, and empathy’.
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BACKGROUND: THE EVENTS OF 22 JULY
On 22 July 2011, the lone terrorist Anders Behring Breivik planted a
bomb in the ‘Regjeringskvartalet’, the executive governmental quarter in
Oslo. The bomb exploded at 15.25, killing eight people. The second attack
was a series of shootings by the perpetrator at a youth camp organised by
the youth organisation (AUF) of the Norwegian Labour Party (AP) on the
island of Utøya in Tyrifjorden, 40 km from Oslo. At approximately 16.55,
Behring Breivik arrived at the shore opposite Utøya. From here, he was
transported by the ferry MS Thorbjørn to Utøya. He immediately started
shooting and killed 69 people, mostly youngsters. More than an hour
later, at 18.34, he was apprehended by the police.
Previous research has shown that social media played a vital role
during and in the aftermath of the attack. Social media were pivotal in the
‘meet-hate-with-love’ discourse that dominated the Norwegian public
sphere in the aftermath of the attack (Kverndokk, 2013), and such media
represented arenas for ‘backchannel discourse negotiations’ (Eriksson,
2016, p. 1) especially related to differing understandings of the event.
Activity in the Norwegian Twitter-sphere doubled during the crisis situation (see Chapter 1 for a thorough analysis of dominant actors and
themes in the Norwegian Twitter-sphere). Kaufmann (2015, p. 14) found
that social media during 22 July created new forms of “selﬁnitiated and
mediated resilience governance,” which emerged spontaneously and have
since been implemented in programmes for emergency management. Social
media also made it possible for the individuals at Utøya to ‘watch out’ for
each other and created a sense of sharing and caring (Kaufmann, 2015,
pp. 14 15).
The 22 July Commission appointed by the Norwegian government to
investigate what exactly happened on 22 July 2011 concluded that the
events offer a unique possibility to analyse the effects of digital
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communication, since a successful operation by the authorities demanded
coordination and knowledge-based leaderships (NOU, 2012). The police
were heavily criticised in the report, among other things for their lack of
knowledge of, and routines in the use of social media. The police were
side-tracked and lacked efﬁcient means and routines to deal with the dramatic situation, according to the report.
In contrast to the critique of the police, the commission reports favour-
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ably on the way the health authorities in general, and especially Oslo
University Hospital, dealt with the challenges, even though the report does
not go into speciﬁc details on the use of social media by these authorities.

METHODOLOGY
To answer the research question, the chapter is based on a triangulation of
methods involving: (1) content analysis of the Norwegian Twitter-sphere
on 22 July 2011; (2) qualitative text analysis of the Twitter communication involving the Norwegian Security Police and Oslo University Hospital
on 22 July 2011 and (3) a semi-structured, qualitative interview with the
head of communication at PST.
The tweets in (1) and (2) were drawn from a dataset of Twitter messages acquired from Gnip, Twitter’s enterprise API platform. This dataset
consists of 2.2 million tweets posted between 20 July and 28 August 2011.
The dataset represents almost the entire Norwegian Twitter-sphere during
that period, limited only by the weaknesses of the Twitter API search
mechanisms. These weaknesses derive from the limitations of Twitter’s
language detection and geotagging capabilities in 2011. The dataset was,
therefore, obtained based on a Boolean search involving information
derived from the bio and other metadata of Twitter users (see Chapter 1
for further details on the dataset).1
We then constructed a database containing all 2.2 million tweets, and
for the purpose of this chapter, we extracted all tweets (58,538) posted
between 15.25 (the time of the bomb blast) and 21.00 (when the terrorist
had been apprehended and the situation was under control) on 22 July
from the database. All user-IDs, retweets and mentions in this set of tweets
were then manually analysed to identify activity by any kind of authority
or public body. The purpose here was not only to ﬁnd out which
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authorities were active on Twitter, but also which authorities the public
turned to, and how information from the authorities was diffused on
Twitter.
Furthermore, all the 58,538 tweets were read manually to get a sense
of dominant themes and communicators. Based on this manual reading
and the authorities identiﬁed, the communication from the Norwegian
Security Police (PST) and Oslo University Hospital was selected for
further analysis, because of these authorities’ different approaches
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

to Twitter as a communicative tool during the crises. These two case
studies extend beyond the critical hours to also include tweets posted
past 21.00 on 22 July.
Lastly, we conducted a semi-structured in-depth interview with the
head of communication at PST.2 The research group in the RESCUE project has conducted several additional interviews with representatives of
other authorities on social media strategies related to emergencies, and the
ﬁndings from these interviews, which are presented in Hornmoen
Backholm, Frey, Ottosen, Reimerth, and Steensen (2018), will also be
drawn upon in this chapter.

FINDINGS
In the following, we will present the ﬁndings of the empirical investigation.
First, we will present the general picture of how Norwegian authorities
were represented on Twitter during the critical hours on 22 July 2011.
Then we will present the social media strategy of the two cases further
analysed; PST and Oslo University Hospital. Finally, we will present the
analysis of the activities of these two authorities on Twitter during and in
the immediate aftermath of the attacks.

Norwegian Authorities on Twitter 22 July
Table 1 displays the authorities and public bodies identiﬁed in the Twitter
material during the critical hours from the bomb blast in Oslo at
15.25 21.00, when the terrorist had been apprehended and the situation
was under control. We have used a wide deﬁnition of authorities here,
including all state and local level governmental and public bodies,
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Table 1: Norwegian Authorities on Twitter 22 July from 15.25 until 21.00
Found in Our Data-set. (Number of tweets posted by the various accounts
during this time frame, and number of times these tweets were retweeted by
other accounts.)
Username
@OsloAirport

Description
Ofﬁcial account of Oslo airport
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@Oslounivsykehus Ofﬁcial account of Oslo University

Tweets Retweets
8

29

5

185

3

28

1

29

1

0

1

157

1

0

1

0

1

2

Hospital
@haukeland_no

Ofﬁcial account of Haukeland
Hospital, Bergen.

@PSTnorge

Ofﬁcial account of Norwegian
Security Police (PST)

@Legemiddelinfo

Ofﬁcial account of The Norwegian
Medicines Agency

@jensstoltenberg

Ofﬁcial account of the prime
minister of Norway

@Tbanen

Ofﬁcial account of the Oslo subway
service

@aurekommune

Ofﬁcial account of the small
municipality of Aure, north-west in
Norway

@Oslokommune

Ofﬁcial account of the municipality
of Oslo

institutions responsible for public infrastructure (like transportation), public hospitals, and a few personal accounts which are strongly connected to
the authority they represent, like the ofﬁcial account of the prime minister
of Norway, Jens Stoltenberg.
Of the 8,290 Norwegian Twitter accounts found in our material that
posted at least one tweet, only the nine shown in Table 1 represent governmental or public bodies. These nine accounts posted in total 22 tweets
0.004 per cent of the 58,538 tweets posted in our material during the
same hours. In other words: Norwegian authorities, such as the police
(apart from the one PST tweet), ﬁre departments, ministries, etc., did not
use Twitter to communicate with the public about the crisis situation.
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Furthermore, not all the 22 tweets in Table 1 dealt with the terror
attack. For example, the one tweet posted by @Legemiddelinfo (at
15.38) contained information on how to quit smoking, and the tweet
by @aurekommune (posted at 16.52) contained information on chimney sweeping. The most active account

@OsloAirport

posted

updates and answered questions on how the terror attacks were affecting trafﬁc at Norway’s biggest airport. There is only one account that

Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

used Twitter systematically to deal with the emergency directly, namely
@Oslounivsykehus. The activity of this account will be analysed indepth later in this chapter.
If we look at the number of retweets from other accounts for the 22
tweets in Table 1, we see that at least some of the nine Twitter accounts
had a signiﬁcant outreach. The 22 tweets were retweeted 430 times in
total, with @Oslounivsykehus and the prime minister @jensstolteberg
attracting most of this attention. This might indicate a public need to get
information from authorities during the emergency, an indication that is
further strengthenend if we look at the authorities mentioned by
Norwegian Twitter users during the same time period (Table 2).
As shown in Table 2, the Norwegian prime minister Jens Stoltenberg
had by far the most mentioned Twitter account belonging to a Norwegian
authority, followed by the mayor of Oslo’s ofﬁcial account. The 10
accounts in Table 2 were mentioned in total 360 times (excluding
mentions that occur as part of a retweet), which
ber of tweets they posted

compared to the num-

is a strong indication of people wanting these

authorities to be active on Twitter and address the terror attacks.
However, only four of the 10 accounts in Table 2 posted something during the same hours.
Interestingly, three of the 10 mentioned accounts in Table 2 are personal accounts, in the sense that they belong to the persons holding the
ofﬁce rather than the ofﬁce itself (@jensstoltenberg, @fabianstang,
@jonasgahrstore).
Of special interest in Table 2 are the mentions of @PSTnorge, the
ofﬁcial account of the Norwegian PST. The terror attacks obviously
raised questions about national security, and the PST is the most
important national authority on such questions. The PST’s silence on
Twitter and the frequent mentions of PST therefore deserves some further scrutiny.
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Table 2: Mentions of Norwegian Authorities’ Twitter Accounts in the
Norwegian Twitter-sphere Found in Our Dataset, 22 July 2011 between
15.25 and 21.00. (Excluding mentions in retweets.)
Username
@jensstoltenberg

Description
Ofﬁcial account of the prime minister of

Mentions
211

Norway
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@fabianstang

Ofﬁcial account of the Mayor of Oslo

78

@Oslounivsykehus Ofﬁcial account of Oslo University Hospital

33

@PSTnorge

17

Ofﬁcial account of The Norwegian Security
Police (PST)

@jonasgahrstore

Ofﬁcial account of the Norwegian minister of

8

foreign affairs
@OsloAirport

Ofﬁcial account of Oslo airport

4

@haukeland_no

Ofﬁcial account of Haukeland Hospital,
Bergen.

2

@Kronprinsparet

Ofﬁcial account of the Norwegian crown

2

prince and princess
@Barneombudet

Ofﬁcial account of the Norwegian

4

Ombudsman for Children
@Utlendingsdir

Ofﬁcial account of the Norwegian Directorate

1

of Immigration

Social Media Strategy of PST and the Oslo University Hospital
Based on an interview with the head of communications at the Norwegian
Security police (PST), Trond Hugubakken, we can summarise the social
media strategy of this body in the following points.
(1) The cornerstone in the media strategy at PST is to build a trusting
relationship with the public. In order to have efﬁcient communication,
PST needs to communicate with the public based on mutual trust.
(2) The most important aspect of the communicative strategy is optimal
precision in the content of the communication, and precision in how
to target the audience, the press and other government institutions.
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(3) Social media such as Facebook and Twitter are mainly used to take the
temperature on the public discourse. The main objective of their social
media activity is to reach the general public. PST’s activities on social
media started in 2008. They became active on Facebook because they
noticed three to four false PST proﬁles there. PST sent a representative
on a global fact-ﬁnding mission to decide what social media to choose.
They evaluated Second Life (an online virtual world launched in 2003)
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as an alternative, but chose Facebook as their ﬁrst priority.
(4) PST does not use Twitter and Facebook to communicate to the public
on a regular basis, but as channels to announce vacant positions, etc.
(5) PST monitors Twitter and Facebook on a daily basis to identify
potential threats to national security.
(6) After 22 July, Twitter has become the main channel for communication
with the media. Twitter has replaced press conferences as a way to
communicate with journalists. Twitter messages with links to written
statements are spread simultaneously to all the major media when
something important is to be announced. PST has been criticised for
stopping the practice of sending out press releases. PST also uses blogs
on their home page to communicate with the public.
PST followed Twitter and Facebook on 22 July. As mentioned in our
introduction, the head of communication made the following reﬂection: ‘I
hope Nordre Buskerud police district is following this, since they have the
operative responsibility (at Utøya)’. In addition to monitoring Twitter, the
head of communication was following the online newspaper VG Nett and
heard the blast from his ofﬁce.
Oslo police district had the operative responsibility for the operation in
Oslo (i.e. they ‘owned’ the operation). PST used social media at the time
mainly to keep themselves updated. A major challenge in the future,
according to the head of communication at PST, is to reach a younger
audience. PST therefore considers using Snapchat and the youth channel
NRK Supernytt more actively.
The blood bank, with help of the communication unit at Oslo
University hospital, wanted to control the information strategy themselves
and decided to use Twitter and Facebook to communicate their needs and
interact with potential blood donors. However, in their ﬁrst tweet, they
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forgot to mention that they only wanted a response from registered blood
donors.
According to interviews with staffers at Oslo University Hospital
conducted by Måseide (2013), the situation could have gone out of control, both in terms of lack of security and because of the communication
overload. The problem was a lack of direct messages to those blood
donors the hospital really needed to reach. Other hospitals were also
approached by potential blood donors, and one of the lessons learned
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was that if the administration for the whole health region (Vestre Viken)
had been on Twitter, collectively they could have coordinated the campaign more efﬁciently. When the hospitals handling of the events was
evaluated, it was also underlined that Oslo University Hospital should
have made clear that no other hospital was to be contacted by blood
donors (Måseide, 2013).

The Passive Observer: PST
As we heard from the statement of head of communication at PST, the
passive attitude towards social media was explained by the fact that
Buskerud Police District ‘owned’ the operation on Utøya. The 22 July
Commission, on the other hand, suggested that PST could have beneﬁtted
from a more active role on social media (NOU, 2012).
Of all the 58,538 tweets published between 15.25 and 21.00 on 22
July in our material, the PST Twitter account (@PSTnorge) was mentioned
46 times, 29 of which were mentions in connection with retweets of the
one tweet PST posted during the critical hours. In addition, 43 tweets
addressed or mentioned PST without mentioning the account name during
the time period, 53 if we extend the period to midnight.
The one tweet that @PSTnorge posted, read: ‘Powerful explosion in
Oslo. PST has at this time no information on the background to the explosion’.3 The ﬁrst tweet in the dataset that mentioned PST was posted by an
individual member of the public, who at 15.56 wrote: ‘PST asks people to
stay away from Oslo city centre’. There is no source mentioned for this
statement and since the source of origin is a private person and not PST,
one cannot be sure whether the message is genuine.
The next relevant tweet was the following remark from an anonymous
account: ‘I wonder how the summer replacements responsible for
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answering questions from the press at PST handle this’ (16.03). Another
Twitter user claims that PST is expecting a new explosion: ‘I hope all
friends and loved ones are safe. PST is expecting a new explosion’ (16.32).
We also ﬁnd that PST is addressed directly: ‘PST: Sharper attention!!!!’
(16.57). In another direct mention: ‘Why have you not advised the military
to close the borders, stop all transport apart from ofﬁcials, etc.’ There was
also speculation revealing that the public had expectations of PST: ‘My
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guess is a gas tank or something like that. If not, PST has done a lousy
job’ (16.37).
To summarise the ﬁrst hour after the blast: since PST had just one
tweet directed at the public, we see that some tweeters refered to PST with
what they thought PST was saying and doing. We can also sense frustration, since PST was addressed directly with an urge to ‘do something’.
During the ﬁrst period after the attack there was much speculation
both in the traditional media and in social media about whether radical
Muslims were responsible for the acts of terror (Ottosen & Bull, 2016).
When Breivik was arrested, that line was replaced by speculation about
the identity of the perpetrator. At 19.11, the perpetrator was identiﬁed on
Twitter as ‘tall blond with Nordic looks’. One tweeter asked: ‘Perhaps
PST should check if they have surveillance in the right circles?’ Another
was optimistic about the next state budget on behalf of PST: ‘As of today,
cuts in the budget for the police and PST is a non-issue’ (19.01). An hour
later, the same person asked the rhetorical question: ‘Why is the police in
charge of the investigation and not PST’ (20.07) The direct appeal for efﬁciency continued in a message posted to PST from an individual member
of the public: ‘One mistake is not acceptable: Important information disappears in the crowd’ (19.39). Twenty minutes later, the same person
addressed PST directly: ‘CNN is reporting that Oslo was chosen as a target
in revenge for the killing of Bin Laden, regarded as a “soft target”’
(19.59).
A journalist tweeted that ‘PST informs that there was no information
available about a threat against Norway. The general threat situation is
unchanged’ (22.47). Another person commented on the tendency to blame
Muslims and forwarded a suggestion urging PST to take a closer look at
the comments ﬁeld in the news organisation Hegnar (the publisher of the
ﬁnancial newspaper Finansavisen): ‘PST should look closer at Hegnar.

Rune Ottosen and Steen Steensen

76

no. A lot of hatred against Utøya there, some of the links are removed
now’ (22.07).
Another person was impatient with the lack of response from PST: ‘An
update from PST-Janne would be in order’ (23.32; referring to the head of
PST, Janne Kristiansen). But there were also those who praised PST: ‘PST
receives information from the audience, people are getting organised, hospitals being protected, the terrorist is caught, well done’ (23.04). PST is
also asked to look at Internet sites with hate speech: ‘PST look at this’
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(with a link attached; 00.10).
When it became known that the perpetrator was a white Norwegian,
more serious criticism of PST’s lack of interest in right-wing extremists
was raised: ‘According to PST right-wing extremism represents no threat
to Norway in 2011’ (00.15). A link to PST’s annual report was attached.
This tweet was the most retweeted (around 20 times). The criticism got
sharper after midnight. One tweeter suggested that: ‘If PST has made a
mistake, several people should be ﬁred’ (00.11).
To summarise, we note that the vast majority of tweets about PST
were critical comments and part of discussions related to PST’s (lack of)
performance. Obviously, the police security service did not use Twitter to
communicate with the public. This was also conﬁrmed in the interview
with the head of communication at PST.

The Active Participant: Oslo University Hospital
The ofﬁcial account of Oslo University Hospital, @oslounivhospital, was
mentioned in total 218 times from 15.25 to 21.00 on 22 July in our
material; 185 of those mentions being in retweets of tweets from @oslounivhospital. The main emphasis of the communication concerning the
hospital related to the blood bank (which did not have a Twitter account
of its own). The word ‘Blodbank’ (in Norwegian) appears in 306 tweets
during the same period, and in as many as 1,290 tweets from 15.25 to
midnight.
This blood bank communication starts at 18.56, when the blood bank
at Haukeland hospital in Bergen sent a tweet urging the people of Bergen
to come to the blood bank before 10 a.m. on Saturday (the following
day). The explanation was that their stock of blood had been sent to
Oslo because of the need for blood there after the attack. This message
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was immediately retweeted by many people. The message was also published on the webpage of NRK (the national public service broadcaster).
One hour later, the ﬁrst message was published by the blood bank at
Oslo University Hospital, including a telephone number to use. Then
more speciﬁc instructions were tweeted: ‘The blood bank needs blood
type O now use telephone: 22118900’ (20.26). This was immediately
retweeted by several users.
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In the next phase, people started to communicate with each other, giving advice and sharing experiences. One individual member of the public
tweeted an important clariﬁcation: ‘Search for blood bank on twitter, only
those registered as donors can give blood’ (20.55). Another asked: ‘Can
I give blood again even if I gave last week?’ (22.07).
Some gave practical information and tweeted encouraging slogans:
‘The blood bank needs type O- call 22118900, bleed for your countrymen’
(21.00). There were also signs that the mobilisation was too efﬁcient: ‘I
have bloodtype O, but can’t get through to the blood bank’ (21.02). This
kind of frustration was tweeted by several others, and some predicted that
the situation could become chaotic: ‘Now NRK has sent a message that
everyone with type O should go to the blood bank. My guess is chaos’
(22.07). One tweeter took the high number of tweets as a sign of the seriousness of the situation: ‘How many are hurt? Is the blood bank so vulnerable during a crisis?’ (21.09). Another shared an experience from
Facebook: ‘One of the status updates on Facebook informs that 9 out of
10 questions to 1881 [information service] are requests for the number to
the blood bank’ (21.10). A journalist combined work with helping out:
‘Call the blood bank while I edit news at ABC’ (21.13). Someone suggested an alternative: ‘OK, but please edit the website giblod.no, I think
this can help the trafﬁc’.
In order to avoid phone chaos, the blood bank asked people with
bloodtype O to ‘go directly to building 25 on the 4th ﬂoor at Ullevål hospital’ (21.12). One individual asked how to ﬁnd out about blood type
and got the prompt answer: ‘Sometimes things are really simple: If your
parents have O, then you have O as well’ (21.13). In order to handle the
phone trafﬁc more efﬁciently, the blood bank made two phone numbers
available: ‘Call the blood bank now on telephone 22118900 or
22118865’ (21.18).
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One active tweeter published a new clariﬁcation: ‘Now they don’t need
bloodtype O in the blood bank but O negative, BIG life saving difference.
No rhesus minus O?’. Someone else asked: ‘Anyone know if the blood
bank in Østfold is open?’ (21.18).
Obviously, all these messages created a lot of trafﬁc and chaos,
and several tweeters expressed concerns during the evening. One
user tweeted directly from the blood bank: ‘I am at the blood bank
now, the blood bank is full, no point in going there now. Everyone can
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come 9 a.m. tomorrow. See you there’ (22.15). At 22.18, Oslo
University Hospital tweeted that they had enough blood: ‘The blood
bank reports that a lot of people have been giving blood, they now
have what they need. We would like to thank everybody who has
turned up’ (22.18).
To summarise the Twitter communication on the blood bank and
Oslo University Hospital, we see that it was dominated by direct calls
from the hospital to the public with an appeal to give blood. The
response was immediately picked up, and in less than 3 hours the mission
was completed, and the blood bank urged the public to stop coming. The
public response had been so massive that it was difﬁcult for the hospital
to deal with.

DISCUSSION
The blood bank case serves as an example of what Ling and Yttri
(2002) label ‘micro-coordination’ of an emergency response, in which
social media helped to obtain situation awareness (SA) related to the
potential sub-crisis of acquiring enough blood to save casualties. In
line with the ﬁndings of Perng et al. (2012), our analysis demonstrates
how SA was acquired through collaboration between the hospital and
the public. The hospital expressed their need for blood and urged the
public to give blood, and the public helped with spreading the information on Twitter and giving instructions and clariﬁcations as the situation changed. Members of the public acted as ‘remote operators’ in
awareness conﬁguration (Heath, Svensson, Hindmarsh, Luff, & Lehn,
2002) and through this collaboration, the University Hospital and the
public quickly and efﬁciently managed to establish a common
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understanding of what the potential sub-crisis of blood shortage was,
and how to act upon it. Within a few hours, the potential sub-crisis
had therefore been resolved. However, the lack of precision in the ﬁrst
tweet on registered blood donors almost caused the situation to get
out of control.
The blood bank case is a rare exception to how the authorities used
social media during the 22 July crisis. Neither the police nor other
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emergency institutions used Twitter to communicate with the public on
what was going on, and the PST case shows how such an absence of
activity could lead to speculation and misinformation about, for
instance, how many attacks were going on and who the perpetrator
was. Such speculation, when not corrected or in other ways addressed
by the PST, obstructed the creation of a proper SA and probably
caused more confusion and fear about the crisis than necessary among
the public.
The number of retweets and mentions about the authorities during
the crisis found in our material suggests that the public’s need to get in
contact with

and get information from

authorities by far exceeded

the authorities’ activity on Twitter. However, absence of activity was
not the only problem with how the Norwegian authorities used social
media during the 22 July crisis. As Table 1 suggests, the authorities that
actually did post something during the critical hours are not representative of those one would expect to take the lead in ofﬁcial communication
about the event. There was not a single, ofﬁcial institution that took on
the role as coordinator of crisis communication in social media during
the critical hours, and therefore people were unlikely to know who to
turn to. This might be an explanation as to why so many tweeters turned
to the personal accounts of the prime minister of Norway (@jensstoltenberg) and the mayor of Oslo (@fabianstang) instead of the ofﬁcial
accounts of the authorities, as shown in Table 2. This need to get in
contact with individuals instead of institutions echoes Seeger’s (2006)
ﬁnding that the best practice in ofﬁcial crisis communication implies
honesty, candour and openness, and that the public respond more positively to spokespersons who are compassionate, concerned and empathetic, because these are subjective traits associated with individuals, not
institutions.
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CONCLUSION
The research question for this chapter was: how and to what degree did
the Norwegian authorities use Twitter to communicate with the public
on 22 July 2011? Our ﬁndings show that the Norwegian authorities
were almost completely absent on Twitter during the critical hours of
the terrorist attacks, and that there was no coordination and synchronisation of communication from the authorities. Neither the police, other
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ofﬁcial emergency institutions, nor governmental bodies took on the
role of crisis communication coordinator, despite a clearly articulated
public need to get information from, and get into contact with the
authorities.
This ofﬁcial silence gave space for the diffusion of speculation and misinformation, which were not corrected or addressed, as the analysed PST
case shows. This clearly demonstrates the danger highlighted by the
OECD about the effects of leaving social media out of crisis communication preparedness (Wendling et al., 2013). It seems safe to assume that the
ofﬁcial silence related to social media crisis communication during the critical hours of the attacks obstructed an efﬁcient conﬁguration of situation
awareness, both for the public and for the authorities, especially when we
consider the degree to which Twitter was used as a channel of communication in Norway during the attack, with almost 60,000 Norwegian tweets
posted during the critical hours.
The blood bank case illustrates the potential of social media in a crisis
situation like a terrorist attack with a high number of casualties. Oslo
University Hospital had a potential sub-crisis of their own related to not
having enough blood to help save the injured, and they dealt with this
sub-crisis by conﬁguring situation awareness in collaboration with the
public on Twitter. Based on this case, the other ﬁndings of this study and
previous research, we conclude by offering the following advice to authorities on how to use social media to conﬁgure situation awareness during
an acute and unforeseen crisis:
• Social media are important arenas for conﬁguring situation awareness
during a crisis, and authorities need to coordinate and synchronise
their crisis communication in social media. However, messages
distributed on social media should be well constructed so as to avoid
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unintended consequences like misunderstandings and information
overload.
• Members of the public can become remote operators in conﬁguring
situation awareness during a crisis, and authorities need to
acknowledge that situation awareness is best and most efﬁciently
conﬁgured not as directives but as a result of collaboration with the
public.
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• Previously established relations are important to deﬁne who the public
will choose to turn to and follow during a crisis, and relations with
individuals are stronger than institutional relations. The authorities,
therefore, need to establish good, personal relations with the public
based on compassion, empathy and openness in their everyday
communication, so that the public knows who to turn to in times of
crisis, and know that they will be listened to and met with
understanding and honesty.

NOTES

1. The rules of the Boolean search were as follows: country_code:no OR
twitter_lang:no OR bio_location:norway OR bio_location:norge OR bio_lang:no OR bio_location_contains:norway OR bio_location_contains:
norg
2. The interview was undertaken on 7 November 2014. The interview
was recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were approved by
Hugubakken in an email to Rune Ottosen.
3. All tweets quoted are translated from Norwegian by the authors.
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CHAPTER 4
SOCIAL MEDIA IN MANAGEMENT
OF THE TERROR CRISIS IN NORWAY:
EXPERIENCES AND LESSONS
LEARNED

Harald Hornmoen and Per Helge Måseide
ABSTRACT
The chapter addresses the question of how crisis and emergency communicators in the justice (police) and health sector in Norway reﬂect
on their use

or lack of use

of social media during the terror crisis

on 22 July 2011. We examine how these communicators in the years
following the crisis have developed their use of social media to optimise their and the public’s awareness of similar crises. Our semistructured interviews with key emergency managers and responders
display how the terrorist-induced crisis in 2011 was a wake-up call
for communicators in the police and the health sector. They reﬂect
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on the signiﬁcance, strengths and weaknesses of social media in the
management of crises such as this one.
Keywords: Crisis communication; crisis management; police; health;
terror; Twitter
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INTRODUCTION
On the afternoon of Friday 22 July 2011, a 32-year-old male, right-wing
extremist detonated a bomb in the government district of central Oslo. His
bomb killed eight people and injured many. The buildings, housing both
The Ministry of Health and Care Service and the Ministry of Justice suffered extensive damage, as did some of the largest news agencies, which
had to evacuate promptly. Some hours later the same evening, the same
perpetrator, dressed as a police ofﬁcer, walked onto the island of Utøya
where the Norwegian Labour Party’s youth organisation was holding its
summer camp. There, he shot down and killed 69 people, many others
were injured (Socialstyrelsen, 2012). The perpetrator was caught on the
island by a police SWAT unit.
The devastating attack caught a sleepy society on its summer holidays
completely off guard. In a peaceful and robust democracy, virtually no
one would have expected the nation to be the next scene of a major terrorist attack. Renå (2014) points out that the 2011 attacks were a new, unexpected event and scenario for the emergency services in the country.
Accordingly, it would not be surprising if they displayed some clear deﬁciencies and inadequacies in their management of a crisis of this
magnitude.
There were immense problems on 22 July in the ofﬁcial communication
systems between the emergency services (‘Nødnett’: Emergency Net).
According to the Norwegian Directorate of Health (NDH, our abbreviation), private mobile phones had to be used, by both police and health
personnel (NDH, 2012). Professionals heard about the terror attack in
Oslo on the news before the information came through the authority’s
regular alarm system (Socialstyrelsen, 2012). The ofﬁcial evaluation report
by the 22 July commission concluded that: ‘never before have government
members personally received information on SMS, phone and social media
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directly from victims while dealing with a national crisis’ (NOU, 2012,
p. 454).
Norway was already at the time a forerunner in terms of social media
usage in the population (Enjolras & Segaard, 2011; Kalsnes, Krumsvik, &
Storsul, 2014). In 2011, 15 per cent of the Norwegian Internet population
used Twitter (Enjolras & Segaard, 2011), while 56 per cent of the
Norwegian Internet population used Facebook daily in 2012 (See Kalsnes
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et al., 2014). Social media were widely used by the public and those
affected on 22 July (Socialstyrelsen, 2012). According to the Rescue project dataset, around 120,000 tweets were posted in Norway on the day of
the attack (see Steensen’s Chapter 1 in this volume for details). A few cases
of emergency communication on Twitter by authorities on 22 July also
demonstrated how their social media use could play a signiﬁcant role in
the crisis management, as we will further illuminate in our analysis in the
following text (see also Ottosen and Steensen, Chapter 3, in this volume).
Nonetheless, an evaluation by NDH, the national normative and
expert body on health matters, concluded that health service agencies and
services could have had a stronger presence and improved their quality of
communication in social media during 22 July (NDH, 2012). An overall
conclusion in the ofﬁcial assessments of the crisis management was that
social media could have been used in a more proactive way by the authorities. NDH recommended that social media should be included in emergency services’ communication, for instance in situations where telephone
communication should be avoided in order not to reveal the speaker’s
whereabouts to a perpetrator (as on Utøya).
Social media were, in other words, not something crisis authorities had
implemented in crisis communication at the time.
Extensive evaluative reports have been written on the 22 July crisis
management (e.g. NDH, 2012; NOU, 2012; POD, 2012; Socialstyrelsen,
2012). However, with the exception of a few studies (e.g. Falkheimer,
2014; Hornmoen et al., 2018; Wennevold Aas, 2013), little attention has
been paid to how communicators with experiences from 22 July reﬂect on
and understand their use of social media during and in the aftermath of
such a severe terrorist-induced crisis. Not least important is what such key
communicators may have learned from the crisis: What do they now consider as an appropriate inclusion and use of social media in their communication during a terror crisis?
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This chapter engages with the question of how crisis communicators in
two sectors with key roles in managing crises such as 22 July, namely the
justice (police) and the health sector, reﬂect on their use

or lack of use

of social media during the crisis in Norway on 22 July 2011. Especially,
we ask communicators about what lessons they have drawn from their
experiences in their crisis management and communication. We pose the
following research questions:

Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

(1) How do crisis managers and responders in the police and health sector
in Norway understand and evaluate their use of social media during
the terror crisis on 22 July 2011?
(2) How have they developed their use and what do they see as current
challenges and possibilities for using social media to optimize their
own and the public’s awareness of and response to such acute crises?
The questions reﬂect social media use in the acute phase of a severe crisis
(in this study deﬁned as the ﬁrst hours and days), and the lessons that subsequently can be drawn from possibly inadequate use in order to improve
application of social media in emergency preparedness. An objective is,
consequently, to illuminate how social media usage possibly may
strengthen crisis communicators’ role in supporting crisis management of
acute crises

in other words, how communicators can apply social media

to management tasks such as understanding a crisis as it unfolds, or making and implementing decisions.
Before we present perspectives from research on social media use in
crises

and our methodological approach, analysis and discussion

we

ﬁnd it appropriate to include a few words on crisis communication in
Norway, its purpose and responsibilities. According to governmental communication policy, the purpose of crisis communication is to provide citizens with rapid and factual information to enable them ‘to cope with an
unwanted incident in the best possible way’ (The Norwegian Ministry of
Government Administration and Reform, 2009, p. 16). Crisis communication should convey a division of responsibilities, further coordination
between authorities and make clear how crisis-affected persons may obtain
additional information or help and support.
The responsibility for crisis management and communication in a particular ministerial domain rests with the agency or service that is responsible
for that domain under normal circumstances. For example, in Norway the
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justice sector has the responsibility for information concerning accidents and
disasters, including terror attacks. On a national level the Ministry of Justice,
which includes the police, has the overall responsibility both for the handling
of the crisis and communication with the general population. The health service is consequently required to coordinate information with the police and
be aware of what information should be issued solely by the police.
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SOCIAL MEDIA IN CRISIS COMMUNICATION: PERSPECTIVES
FROM RESEARCH
Although the effect of social media use on crisis communication processes
has not been extensively researched, some signiﬁcant studies draw attention
to how social media change conditions for crisis communication (Coombs,
2012; Hagen, Keller, Neely, DePaula, & Robert-Cooperman, 2017; Simon,
Goldberg, Aharonson-Daniel, Leykin, & Adini, 2014; Utz, Schultz, &
Glocka, 2013; Veil, Buehner, & Palenchar, 2011). This research points to
the increasing spread and use of social media in the population (as noted
earlier concerning Norway), and social media’s accessibility and immediacy.
Social media can speed up the dissemination of information during crises by
linking end users to critical information sources in real-time. Hughes and
Palen (2012) and Latonero and Shklovski (2011) are among several studies
that show how social media allow public health ofﬁcials and emergency
responders to communicate directly with the public, thus eliminating the
time it takes for emergency information and advice to ﬂow through traditional communication channels.
Utz et al. (2013) note that whereas classical crisis communication theories such as the Situational Crisis Communication Theory build on a traditional asymmetrical one-to-many model, the arrival of social media has
increased the adoption of a many-to-many model. An organisation may
now talk directly to its stakeholders, but the stakeholders can also ‘respond,
forward and discuss the messages with each other’ (Utz et al., 2013, p. 41).
Simon et al. (2014) emphasise that social media offer a widely available
means for a bidirectional ﬂow of information between the public and the
authorities. Simon, Goldberg, and Adini (2015) see social media as providing opportunities for engaging citizens in emergency management by both
disseminating information to the public and accessing information from
them. Coombs (2012) suggests that crisis communicators who use social
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media need to adjust their traditional communication practices to communicate effectively: they need to listen to what social media users are saying and
provide them with access to information, rather than one-sidedly controlling
and feeding them with information. Veil et al. (2011) in a similar manner
point to how social media allow for interpersonal communication, and they
advise crisis communicators to engage in discussions and conversations with
publics in daily communication. Strander (2011) calls attention to how web
2.0 technology and social media have led to public expectations that crisis
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

communicators engage in a dialogue with them. According to a survey by
the American Red Cross (2013), 70 per cent of Americans believe that emergency responders should regularly monitor the emergency response organisations’ websites and social media sites so that they can respond promptly
to any requests for help posted there.
Key sub-questions to our overarching research questions arise from the
reviewed research: how do the crisis communicators currently reﬂect on
the possibilities of engaging in social media dialogues when an acute
terrorist-induced crisis such as 22 July evolves? Is communication with
traditional news media worthwhile when social media provide opportunities for distributing information directly to the public during crises?

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
We have conducted and analysed semi-structured interviews with professionals who worked within crisis communication in their agencies at the
time of the Norway attacks, and who have continued to work with such
tasks. Although not all of them used social media in their professional
communication during the crisis, all of them have later acquired signiﬁcant
experience with professional use of social media. To secure diverse perspectives on our research questions, we have interviewed employees who
work on different levels of the health and police sectors, from the national
strategic level to the regional and local level, with different tasks and roles
assigned to them during crises. Table 1 displays the roles and functions of
interviewed crisis managers, and on which sector level they operate.
Our interviewees (four females, three males) contribute to their organisations’ precautionary measures in the face of potential crises. As professional communicators, they are also expected to contribute to processes of
understanding and normalising unfolding crises (the last is a major
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Sector
Police

Roles in Crisis Management, and Afﬁliation, Interview Dates

Sector Level

Communications director, National Police Directorate (POD), supports crisis management with advice and

National strategic

measures. Interviewed on 19 Oct. 2016

level

Leader of Operational Central, and Ass. Chief of staff, Oslo Police District (OPD), responsible for management

Regional/local level

in whole district during crises
Head of communication unit, OPD, coordinates communication and gives advice during crisis

Regional/ local level

Assistant head of communication unit, OPD, can coordinate communication during crises. Gives advice

Regional/ local level

All OPD communicators were interviewed on 26 Feb. 2017
Health Communications director, the Norwegian Directorate of Health (NDH), supports emergency management, for
example with advice to relatives on who to contact. Interviewed on 6 June 2016
Communication Advisor at Oslo University Hospital (OUH). Communication support and advice.

National strategic
level
Regional/ local level

Interviewed on 23 March 2012 (for master thesis: Måseide, 2013), and 17 Oct. 2016
First emergency/health responder and Consultant anesthesiologist at the Air Ambulance Department of OUH,
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Table 1: Interview Subjects and their Responsibilities.

National and

helicopter emergency medical services and transport of patients. Interviewed on 5 March 2012 (Måseide, 2013) regional level
and 5 Oct. 2016
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responsibility for the police), as well as handling the health consequences
of crises. The last is, of course, a key duty for emergency health responders. The role of one ﬁrst responder we interviewed differed from other
informants in that it did not include crisis communication as a professional
task. However, he did post messages on his private Twitter account when
on duty on 22 July, and his experiences contributed to shaping his views
on emergency health responders’ roles with respect to social media usage
during crises.
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

The structured part of our interviews was ﬁrst presented to our informants before they were interviewed. As our interviewees are skilled communicators and public speakers with the potential ability to control and
frame interviews, we prepared follow-up questions to avoid well-rehearsed
statements. We found that this approach contributed to getting our subjects to reﬂect openly around their experiences of their own inadequacies
and dilemmas regarding their use of social media. All interviews were
digitally recorded and de-identiﬁed.

ANALYSIS
In this section, we analyse and elaborate on perspectives that our informants offered on the research questions. Before representing our perspectives of our interviewees in each sector, we brieﬂy summarise how each
sector’s communication efforts were ofﬁcially evaluated

emphasising

their social media use.

POLICE SECTOR
Ofﬁcial evaluations of the 22 July crisis management were for the most
part critical of the police and the justice authorities’ efforts. For example,
in the police directorate’s own evaluation (POD, 2012) the evaluators
pointed to how the need for communication personnel was not met and
how communications plans were not updated and integrated in organisational work. The evaluation emphasised that the police failed to communicate sufﬁciently via social media. Only one of the evaluated police
agencies, POD, was on Twitter, posting one tweet on 22 July. A concluding recommendation in POD’s evaluation of the police efforts on 22 July
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was that ‘social media to larger degree can be used as communication
channels’ (p. 149, our translation).

Awakening to the Importance of Social Media
In the aftermath of 22 July, POD was alerted to the fact that social media
trafﬁc soared during and immediately after the attack, and that many
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

tweets were posted right after the bomb explosion in Oslo and from the
island of Utøya during the attacks. According to POD’s communications
director, 22 July was wake-up call to the necessity of monitoring what is
happening in social media, not just in the legacy media.
We understood how important monitoring is for getting a grip
of the rumors that are spread there, what we need to refute and
what we can conﬁrm. It is not least important to chart how
citizens adhere to the information they receive from us. We may
also come across valuable tips to use in investigating and solving
a case. (Comm. Dir. POD)
By actively using social media during the ﬁrst hour when the bomb
exploded in the Government quarter in Oslo, police communicators could
have made their advice that people should leave the city centre more efﬁcient. They could also have reached a wider audience if they had not just
used traditional media as a channel. Our Oslo police district (OPD) interviewees currently see it as critical that they do not underestimate the
importance of using social media to convey potentially life-saving advice
to citizens in the acute face of a crisis. This is partly a question of understanding which channel to use to reach a target audience. In the aftermath
of the Norway attacks, they were alerted to how particularly young people
at that time used social media, whereas today, diverse age groups use them
frequently.
Accordingly, social media communication is now incorporated at all
levels (and in all phases) of police crisis management. A ‘situational centre’
has been instituted in POD, in which they monitor the media including
social media, around-the-clock, every day of the year. The interplay
between POD and the Norwegian Police Security Service is being reinforced to strengthen monitoring of social media during acute events. The
OPD has established accounts in several social media, including two
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Twitter accounts. They see their Operations Central account on Twitter as
their most important channel for disseminating advice to users in a crisis.
Tweets posted here are also continuously running
from other police districts in Norway

together with tweets

on online media pages, such as

‘VG Live 24-hours News’, the live studio of nation’s largest tabloid newspaper, Verdens Gang. This running news feed includes a Twitter feed
dominated by statements from the police and emergency services.
One interviewee draws attention to how vital this interplay between
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

social media and news media is in crisis communication. The operations
head at OPD believes that if they had used Twitter when the bomb went
off in Oslo, they could have informed people much more swiftly about the
decisions that they had taken. However, he emphasises that it is through
news media that communication with the public is effectuated:
We achieve most impact from our use of Twitter by reaching
journalists who communicate our messages in online media.
Even though we now have around 300,000 followers on our
Twitter accounts, I believe that this dissemination through
online media and radio is the most important for us in our crisis
communication.
His views correspond to ﬁndings in recent research on media channel
choices and preferences in the Swedish public during acute crises.
Although social media have an impact in the public’s crisis communication, research by Odén, Djerf-Pierre, Ghersetti, and Johansson (2016)
clearly point out how traditional news media, including their online editions, still have the key role in crises. It is through daily news media, radio
and television that most people are alerted and informed (Odén et al.,
2016, p. 234).

Interactivity and Dialogue in Terror Crises?
We need to ask whether Twitter use for the operational police unit is simply for disseminating information. Could it not be the case that it also
receives information through Twitter that is vital for the emergency operations, for example, from actors close to or at a crisis scene? The OPD
leader of the operational central ofﬁce admits that if they had incorporated
social media use in the crisis communication routines before 22 July, they
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could possibly have followed the situation on Utøya more closely and may
have understood how difﬁcult the situation was at an earlier stage.
However, he does not believe that social media would have changed the
planning and execution of their operation. As an example, Twitter could
not have helped them in determining how many perpetrators were on the
island in the acute situation, because a huge amount of contradictory
information about this circulated in the Twitter sphere. According to him,
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emergency phones provided the police with vital information that gave
them a perception of the situation.
Should their role during terror crises include engaging in direct dialogues with victims on social media by responding to their messages? In a
study of how Utøya survivors reﬂect on their experiences with social media
during the attack (Frey, 2018), the interviewees express a need for communicators to develop their social media use during crises to include two-way
communication, so that victims and crisis authorities can have real-time
contact.
On their Twitter accounts, the OPD stress that they do not answer messages. Their operations leader conﬁrms this by pointing to how Twitter for
them is a unidirectional communications channel: ‘We post updated information, we do not read what comes in. There would be a lot to act on, if
we start doing that’, he explains. He elaborates by emphasising the difﬁculty of digitally acquiring and posting vital information when people are
panic-stricken:
Communicating directly with users on Twitter is a huge
challenge because we do not know who is on the other end of
the conversation. If we get an SMS, we at least have a phone
number to deal with. What should we have said to the Utøya
youth if we had communicated directly with them on social
media? Go and hide behind a rock? In the next moment that
would be wrong, because the perpetrator would be there. We
would not have had the same picture and understanding of the
situation as those who were there, so communication about
what to do would be very challenging.
The communications director at POD points out that whereas they are, in
general, increasingly engaging in dialogues with users on social media, this
is not the case in acute phases of crises:
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A major concern after 22 July was if we could have engaged in a
dialogue with the young victims at Utøya on social media, in a
way that could have saved lives. Could we have tweeted: ‘start
swimming’? Because we saw that they wondered if they should
hide or not. But we did not know how many perpetrators were
there, or if they were on their way or where they were. Above
all: the perpetrator or perpetrators could have followed us on
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social media. Giving advice under such circumstances could
have worsened the situation. We would have had to take that
into consideration. You need to be very careful.
Consequently, instead of entering into dialogues in acute crisis situations,
they choose to draw out vital information by monitoring social media and
provide the information and advice that is needed according to their perception and understanding of the particular crisis event.

Monitoring Challenges
Monitoring during terror crises and other crises, however, poses challenges. According to the POD communications director, monitoring of
social media requires not only access to and use of applicable digital monitoring tools. Purposeful monitoring in crisis management also largely
depends on training the staff to secure sufﬁcient senior competence.
Primarily, the challenge is to draw out the essence of what social media
actors are concerned about, and respond accordingly: ‘This is what is happening now’ and ‘this is what we need to handle regarding crisis
communication’:
Although we continuously replace and improve our tools, their
use is still person-dependent. Social media communication
ofﬁcers lack knowledge of social media. In a crisis, I may be in
need of the two that are competent in social media dynamics,
but have only those who are semi-competent in place. In such
situations, digital tools will not be of any help in drawing out
essences from social media messages. Therefore, we still need to
enhance and systematise our monitoring competence.
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The OPD interviewees ﬁnd that their established social media monitoring
routines, which include daily monitoring of Facebook and Twitter, will
not be adequate in severe crisis situations even though considerably more
ofﬁcers will be involved then. This is due to the enormous amount of
crisis-related messages that will be posted, many of which addressed to
them: ‘There is an overﬂow of information which the staff cannot efﬁciently sort out and analyse’, says the OPD communications advisor.
Digital tools may, however, be a support in ﬁltering, sorting, validating
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and spotting patterns in the social media postings. In turn, the communicators at OPD can post public messages providing advice. POD, who are
situated at a greater administrative distance from where crises unfold, will,
on their part, not see it as their task to post crisis-relevant advice directly
to users. Rather, their tweets will signpost relevant websites and thus direct
general users and journalists to places where they can ﬁnd advice and veriﬁed information.

Daily Routines and Challenges for Future Crises
All our police sector interviewees emphasise that a precondition for good
social media monitoring and advice in crises is establishing daily routines
for social media communication. Two months after the Utøya tragedy,
every employee in the operations central ofﬁce was expected to tweet a least
one message when on duty. This has now developed to 20 tweets posted on
average as well as increased daily interaction with users and monitoring of
social media postings. They believe that the communicative competence in
social media that they acquire through their daily use has prepared them for
improved application of social media in crises. Their increased social media
usage has also created expectations among their rising number of followers:
People expect that we deliver on social media. If a crisis occurs
now, we cannot be silent in social media. We see it as a positive
challenge that people require more of us after we have started
using social media frequently. (Communication advisor, OPD)
The crisis communicators in the police sector are also aware that
demanding challenges and deliberations will arise in coming crises. One
pitfall is that the pressure to communicate swiftly in emergencies may
lead to wrong and misleading postings, with potentially unfortunate
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consequences. Another risk is to use an inappropriate tone or voice. The
OPD has on occasion been criticised for using humor in their tweets.
POD’s communication director is of the opinion that one should be very
careful with using irony and humour in tweets posted from the operations
command centre: ‘Humour and irony may come out wrongly and offend
people. We need to maintain our authoritative voice, while at the same
time using a language that speaks with “head, heart and hands”’ she says.
The OPD head of operations nevertheless wishes to avoid too rigid rules
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

for his staff’s daily usage of social media, as this may ‘inhibit their production of Twitter messages’.
A potential threat to good crisis management is fake social media
accounts, something OPD has experienced, but managed to remove. The
operational leader points out that it is probably not a great challenge to
hack their social media accounts. Should that happen in a terror situation,
it would create a chaotic situation, and the only thing they can do to prevent this is to maintain their well-established routines of continuously
changing passwords.
Finally, a major risk for good crisis management and communication
would be if key actors, sectors and agencies involved do not coordinate
sufﬁciently and publish univocal advice. Although administrative responsibility is assigned to different sectors in different crises
sector has the leadership in management of terror crises

and the police
social media

may pose challenges for the different actors involved.
Due to the swiftness of communication in social media, we
are afraid that other actors, for example Oslo municipality,
could go out with a different message and say: Do not
evacuate Oslo! Whereas the police say: Evacuate the city!
Then we will really have a crisis. So, to be able to coordinate
between the different actors is all-important in severe crises.
(Operational leader, OPD)

HEALTH SECTOR
The national ofﬁcial evaluation made by the 22 July Commission (NOU,
2012), a report from the Swedish Directorate of Health (Socialstyrelsen, 2012)
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and an evaluation made by the Norwegian Directorate of Health (NDH,
2012) all concluded that the health sector did a good job in the acute phase
of the bomb attack in Oslo and the shootings on Utøya.
According to NDH, the health service ‘responded very well to the
greatest challenge it has ever faced’ (NDH, 2012, p. 12). NHD also
stated that voluntary rescuers made a great and valuable contribution
during the acute phase. Professionals rushed to their work places even
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without being on call, that is, available to be called to work outside
normal working hours.

Hospital Staff Experiences with Twitter: Swift, and
Potentially Misleading
However, as was the case with the police sector, social media were not
integrated in the health authorities’ crisis communication strategies at that
time. In their evaluation, NHD found that public health ofﬁcials overall
were absent in social media on the afternoon and evening of 22 July.
NDH (2012, p. 107) concluded that:
Effective communication via social media should be given
greater priority in crisis PR. In the event of major crises, health
service actors should be more proactive in monitoring, engaging
in dialogue and providing information via social media.
The exception from the general social media absence was Oslo University
Hospital (OUH). The hospital tweeted several times about press brieﬁngs,
which telephone relatives could call, and the need for blood donors
(NDH, 2012, p. 105). According to the communication ofﬁcer who was
serving OUH’s ofﬁcial Twitter account on 22 July, the communication
staff experienced that Twitter was faster than the hospital’s ofﬁcial lines of
communication, the emergency medical system (AMK):

We understood through Twitter that there was shooting on
Utøya, before we were notiﬁed through our own system. It was
unreasonable to assume that such a large amount of messages
were ﬁctional or based on errors.
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Twitter, in other words, played an important role in raising awareness of
the crisis among hospital employees.
However, OUH’s experiences in 2011 also demonstrated the need for a
close monitoring of social media. During the terror crisis, the hospital
tweeted to get in touch with blood donors with the blood type 0 Rh ( )
(see also Ottosen and Steensen in this volume). This message did not
specify that the hospital blood bank only wanted to get in contact with
registered blood donors. When similar incomplete messages were spread
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by news media, this led to long queues of people outside OUH. As stated
by their communications advisor:
When I was outside at 10:30 PM, the situation by the main
entrance was surrealistic. There were queues with cars and
pedestrians. Among them were people that had never donated
blood before. Nor were all of them sober, but this did not
matter because new blood donors with the wrong blood type
could not help us.
OUH then posted a new message pinpointing that only people that already
were registered as blood donors at the hospital should phone the blood
bank. The communication staff also phoned the most important TV news
programme, NRK Dagsrevyen, and asked for assistance. ‘We also tweeted
that we had enough blood donors that evening. We had an enormous
spread of news that night’, says the communications advisor.
Ringerike Hospital was the hospital closest to Utøya, and the one that
treated the largest number of patients. However, this hospital and the hospital trust it belonged to, did not have either a Facebook or a Twitter
account. The hospital was almost ‘invaded’ by people that had heard there
was a need for blood donors. With social media, this message could have
been coordinated with OUH and corrected (Socialstyrelsen, 2012, p. 100).

‘Every Crisis is Unique’
The communication advisor at OUH says that the hospital has not made
any major changes, only ongoing adjustments, in their strategies for using
social media in crises. In his opinion, ‘every crisis is unique’. Therefore,
making extensive procedural changes in the aftermath of a single situation
could make the procedures less useful when a new and different situation
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evolves. Instead, he highlights the importance of being active on social
media on a daily basis, participating in full-scale exercises and being proactive and able to improvise.
As an example of the last point, Twitter was used to alert staff to precautionary action in 2014 when a gunman was thought to be inside the
huge hospital area. A police action was taking place without any information given to the hospital: ‘It looked like a warzone. I could see 7 10
police cars, and 10 20 heavily armed policemen’, said the communicaDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

tions’ ofﬁcer who phoned a neighbour working as a communication
ofﬁcer in the police. She soon found out what was going on and phoned
him back.
We then posted a message on Intranet and a Tweet stating that
there was an unexplained situation on OUH, and we
recommended patients and employees to stay indoors.
(Communication advisor, OUH)
The episode testiﬁed to the importance of swiftly ﬁnding effective ways to
solving challenging situations. ‘It was not by the book. But it worked’, the
communications’ advisor said. As we understand him, this ‘gunman episode’ also showed that Twitter was the quickest and most ﬂexible channel
for warning about a possibly life-threatening situation.

Social Media on the Scene: A First Responder’s Experiences
Our ﬁrst responder interviewee was employed by OUH, but had his workplace on an ambulance helicopter base situated outside Oslo. He was one
of the ﬁrst health responders to arrive on Utøya, even before the area was
‘cleared’ by the police SWAT unit (Måseide, 2013, p. 87). He was also
one of the last health responders to leave the island, together with police
ofﬁcers, after checking that the casualties were dead. Based on two quite
different episodes that he experienced in connection with his Utøya work,
he has drawn the conclusion that health personnel treating patients should
avoid using social media during a crisis and leave communication to the
appointed professionals in the organisation.
The ﬁrst episode took place on the island of Utøya. The situation was
unclear for a long time after the perpetrator surrendered: there was a fear
of several perpetrators hiding there. The ﬁrst health responder was

Harald Hornmoen and Per Helge Måseide

102

repeatedly ordered by the police to lie down on the ﬂoor of the island’s
main building because of the prevailing fear. When he sent a ‘neutral
tweet’ from the island, communicating that he was safe, a journalist soon
contacted him by SMS, trying to get sensitive information.
Another experience, this time with tweeting in aftermath of the attack,
led him to evaluate critically his own social media use during crises. When
he returned from Utøya to the mainland at 2 a.m, he became aware of a
helmet with the inscription ‘Medical doctor, Oslo’. On the helmet, there
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

were some solidiﬁed drops of blood. To the ﬁrst responder, a photograph
he took of the helmet became a symbol he wanted to share on Twitter.
The communication unit at OUH regarded the tweet as inappropriate
and got in touch with the ﬁrst responder’s leader, explaining that they
wanted to have it deleted. The ﬁrst responder deleted it but also posted a
new one, asking those who might have saved the photo, to delete it too.
This led to a debate on Twitter about his ethical judgement.
When the health responder was interviewed again in 2016, he admitted: ‘I cannot act uncritically as an individual on Twitter, as I did on 22
July’, referring to how he had used his private account in 2011.
As related by him, the two episodes demonstrate how difﬁcult it may be
to anticipate the consequences of using Twitter during an acute crisis.
Health personnel using Twitter in such situations could also create the
impression that they have an informational role towards the public and the
press, a role that they should not have in his opinion. As we interpret him,
health personnel like him, who do not have a communication task on behalf
of the organisation, can acquire a dual role if they communicate via social
media from a crisis site. On the one hand, they may be seen as individuals,
on the other hand, as professionals. Although they want to do something
good by tweeting, tweets can be misunderstood by recipients. This is one
reason why health personnel should avoid using social media during crises.

THE NEED FOR COORDINATION
All three emergency services

health, ﬁre and rescue and police

have

traditionally operated separately in Norway. Our interviewees in both
the health and the police sectors stress that different authorities’ social
media use needs to be both proactive and coordinated when a crisis
evolves. The NHD’s communications director underlines the importance
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of having clear duties assigned to the different services during a certain
crisis and the need to build a strong following on social media, with a web
page that is operative and used in non-crisis situations providing coordinated information. The ﬁrst health responder points out how all three
emergency services have a shared responsibility as information facilitators.
According to him, this effort should be coordinated to a greater extent
than it is today:
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The police are very good and very active on Twitter, but I do
not think they have any good plans for using Twitter in a crisis.
I believe the same is true for the ﬁre and rescue services, and it is
certainly the case when it comes to the health services.
In his opinion, crisis communicators in institutions such as OUH need to
communicate immediately on Twitter that they are present and will follow
the situation closely when a crisis evolves. They should share validated
information, call for additional personnel when necessary, and communicate with the public, as they did when there was a need for getting in touch
with registered blood donors during the 22 July.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING DISCUSSION
We posed the question of how key crisis managers/communicators in the
police and health sectors understand and evaluate their social media use
during the terror crisis in Norway 2011. Furthermore, we asked how they
have improved their use and what they see as challenges and possibilities
for using social media. The following tables (Table 2 and Table 3) summarise perspectives followed by a short discussion.
Our police interviewees’ reﬂections on their communication practices
during 22 July clearly demonstrate how their unpreparedness regarding
social media use in 2011 has alerted them to the urgent need to include
social media in their emergency communication. The social media routines
they have established testify to how they acknowledge the importance of
engaging social media in daily communication activities to strengthen
public presence and trust, and thus prepare for effective use of social
media during crises. However, although the interviewees stress that social
media can contribute to saving lives and resolving crises, they do not

Use on 22 July and

Improvements and Current

Challenges and Further

Lessons Learned in the

Routines

Improvements Needed

Aftermath
Police Directorate

• Social media not used
• Awakening to social
media’s signiﬁcance in
crisis comm.
• Social media may

• Social media used in public comm., in
monitoring people’s concerns, and to
resolve crises
• Increased interplay with news media
and police intelligence

contribute to saving lives

• Twitter to direct users to websites
with veriﬁed information.
• Social media use needs guidelines
and structure
• More engagement on Police’s
Facebook pages
• A challenge to exploit social media’s
dialogical potential in terror crisis
• Police must be careful with humour
and irony in everyday tweets

Oslo Police District
Operations leader

• Social media not used
• Twitter could have spread
evacuation messages
swiftly

• Established routines for updating in

• Avoid Twitter in two-way

social media to improve crisis

communication due to lack of user

management

veriﬁcation
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Table 2: Police Communicators’ Perspectives on Social Media Use in Terror Crises.

awareness of Utøya
details

steps
• Use news media to direct users to
twitter information

• Would be a challenge to

• Filtering tools may reduce information
overﬂow
• Lack of situational overview over
crisis complicates victim dialogues
• Avoid overﬂow of citizen response
• Respect that one agency has chief

communicate with victims

responsibility

on Twitter

• Be aware of fake accounts
Oslo Police District
Advisers responsible for
crisis comm

• Social media not used

• Daily monitoring and messaging to
prepare for and manage crisis concerns
• Create liaisons, units operating closely
together

• Avoid becoming too reliant on Twitter,
can be hacked
• Establish routines for correcting
imprecise messages that may be
posted during crises

105

Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

• Twitter had not increased

• Now prepare and inform users on two
Twitter accounts about precautionary
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• Twitter had not changed
planning and action

Health Directorate

Use on 22 July and Lessons

Improvements and Current

Challenges and Further Improvements

Learned in the Aftermath

Routines

Needed

• Use of social media as “support
channels” to notify relatives on
police phone numbers

• Now aware of importance of
building knowledge base for and
strong following in social media

• Efﬁcient public and professional social
media crisis comm. requires that all key
agencies have a mutual web page that is
used in non-crisis situations, providing
coordinated information

Oslo University

• Twitter used to reach blood

Hospital Comm.

donors, but imprecise posting

advisor

misled people
• Twitter used to inform about
upcoming press conferences and
helpline numbers
• Members of public’s Twitter use
raised internal awareness of
crisis

• Daily use, close monitoring of
social media
• Signpost websites with additional
info during emergencies
• ‘Every crisis is unique’ and cannot
be resolved by only following
formal procedures
• Important to be able to improvise

• A need for better coordination between
communicators in different agencies and
sectors
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Table 3: Health Communicators’/Responders’ Perspectives on Social Media Use in Terror Crises.

• Twitter now used by him for

• Health and police agencies, and the ﬁre

inform that he was safe, alerted

communication with other health

and rescue service, all need to improve

OUH First health
responder

him to how the press monitor
Twitter during crisis

professional

plans for using Twitter in a crisis

• The public is sensitive during
crises and in its aftermath

• He has become more aware that
health personnel who treat
patients should avoid Social Media
use during crises

107

Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

• Tweet from island posted to

Department of
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Air Ambulance
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believe that social media communication would have had any impact on
the emergency operations on the island of Utøya. They ﬁnd that it is a
challenge to exploit the potential for dialogues with victims when terror
crises unfold. Still, we question if such situations rule out the possibility of
potentially life-saving interaction between police and victims, for example,
when taking the ‘silence’ of social media communication, compared to
other communication modes, into account.
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Given how social media provide crisis communicators with the opportunity to bypass traditional gatekeepers such as news media and distribute information and advice directly to the public during crises, it
interesting to note how the police interviewees stress how vital the interplay between news media and social media is in crisis communication.
When the operational leader ﬁnds they achieve most impact from their
Twitter messages by reaching journalists who communicate them in
online media, his acknowledgement corresponds with ﬁndings from signiﬁcant crisis communication research. Schultz, Utz, and Göritz (2011)
and Utz et al. (2012) ﬁnd that people are more willing to share messages
from traditional than from social media, because they interpret traditional media as more credible.
Contrary to the police interviewees, our health interviewees actually
used social media

particularly Twitter, when the crisis unfolded. In their

different roles, however, they used Twitter in quite different ways. For the
communications advisor at OUH, improvements implemented in current
routines largely follow up on the practices that were beginning to establish
themselves at the time of the crisis, with routines of daily use and monitoring strengthened.
Although the ﬁrst responder’s Twitter experiences in connection with
his emergency work on 22 July taught him that health personnel on the
scene should avoid using social media in emergency operations, we believe
that information ofﬁcers may have an important role in using social media
to raise the awareness of an evolving crisis. One possible solution could be
that communicators operating on the crisis scene1 can use social media if
they strictly follow all relevant ethical and legal rules of conﬁdentiality,
and show consideration for the consequences social media postings may
have for patients and the public.
Finally, we observe that the health informants in their different roles
and functions in crisis management, strongly underline the need for better
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coordination between different actors and agencies in their own sector,
and

equally important

between the different sectors’ emergency ser-

vices. There is a risk that social media’s swiftness may lead to postings of
contradictory messages from different services during emergencies, with
potentially devastating consequences. To avoid escalating a crisis through
social media use, it is vital that the different emergency services coordinate
and strengthen their plans for using social media in crises. One suggested
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step towards securing a univocal message is that all key agencies have a
web page providing coordinated information to which their social media
accounts can direct their users.

NOTE

1. An agency in Norway that has demonstrated that this can done in practice is the Oslo Fire and Rescue Service, whose communications’ director
has tweeted during emergency operations (source: OUH’s communications
advisor).
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CHAPTER 5
NEWS WORKERS’ REFLECTIONS
ON DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY
AND SOCIAL MEDIA AFTER
A TERROR EVENT

Maria Theresa Konow-Lund
ABSTRACT
22 July 2011, saw the biggest domestic terror event in Norway since
World War II. On this day, a right-wing terrorist placed a bomb in
front of the Norwegian government building, where the prime minister had his ofﬁce at the time. Later, the same perpetrator dressed up
as a policeman and tricked his way into a political youth camp,
where 69 mostly young people were killed. The present case study
involves the leading national online news provider, VG, whose website, VG Nett, was Norway’s most-read online news site at the time
of the attack. The study addresses the research gap of how news
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workers and managers see the potential of the affordances of digital
media during crisis events. Furthermore, the study looks at how two
different discourses of professionalism, the occupational and the
organisational, informed journalists’ use of technological and social
media affordances during this terror event, and at how online journalists and management reﬂect upon and continue to reﬁne these
approaches ﬁve years later. This study stresses the importance of a
clear understanding of the decision-making processes that actually
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guide the handling of those affordances during a crisis event.
Ultimately, this study questions not the perceived tension between
the two discourses of professionalism, but their relative impact upon
domestic crisis journalism in the technological realm.
Keywords: Occupational and organisational discourses of
professionalism; crisis journalism; terror; 22 July 2011; online
journalism; social media

INTRODUCTION
In the realm of digital journalism, the consequences of a crisis or terror
event offer vital insights into how news institutions might prepare to handle such events. This article seeks a better understanding of how two different discourses of professionalism, occupational and organisational,
respectively process and implement (and even reject) experiences with
technological affordances, within a newsroom and within the news organisation itself, over time. Researchers have yet to look at how news workers
and their managers have taken advantage of the potential of the affordances of digital media, such as, for example, interactivity with users, the
speed of digital media, social media platforms, real-time chatting and the
streaming of video and sound.
Several seminal production studies have emphasised the way in which
important lessons are learned during breaking news events (known as
hard news; see, e.g., Gans, 2004; Schlesinger, 1978; Tuchman, 1978); all
of them also admit that these events are notoriously difﬁcult to typify, as
they do not follow any particular pattern. According to Tuchman (1973)
and Berkowitz (1992), journalists transfer their experiences from one crisis
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news event to another, and Nord and Strömbäck (2006) remark upon the
particular facility of certain news organisations in this regard. This facility
derives from the organisation’s efforts to anticipate what might happen
next, and to then link the appropriate technology to the desired outcome.
In order for an organisation to gain perspective upon the ways in which it
works during crises, it must reﬂect upon and analyse resonant past events.
To this end, Olsson (2010, p. 88) has noted that the lack of clarity regard-
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ing the term ‘crisis news event’ hinders an organisation’s ability to ‘provide
an understanding of what events become a part of news organisations’ historical case banks’ (p. 87). Olsson seeks to clarify an understanding of crisis news events from an organisational point of view, especially in terms of
the learning process and efforts towards preparedness. Along those lines,
the present study seeks to gain insight into how an organisation and its
actors implement the lessons learned after a crisis news event has ended.
To accomplish these goals, the study begins by examining the ways in
which two different discourses, organisational and occupational, approach
technological affordances, allowing for both discrepancy and overlap
between the two. Hence, the study also acquires a better understanding of
what distinguishes the two discourses, both during an event and over time
following it.
Obviously, a domestic terror event challenges both journalists (occupational professionalism) and middle- and top managers (organisational
professionalism), though perhaps in different ways. Using Norway’s biggest online newspaper as a case study, then returning to the organisation
ﬁve years later, this study unpacks the approaches and lessons learned,
and then introduces an intervening development, social media, to the
equation. Sociologist Evetts (2003, 2006) developed the model of two
competing discourses of professionalism. According to Örnebring (2016,
p. 21), it succeeds in aligning the processes and practice of journalism
with journalism’s actors, and he notes the difference in how ‘professionalism’ is understood by the manager and the managed. Örnebring introduces the further distinction between journalism-as-institution and
journalism-as-work: the ﬁrst one is described as ‘shared norms and routines of news production as created and maintained by a set of organisations,’ while the second one is described as ‘everyday practical activities
undertaken by individuals who produce journalistic content’ (Örnebring,
2016, p. 15). Negotiation between the two discourses is on-going, and,
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at times, the ‘values of organisational professionalism may be absorbed
by and incorporated into occupational deﬁnition of professionalism’
(Örnebring, 2016, pp. 21 22). The present study extends this negotiation to exceptional news situations, and in particular to the digital
coverage of crisis events.
Evetts (2003, p. 395) writes about how sociologists have ‘returned to
the concept of professionalism in attempts to understand occupational
and organisational change and the prominence of knowledge work in difDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

ferent social systems and global economies’. Aldridge and Evetts (2003,
p. 547) have also found that the ‘discourse’ of professionalism is related
to a set of values and identities that is mobilised by employers as a selfdiscipline. Julia Evetts describes the two alternative discourses in the following way. Organisational professionalism ‘incorporates rational-legal
forms of decision making, hierarchical structures of authority, the standardisation of work practices, accountability, target-setting and performance review and is based on occupational training and certiﬁcation’
(Evetts, 2006, pp. 140 41). On the other hand, occupational professionalism, the more traditional, historical form, involves a ‘discourse
constructed within professional groups themselves that involves discretionary decision-making in complex cases, collegial authority, the occupational control of the work based on shared education and training, a
strong socialisation process, work culture, occupational identity and
codes’. Örnebring (2009) further notes that there does not need to be any
antagonism between these discourses, and, in fact, there might even be
shared interests.

TECHNOLOGICAL AFFORDANCES IN A TIME OF DIGITAL MEDIA
Digital technology continues to transform the affordances that are available in the newsroom, to such an extent that newspapers have not only
suffered but even disappeared as a result (Diakopoulous & Koliska,
2017). One reason for this industry upheaval is the new ‘turbo news’
mode that now characterises the newsroom (see Willis, 1994). Scholars
have even found that such a discourse of speed (Hampton, 2004) has
reached its (logical?) conclusion whereby everything now requires immediate dissemination (Sanders & Bale, 2000). Since the turn of the millennium, in any case, news has been produced at completely different speeds
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than it was in the years preceding (Rasmussen, 2006). Furthermore, in
response to the emergence of online news in particular, traditional journalism has had to develop interactive news features to complement its more
familiar fare (Boczkowski, 2004; Deuze, 2005). While digital technology
was transforming the newsrooms’ affordances, it was also enabling and
then hugely expanding the affordances of social media platforms. Now
that Facebook is about to introduce video products online (BBC News,
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2017), what was once considered a fundamentally social platform for
amateur content is now primed to compete with the professional media
companies and news organisations. In the wake of the affordance of livestreaming, that is, social media’s embrace of video that competes with
traditional television, we see yet another step towards the institutionalisation of social media as organisation rather than a platform deﬁned by user
interactivity (see e.g. Kalsnes, 2017). Domingo (2006, p. 505) compared
online production with television broadcasting and found that the news
media are ‘shaped by contextual factors that are primarily found inside the
media companies’. In other words, changing contextual factors come with
the potential to be socially negotiated and are not, like journalists have the
tendency to believe, a result of technology (Örnebring, 2010). In the context of the daily practices involving technology and journalism, this kind
of social shaping can be understood as ‘negotiation’ (Örnebring, 2009), or
the constructive expression of the tensions, disagreements and conﬂicts of
interest which accompany journalism in the digital age (see also Domingo,
2006; Hartley, 2011; Singer, 2004; Steensen, 2010).
Previous studies (Barland, 2012; Konow-Lund, 2013) have demonstrated the way in which users ﬂock to the online sites during emergencies,
often in search of trustworthy information. If the online sites deliver, the
users will stay on and turn into regular readers. VG and VG Nett discovered the potential for crisis and terror-event journalism to produce peak
numbers of users, but how to exploit this potential remains an underinvestigated subject. Following every crisis news event is a phase in which
the audience must process emotions, and this phase is an opportunity for
both traditional online and social media platforms to demonstrate their
value.
Kalsnes (2017) recently extended the term ‘social media logic’1 with
affordance. She did this by drawing upon Altheide’s deﬁnition of media
logic: ‘the assumptions and processes for constructing messages within a
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particular medium. This includes rhythm, grammar and format. Format,
while a feature of media logic, is singularly important because it refers to
the rules or “codes” for deﬁning, selecting, organisation, presenting, and
reorganising information as one thing rather than another’ (Altheide,
2004, p. 294). Relatedly, Bucher and Helmond (2017, p. 31) recently
extended the notion of affordances. They emphasise ‘how affordances
extend across the boundaries of platforms and how both human and nonhuman users importantly afford something back to the platform’. More
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traditionally, looking at action possibilities (understood here as how
objects come with a possibility for action; e.g. water comes with the possibility for swimming, a ﬂoor with the possibility for walking, a cup with
the possibility to drink from it) in both online news and social media platforms, Bucher and Helmond (2017, p. 31) argue how such platforms
‘afford different things to various types of users, including end-users,
developers, and advertisers; and considers how they are connected through
various possibilities for action’. Although there are many technological
affordances, the present study focuses upon those that allow for action
possibilities that are already inherent in the technological artefacts of
online news, and in the traditional online news and social media platforms. When, for example, Facebook creates a ‘safety check’ (e.g., by
clicking it, users can mark themselves during a crisis or terror attack) it
results in a technological artefact that very well could have been developed
by online news sites. In other words, online news could potentially have
invented a similar affordance on their own sites. In this sense, the safety
check can be said to be a technological artefact. The term ‘technological
artefact’ refers to an online item created to solve a sort of practical problem, either for the users’ digital news or the users of social media
platforms.

METHODOLOGY
On 22 July 2011, the unthinkable happened in a country that had no previous experience with terror: Norway, the home of the Nobel Peace Prize.
A far-rightwing terrorist, Anders Behring Breivik, dressed in a fake police
uniform and parked a car close to the government building where Prime
Minister Jens Stoltenberg had his ofﬁce. Inside the car was a fertilizer
bomb that would destroy not only the government building but a whole
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area of the capital around it. Breivik then made his way to a youth league
camp under the pretence of being a policeman, hunting down and massacring 69 people, mostly youth, on an island.
Staff members in media organisations (as well as government ofﬁcials
and ﬁrst responders) later recalled being completely taken by surprise by
the event. The present case study involves the leading national online news
provider, VG, whose website, VG Nett, was Norway’s most-read online
news site at the time of the 22 July attack. The newspaper VG was estabDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

lished a short time after World War II. Over the decade preceding the
22 July 2011 terror attack, the printed newspaper had seen a sharp drop
in circulation, from a peak in 2002 of 390,510 to 211,510 in 2011 (Høst,
2012). On the other hand, VG’s digital platforms (featuring online,
mobile, iPad and video content) had been enjoying a huge increase in audience numbers. In fact, VG Nett has always been the most popular news
website in Norway, with more than 1,278,912 unique users (TNS Gallup,
2014).
In 2011, I interviewed nine news workers, photographers, desk editors
and front editors for over an hour each. The news workers were interviewed from one week after the incident to the beginning of October
2011. In 2016, I interviewed 10 informants, some of whom were the same
as in 2011. The interviews were semi-structured and open-ended. While
the informants in 2011 were mostly news workers, desk editors and front
editors, several of the informants in 2016 (three) worked as developers.
All of these three had either worked from home or were at the ofﬁce during the incident in 2011.
VG had its ofﬁces near the ﬁrst bomb explosion, and its staff was evacuated during the attack. Its journalists had to ﬁnd a new place to work in
and ended up producing its news content, including online and moving
images, from hotel suites during the night of 22 July.

ANALYSES AND EMPIRICAL DISCUSSION
The Biggest Event in Norway Since the World War II:
A Background
Everyone was taken by surprise when 22 July happened, so there was no
time to scout on social media for technological affordances that could be
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introduced into the regular online news coverage, such as safety checks,
interactivity graphics or some way to technologically bridge social media
and the VG online news platform. The scarcity of time and the way journalists were caught by surprise resulted in journalists focusing upon getting
the correct information out to the citizens and mostly trying to avoid distractions in this particular phase.
What did happen, however, was that the traditional roles of the two
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different discourses of professionalism; organisational and occupational,
seemed to dissolve. Örnebring (2016) recently summarised what distinguishes journalism-as-institution from journalism-as-work in relation to
organisational and occupational modes of professionalism. While the
former is characterised by a need for predictability and infrastructure, the
latter is characterised by a need for status and legitimacy. During 22 July,
occupational professionalism trumped the organisational discourse. For
example, when the VG newsroom, located right across the street from the
demolished government building, was shut down and journalists were
ordered not to enter the newsroom, a group of journalists and a news
editor ignored this instruction and went in anyway (Konow-Lund &
Olsson, 2016). The main reason for doing so was to return to a place
where it would be possible to access as much familiar and reliable technology as possible, in order to quickly produce correct information. During
the event itself, the focus was on traditional content.
Previous studies (Konow-Lund & Olsson, 2016, 2017) have also
looked at how news workers retreated to their familiar routines while covering the 22 July event, despite the conditions of the crisis that worked
against those routines. But when it comes to investigations on how news
workers and managers took advantage of the potential of the affordances
of digital media use, for example, interactivity with users, speed of digital
media, social media platforms, real-time chatting and the streaming of
video and sound, there are research gaps. Instead, existing studies have
divided the production of stories such as those related to 22 July into three
phases: (1) shock; (2) emotional processing and (3) the development of indepth explanations and understanding. While the ﬁrst phase permits little
in the way of actual work, the other two have more possibilities for utilising technological affordances, for example. Findings (Konow-Lund,
Hågvar Benestad, & Olsson, 2017) demonstrate that, during the emotional process of trying to understand what has taken place in a crisis
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event, the use of social media, interactive digital graphics and extended
collaborations among platforms was useful but typically happenstance.
During the last phase, however, editors and middle managers assigned a
special group of journalists, developers and editors to work on a deeper
analysis of the event. This phase lasted from a couple of weeks after the
event to the trial of the terrorist a year later and took more advantage of
the resources and technological affordances that were available.
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Previous studies have concluded that news production requires a certain amount of control over the organisation of production. Tuchman
(1978) explained in her seminal study on news work that professionalism
was a crucial factor in the coverage of the crisis event of the President
Kennedy assassination.2 She states that sociologists studying organisations
and professions tell us that the variability of raw materials, organisational
ﬂexibility and professionalism is interrelated

in short, the greater the

variability of raw materials, the greater the organisational ﬂexibility, and,
accordingly, the greater the professionalism of workers (Tuchman, 1978).
Though Tuchman worked in the pre-digital area, news workers very much
continue to compensate using ﬂexibility of professionalism when technical
capacity is overmatched. Controlling the ‘variability’ of raw materials such
as video, sound, text, links, graphics and so on, is vital. The news organisation depends upon individuals’ actual experience and ability in order to
control the technical facilities. In other words, in times of crisis events,
news organisations depend on the autonomy of the individual worker and
that they are able to accommodate the standards and need of the organisations. Would it help, one must wonder, if actors and newsrooms were to
reﬂect on relevant strategies before a crisis event?

Occupational and Organisational Approaches to Technological
Affordances in 2011
Although journalists were aware of social media platforms and their
technological affordances, the priority was to publish the most trustworthy information

Gatekeeping, that is, was essential at a time when

nobody knew what was going on. But at least one senior reporter
(Senior Reporter, 23 August 2011) stated that Twitter was in fact
immensely important to understanding what was going on, though not
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necessarily important to use as such. Other interviewees discussed social
media as well:
Of course we use social media to a large extent. Twitter, for
example, has come to be one of my most important working
tools. It has become that way gradually. But it is more and more
important. Facebook is also important for journalists, but for
me Twitter is most important. Clearly most important.
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

I subscribe to all breaking news services of big houses
everywhere and also to some Norwegian politicians. But
obviously, I believed Twitter was important to come to terms
with what happened. Possibly also Facebook, but for my part
I only observed messages on Twitter and how they were
retweeted. (Editor/front editor, 23 August 2011)
Even without using social media as tools for story coverage in this speciﬁc
situation, this news editor points to its importance to users, and, therefore,
its impact upon journalism. The terror event shed light upon how users
exploited this technology to, among other things, publish material that
professional journalists could use as important background source material. Social media also provided a prompt for certain ethical decisions, as
when a news editor pointed out the difﬁculties surrounding the use of
photos on Twitter from survivors at Utøya:
We also saw some photos from Utøya that circulated on
Twitter. Those photos were, as far as I know, never used in
Norwegian media. Obviously we knew right away we couldn’t
use this. It has never been conﬁrmed that the photo is real, but
I guess that it most likely is real. It looks a lot like another
photo which has already been used, where you see that he
stands with his riﬂe. Except for this photo where he is closer to
the motive. […] But it can look like he is aiming towards
somebody who is lifting their hands over their head […] in front
of their face. Indeed, very distressing. Very, very distressing.
(Editor/front editor, 23 August 2011)
It should be noted that the front editor was contributing as a regular
reporter on that day, because there were almost no reporters present in the
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newsroom during the crisis event. As a result, organisational and occupational journalism were very intertwined.

An Awareness Concerning Effects of the Event
Technology is never just technology, though there are indications that
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journalists sometimes think so (Marjoribanks, 2000a, 2000b; Örnebring,
2009, 2016).3 The second phase of crisis coverage focused in particular
upon the emotional effects of the incident and started the day after the
event.
The disruption of everything on 22 July led to a heightened awareness
of those technological affordances that would be useful or effective. For
example, VG staff members realised that they needed to identify everyone
who commented on a news story. While the 2016 manager of social media
at VG emphasised that he was not present during the 22 July 2011 attack,
he did explain that the affordance concerning users’ ability to leave comments anonymously was changed due to that crisis event:
Something important happened that day. [Means 22 July 2011,
my comment]. I was not here, but I know what happened. VG
had a comment system which certain others still use: ‘Discuss’.
I believe NRK Ytring for example uses it. And it is a useless
system because it is so easy to misuse. It is difﬁcult to ﬁnd out
the identity of the person behind the comment. It is all too easy
to set up […]. If you write something nasty about a person at
‘Ytring’ and then is being shut out of the system, you can be
back ten minutes later with a new account and call yourself
[Says his own name] if you like. So it is a useless system, so VG
wanted to get rid of it. This was supposed to happen during the
following fall. But when the bomb went off in downtown Oslo,
it was so chaotic that one chose to turn off the comment system
on all stories online. When the system was turned on the day
after one had accelerated the shift of system to Facebook
comments. Which is the system we are still using. Facebook
comments is an isolated system produced by Facebook and
which lets you create comments on any online site. […]. It has
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its weaknesses but is far better than ‘Discuss’. (Director for
Social Media VG, 17 June 2016)
This quote demonstrates that the inadequacies of technological affordances become more obvious during critical moments when they are most
needed. In other words, we see how critical events might highlight the
need to change a system, which otherwise would have taken longer time
to change. VG Nett would most probably have changed the system during
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the fall as stated by the Director for Social Media, however, the situation
highlighted the issue and worked as the testing of the previous system
‘Discuss’.
Another example of useful technical affordances took place the day
after the incident, when the whole country was in a state of shock and
needed to process the emotions associated with the event. At that time, VG
developers created the holding-hands interactive graphic, so that people
from all over the world could add their nationality, age and gender, and
then be added to an illustration of people holding hands. The developers’
idea was inspired by the way in which people shared their emotions,
nationally and internationally, on Facebook, which demonstrates the
alignment and overlap between the online news and social media, particularly during a crisis event.
During the third and more long-term phase of coverage over the six
months following the event, management and the mode of organisational
professionalism oversaw the organisation of production. During this
phase, VG as an institution devoted both time and resources to analysing
its on-going production processes. Journalists and the mode of occupational journalism responded by promoting engagement, collaboration
and the development of professional competence, which led to more investigative journalism in the year after the event (Warmedal & Hjeltnes,
2012). At VG, interdisciplinary cooperation produced an online system
that mirrored social media’s technological affordances. Interdisciplinary
refers to how news reporters, managers, developers, video photographers
and online reporters were collaborating across internal news desks. VG
was already quite progressive in terms of live streaming, and as they prepared to cover the terrorist’s trial months after the attack, the news organisation introduced the VG live studio, where users could chat with a host,
watch video from the trial, ﬁnd additional news stories and use Twitterlike comment feeds.
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Actors representing both occupational and organisational professionalism seemed to agree that there was little strategy in force regarding
how to utilise the affordances of both the existing online news media
platform and its social media offshoots at the same time. During the 22
July crisis event, VG’s approach was more or less intuitive at best, and
random at worst. Findings simply demonstrate that the discourse of
occupational professionalism overwhelmed organisational decisionmaking at those times when ‘business as usual’ falls apart due to a crisis.
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

Ideally, then, organisations must prepare to improvise, in a sense, from
the top down and the bottom up. As a clearer strategy regarding use of
technological affordances began to emerge in the months following the
crisis, managers sought to cultivate the support of the news workers on
initiatives such as the live studio, a collaboration between the modes of
organisational and occupational professionalism whose outcome beneﬁted both journalists and management.

Five Years Later: 2016
Informants interviewed in 2016 commented upon the subsequent heightened awareness of the handling of the various phases of crisis coverage.
One senior developer emphasised how the culture had changed after
22 July. During the Paris attack, for example, news workers even commented that it was 22 July all over again. More precisely, this meant that while
news workers voluntarily turned up at work during 22 July and asked
whether or not they could help, the practice was established and is presently a part of the VG culture during crisis events.
As a result, we see how a culture of collaboration started during the
event 22 July, and turned into an energised culture of collaboration, even
around events that were further away. Before 22 July, news workers
would experience crisis events which took place far away in a more
detached manner, and they would not get emotionally engaged. The
change to the culture might imply that news workers more easily identify
with a crisis abroad, particularly if it is similar to the one they have experienced domestically. Furthermore, 22 July clearly demonstrated to those in
the newsroom what users need during a crisis event. One developer and
journalist linked this user awareness to more recent organisational culture
shifts at VG:
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We have discussed the dynamics during production at such an
event, and we see how this is linked with the organisational
culture at VG, which can be described as a gutsy sort of willpower. This has, for example, become apparent during the
terror in Brussels, and the last terror attack in Paris. People
just turn up at work, whether it is a Saturday or a Sunday.
They ask if there is a need for them, and they do this without
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any discussion. At the same time, the management says,
‘Anyone who can work, come and work and we’ll talk about
money and taking time off later. This is not an issue now, we
just need to get the information out’. This attitude is very
embedded into VG’s culture. (Senior Developer, VG Nett,
22 April 2016)
This statement reveals the way in which crisis news events can turn into
deﬁning moments for an organisation, and through which lessons are
learned and later implemented. No Norwegian news event that took place
between 2011 and 2016 compares to the 22 July terror attack, even
though reporters and developers noted that such events elsewhere had
become a more regular part of their daily news production (senior
reporter, 27 April, VG Nett, 2011, 2016; senior developer, VG Nett, 22
April 2016). When such things happen, whether in Brussels, Paris,
Stockholm or wherever, everybody now ‘knows what to do’. Since 22 July
2011, the VG newsroom has developed a heightened awareness of the
appropriate tone to use and, importantly, of the exigencies of the coverage
in terms of the audience VG serves (Konow-Lund et al., 2017). News
workers in 2016 kept emphasising the importance of generating information both quickly and with sensitivity to the situation. Just half a year after
the event on 22 July, the director of social media at VG (interviewed
17 June, 2016) explained how he and a top editor developed a strategy
just after the 22 July event. It was based on two goals: (1) social media
should strengthen the journalism at VG and (2) social media should help
VG become an important part of the Norwegian public conversation. He
cautioned, as well, that the way this happens is not as important as the
fact that it happens.
If somebody talks about something we have written, we have
succeeded, even if the word VG is not mentioned. This,
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however, makes our strategy different from a number of
companies’ social media strategies

ours is not so easy to

measure. This, again, is quite ironic, when we know that VG is
a very commercially driven organisation. (Director for Social
Media VG, 17 June 2016)
The journalists now try to utilise online news affordances in accordance
with what users need and what the atmosphere dictates. Interestingly,
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during 22 July, VG’s interactive graphic installations were so quickly
developed and installed that the parent media house, Schibsted, could not
sell them or transfer them to other online newspapers in Europe

their

codes were too random, thanks to the newsroom’s need to publish so fast.
There was simply no time to plan ahead and anticipate how a new graphic
installation might be reused.
Five years later, the news editor noted the importance of having developers code in such a way that their features can be reused or sold (senior
developer, VG Nett, 22 April 2017). The news editor and present editorin-chief in 2016 reﬂected upon how technological affordances have changed the way journalism works:
Since 22 July 2011 things have changed. First, you have got
larger tools, or larger journalistic toolboxes. They have become
unlimited, sort of. Presently, it is rather unlimited what you can
code and how you can present things. Second, we have got the
dialogue with the users—namely, the issues concerning
crowdsourcing, which again comes with a huge power—a power
the media can utilise, and that social media exploit. To inform,
to spread, to distribute, to let it go viral, to receive feedback, all
this has altered things from how they used to be. This has to do
with how we have gone from informing one-way
communication to a two-way communication. […] My point is
that a very unique event - in other words, a news crisis - leads to
how you need to change and expand viewpoints on what
journalism is. How journalism works. This is what we have seen
by looking at a number of historical events. For example, the
ﬁrst invasion in Iraq changed how we watched live TV. And any
American election campaign comes with changes for journalism.
It also becomes a journalistic effort. Clearly, during 22 July
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every journalist who worked for Norwegian newsrooms worked
on the same story, with the same efforts to try to communicate
that story in the best possible way. Obviously, you will then get
so much dedication, which then might lead to innovation. (News
Editor/presently Editor-in-Chief, 4 October 2016)
The news editor emphasises how technological affordances such as
social media, as well as the dialogue that is made possible by technology,
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are increasingly impacting the ways in which stories are reported.
Furthermore, as this quote points out, the crisis event has a profound
effect on the mingling of the goals of both management and news
workers.
While the news editor looked at the technological affordances in terms
of how they have inﬂuenced journalism writ large, the journalists themselves turned to how the organisation had been changed. One senior
reporter, for example, noted that editorial developments had led developers to become more ‘distant’ than before:
We are bigger now. There has been an editorial development
which has been efﬁcient. But the developer-team has become far
more distant then we were during 22 July. At that point we were
located together, but we are not anymore. […] More recently the
developers are part of a big news machinery, less streamline and
far more management-driven. (Senior Reporter, 12 May 2016)
Asked to elaborate, he added that the organisation had become more
streamlined and more carefully controlled by management:
It’s less ad hoc, and that’s better and worse. As an organisation,
our approach to ethical issues is clearly more professional, and
we also plan better. But things move slower, and it’s less playful.
(Senior Reporter, 12 May 2016).
He attributed this huge change in the biggest online newspaper in Norway
to how the news organisation had come to view and relate to the news:
Originally, the newspaper VG wasn’t necessarily the ﬁrst choice
for news. It was an evening newspaper you grabbed in the shop or
at the newsstand, brought it with you home and read it after
having read the local newspaper and heard or watched Norwegian
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Broadcasting. The advantage with this was the fact that we [the
news workers: author’s comment] could set the agenda for the
news day ourselves. (Senior Reporter, 12 May 2016)
This quote demonstrates how news workers see the exploitation of affordances as part of bigger developments in their business and craft, rather
than something due entirely to the choices made by their own management. Journalists also demonstrated a thorough understanding of the
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dilemmas faced by both the organisation and the management. The senior
reporter also pointed towards the way in which digitisation produced a
shift in the control over agenda setting, because its dialectical nature
enabled more audience participation (Kalsnes, 2017). Ultimately, in the
current digital and social media climate, news organisations have found
themselves with less control over their own agenda setting, but they compensate for this through various enhanced forms of news presentation,
such as interactive graphics that allow users to engage and contribute their
emotions or opinions to the model. Graphic displays of timelines, locations
or people can also offer a better overview of an incident.
Although both regular news workers and managers are now paying
more attention to what the technological affordances at VG should be, the
actors representing these two professional discourses also agree that now
they are competing with external platforms and multimedia technology
companies such as Google. While news workers continue to aim for quality within journalism, they have also seen their colleagues give up on the
profession, retire or be laid off. Managers even worry about whether they
will have a chance to compete on their own terms with social media platforms and tech companies. Recurrent notions in the interviews include
‘relevance’ and ‘importance’

terms used to frame how online journalism

might be able to survive today. At the same time, management looks for
ﬁnancial opportunities by both learning from social media platforms and
collaborating and innovating with and alongside them.

CONCLUSION AND LESSONS LEARNED BEFORE ANOTHER
EVENT TAKES PLACE
The ﬁndings of this study indicate that a crisis news event bridges the two
discourses of professionalism via technological affordances. At ﬁrst, the
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collaborations are intuitive and exploratory. Over time, the order between
the organisational and the occupational is restored, but new alignments
between them arise around the need to keep up with the social media
fuelled expectations of the public.
For both news workers and media managers at VG, the lessons
learned from crisis event coverage emerge from reﬂections, analyses and
initiatives related to taking charge of what was, for many years, the
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random exploration of digital tools. Both news workers and managers
still struggle to anticipate what comes next, and 24/7 online production,
particularly during crisis news events, makes it very hard to stop and
analyse what individuals and organisations actually gain in terms
of insight following experiences of major breaking-news events.
Hopefully, the insights in this study will contribute to ﬁlling that gap in
information.

NOTES
1. This term uses Altheide and Snows concept of ‘media logic’ (1979) as a
point of departure. They have referred to media logic as a ‘set of principles
or common-sense rationality cultivated in and by media institutions that
penetrates every public domain and dominates its organizing structure’
(For an overview of the concept and discussion see Kalsnes, 2017,
pp. 25 26).
2. Tuchman (1978) stresses how conditions for news production in the
aftermath of the assassination were difﬁcult. There were technical difﬁculties, chains of command were ignored and channels of communication
were abbreviated. Tuchman points out professionalism as a compensating
strategy when there is a variety of raw material (during production, e.g.,
having to go live during demonstration, having to record, print,
broadcast, etc.).
3. Henrik Örnebring (2016:25) for example writes in his recent study:
‘Journalists in general view technology as an inevitable, impersonal
force that directly causes many of the changes taking place within
journalism’.
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CHAPTER 6
OLD WINE IN NEW BOTTLES?
USE OF TWITTER BY ESTABLISHED
UK NEWS MEDIA DURING
THE 2014 15 WEST AFRICAN
EBOLA OUTBREAK

Colin McInnes
ABSTRACT
This chapter examines how established media

that is, print, TV and

radio sources which pre-existed the popularisation of social media
use social media to disseminate content. Speciﬁcally it examines the
manner in which three UK media sources
Guardian and the Daily Mail

BBC News, The

used Twitter during the 2014 2015

Ebola crisis. It asks ﬁve key questions concerning: the balance between
factual reporting and opinion or comment; the degree to which it
shifted attention to speciﬁc events within the context of the outbreak;
r Colin McInnes. Published by Emerald Publishing Limited. This article is
published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) licence. Anyone
may reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works of this article (for
both commercial and non-commercial purposes), subject to full attribution to the
original publication and authors. The full terms of this licence may be seen at http://
creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode
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whether the dialogical potential of social media was exploited; the
degree to which social media acted as a signpost to more detailed
information elsewhere, or existed as independent content; and the
degree of media reﬂexivity. It concludes that established media used
this new technology within their existing paradigms for reporting
rather than exploiting some of its more innovative characteristics.
Keywords: Ebola; UK media; Twitter; public health; BBC News;
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Daily Mail; Guardian

INTRODUCTION
Social media are both an opportunity and threat to established news
media

that is, outlets which predate the widespread use of social media.

It is an advantage in that they offer widely accessible and agile platforms
for established media, which can both distribute their content and advertise their presence; but at the same time, social media present alternative,
equally accessible sources of information, including about crises, which
are horizontally networked (and which may therefore increase the appeal
to niche groupings) and largely unregulated.
This chapter examines a particular form of crisis
Whereas some crises

a long-wave event.

such as ﬂoods or a terrorist event, which are exam-

ined elsewhere in this volume

have a clear start point and limited dur-

ation, usually measured in hours or, at most, days, long-wave events can
just as easily start with a whimper as a bang, will often build up levels of
seriousness over several days or weeks, and may last months or conceivably years. This poses a different series of problems and opportunities for
established news media. Whereas short-wave events may rely heavily on
observer testimony, embedded or specialist news teams may be used for
long-wave events to provide expert, on-site, ‘as it happens’ coverage.
Moreover, they may actually create news stories through investigative
reporting. This would appear to give established media a signiﬁcant
advantage in this form of crisis. However, the transitory nature of social
media, where interest quickly shifts from one story to another, and the
space available on platforms such as Twitter is restricted, limits such
advantages. But this is perhaps to mistake the nature of a long-wave event.
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Although these crises are a single meta-narrative, within this there are multiple individual narratives or ﬂash points. A long-wave event is thus at one
and the same time a single event of considerable duration, and multiple
linked events of much shorter duration, which may lead to spikes of interest, not least on social media.
This chapter examines the use of social media by established media in
the UK during a particular long-wave event, the outbreak of Ebola in
West Africa in 2014 15.1 Although the outbreak was largely conﬁned to
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

just three countries in West Africa, it was a crisis more widely for two reasons. First, for the best part of two decades, the narrative of ‘global health’
had been developing the argument that large-scale disease outbreaks were
of concern not only in the region where they were focused, but more
widely. This was linked to the meta-narrative of globalisation dominant at
the time, and to speciﬁc concerns both over the potential spread of communicable diseases in an era of heightened international trade and travel,
and to concerns over the security and macro-economic effects of epidemics
and pandemics (See McInnes & Lee, 2012, especially pp. 8 10).
Second, the narrative of risk had shifted from probabilistic assessments
of likelihood of infection, to more probabilistic assessments based on perceptions of social vulnerability (e.g. Furedi, 2009). This meant that,
although infection from Ebola was extraordinarily unlikely outside of
West Africa, the fear induced by the outbreak was not conﬁned to
that region. As Margaret Chan, the Director of the World Health
Organisation (WHO), commented, ‘In my long career in public health […]
I have never seen a health event strike such fear and terror, well beyond
the affected countries’ (Chan, 2014a). But as Chan commented elsewhere,
‘Experience tells us that Ebola outbreaks can be contained, even without a
vaccine or cure’ (Chan, 2014b). In other words, although the chance of
infection for individuals outside West Africa was vanishingly low, there
was nevertheless a sense of being ‘at risk’. Moreover, the Ebola outbreak
had direct implications in that aid workers from a number of countries
outside the region were medically evacuated (med-evaced) due to infection.

THE WEST AFRICAN EBOLA OUTBREAK
The 2014 15 outbreak of Ebola in West Africa remains the most severe
on record; the WHO estimated in June 2015 that there had been
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27,181 cases and 11,162 deaths from Ebola, almost all in West Africa
(World Health Organisation, 2015b). This was more than in all of the
previous outbreaks of the disease combined (US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), 2015; World Health Organisation,
2015a). The outbreak had been identiﬁed by Guinean health ofﬁcials in
March 2014 and publicly announced by the WHO on 23 March 2014,
although it was subsequently dated back to at least December 2013. In
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April, WHO described the outbreak as ‘one of the most challenging […]
that we have ever faced’, and in June declared it a level 3 emergency,
the highest level possible short of declaring it a Public Health
Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC, see the succeeding text;
World Health Organisation, 2015c).
With the disease spreading to Liberia and Sierra Leone (and later to
Nigeria), the health charity Médecins sans Frontières (MSF), which was
heavily engaged in treating cases of the disease, warned that the outbreak
was out of control (Médecins sans Frontières, 2014; World Health
Organisation, 2015a). In early August, two infected US aid workers
Kent Brantly and Nancy Writebol

were airlifted to the US, beginning a

small but steady ﬂow of medical evacuations for infected health workers
back to the US or Europe. This included, on 24 August, a British aid
worker, Will Pooley. For the UK, however, the more signiﬁcant event was
when the nurse, Pauline Cafferkey, who had been working for the charity
Save the Children in Sierra Leone, returned to the UK at the end of
December 2014 and caught an internal ﬂight from London to Glasgow
without knowing she had contracted the disease.
On 8 August 2014, for only the third time in its history, the WHO
declared the outbreak a PHEIC under the 2005 revisions to the
International Health Regulations. PHEICs are deﬁned as ‘extraordinary
events’ in terms of their signiﬁcance and public health risk, which have
implications beyond the states affected either in the potential to spread or
in requiring a coordinated international response. On 14 August, it
announced that ﬁeld reports may have underestimated the severity of the
outbreak, and on 28 August, released its ‘roadmap’ to coordinate the
response (World Health Organisation, 2015a). In September 2014, with
numbers of deaths still rising, the UN Security Council passed Resolution
2177, declaring the outbreak a threat to international peace and security
(United Nations Security Council, 2014). The General Assembly

Use of Twitter by UK News Media

139

subsequently authorised the Secretary General’s request for the establishment of the UN Mission for Emergency Ebola Relief (UNMEER), and
troops began to arrive in West Africa shortly afterwards (Ban Ki-Moon,
2014). Fears that the disease was ‘raging out of control’ in West Africa
were supported by a CDC estimate at the end of September that the number of cases in Liberia and Sierra Leone might, by the end of January
2015, exceed 1.4M (CDC, 2014).
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On 30 September, CDC announced that Thomas Eric Duncan had
become the ﬁrst case of Ebola identiﬁed within the US, quickly followed
by two further cases involving medical workers treating Duncan at Texas
Health Presbyterian Hospital, Dallas. This led to concerns over the ability
of the US to contain the disease, concerns echoed in Europe when a nursing assistant, Maria Teresa Romero Ramos, was also diagnosed as having
caught the disease while working at a hospital in Spain. World leaders
queued up to express their concern, offer aid and in a limited number of
cases, dispatch troops to assist in the aid effort (Dionne, 2014; Holehouse,
2014; World Health Organisation, 2015a). The BBC reported that by
mid-October 2014, when the ﬁrst cases had appeared in Europe and
North America, fear of the virus was spreading ‘faster than the virus itself’
through the use of social media (BBC, 2014). The outbreak peaked in
October 2014, though it was only in January 2015 that a signiﬁcant drop
in reported new cases was identiﬁed. By the second half of 2015, weekly
numbers of reported new cases were very small, though it was not until
March 2016 that WHO rescinded the PHEIC.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
The Ebola outbreak was the ﬁrst major disease outbreak where social
media penetration made it an important means of communicating news,
advice and opinion. This included the established media in the UK, most
of whom had a social media presence by 2014. This chapter’s key research
question therefore concerns how established media in the UK used and
responded to the distinctive nature of social media during the Ebola outbreak. It examines ﬁve sub-questions as part of this:
(1) The nature of comments on social media, especially the balance
between factual reporting and opinion or comment.
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(2) The sensitivity of established media’s social media use to distinct
events within the wider narrative. In particular, the degree to which
their social media use maintained its focus on the long-wave event
the crisis in West Africa

and the degree to which it shifted attention

to other events within the context of the outbreak.
(3) The use of social media as a dialogical medium, including both replies
to posts and responses to these from the originating source. Bloggers
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in particular have exploited the dialogical potential of social media in
reporting and commenting on news stories, whereas established media
would historically differentiate between their role as reporters
commenting on events and authorities who have a responsibility to
respond to queries.
(4) The degree to which established media’s use of social media acts as a
signpost to more detailed information or reports elsewhere, either on
their own website or others’.
(5) Established media’s reporting over the use of social media during the
outbreak

what this chapter terms ‘social media-reﬂexivity’. This

includes both the degree to which it reports on Ebola-related stories
appearing in social media as well as reporting on the use (or abuse) of
social media during the outbreak.
This chapter focuses on Twitter as (with Facebook) one of the two
most popular and well-established social media platforms in 2014; and the
UK as a state with high social media usage, a long standing tradition of an
independent press, which had accepted the narrative of the global nature
of disease outbreaks (UK Department of Health, 2008), and which had
had citizens infected in West Africa with Ebola who then returned to the
UK with the disease. Following the aforementioned suggestion that a longwave event is a meta-narrative consisting of a series of more discrete
events, the chapter focuses on four key periods which balance UK-speciﬁc
concerns and wider events in the outbreak:
(1) The announcement of an outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease in West
Africa by the WHO in March 2014;
(2) The declaration by the WHO of a PHEIC in early August 2014;
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(3) The evacuation of British nurse William Pooley from Sierra Leone on
25 August 2014 and
(4) The announcement on 29 December 2014 that the Scottish nurse
Pauline Cafferkey had been diagnosed with Ebola in the UK.
This chapter focuses on the main Twitter accounts of three media outlets. First, the BBC (@BBCNews) was chosen as the UK’s national broadcaster with both a signiﬁcant domestic and international proﬁle, not least
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

for the quality of its reporting. It is publicly funded and has a public service mandate with a commitment to ‘balanced’ reporting. Second, The
Guardian (@guardian) is one of the leading ‘quality broadsheets’

that is,

a printed paper driven by ‘hard’ news with high standards in the rigour of
its reporting. It is left-leaning in its political orientation, and a commercial
organisation. Finally, the Daily Mail is a right-leaning tabloid with high
news content, whose online version, MailOnline (@MailOnline), has
proved to be one of the most popular English language online news
sources. Like The Guardian, its origins are print-based and it is a commercial organisation. The chapter uses the Twitter search engine for terms
‘Ebola’ and ‘ebola’ during a set period for each event (adding search terms
‘Cafferkey’ and ‘Pooley’ for the latter two cases) and performs an analysis
of tweets using George’s ‘structured focused’ methodology (George,
1979). This methodology was developed for comparison between small n
case studies in the social sciences. The case studies here are the four key
events (1 4 earlier), the focus being provided by examining the Twitter
usage by three established media sources. The structure is provided by the
ﬁve questions identiﬁed earlier (a e).

THE WHO ANNOUNCES AN OUTBREAK OF
EBOLA VIRUS DISEASE
On 13 March 2014, an alert was issued by the Guinean Ministry of
Health that there was an outbreak of an unidentiﬁed disease in the country, which the WHO’s Regional Ofﬁce for Africa (AFRO) suspected to be
Lassa fever. On 22 March, a WHO Collaborating Centre in Lyon, France
conﬁrmed that the disease was instead the most lethal virus in the Ebola
family, the Zaire strain. That same day, the Guinean government alerted
WHO to an outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease, which the WHO publicly
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announced on its website on 23 March 2014. At that time, the ofﬁcial
number of cases stood at 49, with 29 deaths, making it already one of the
largest recorded outbreaks of Ebola (World Health Organisation, 2015d).
Perhaps because the scale and signiﬁcance of the outbreak was not yet
apparent, the UK-established media produced few tweets in response.
Neither BBC News nor The Guardian tweeted on Ebola during the period
23 30 March 2014. During the same period, MailOnline sent two tweets,
one on 23 March and one on 25 March, suggesting an immediate reaction
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

to the announcement but little interest in a developing story at this time.
Both tweets were factual in tone, the former reporting on the outbreak
and the second concerning a Canadian man suspected of having contracted the disease in West Africa. Neither story received more than 10
comments or likes; staff at MailOnline did not engage with the online discussion, and while the ﬁrst was retweeted 45 times the second was
retweeted just 25 (although it prompted twice as many comments as the
ﬁrst). Both signposted fuller stories elsewhere on MailOnline, while neither
tweets demonstrated any social media reﬂexivity.
This extremely limited number of tweets makes meaningful analysis
problematic

indeed, perhaps the most signiﬁcant point is the failure of

two out of the three sources to tweet on the outbreak at all, and even
MailOnline stopped tweeting after 48 hours. The possible reasons for this
are multiple

ranging from the limited direct involvement of the UK to a

wider trope of Africa as the ‘sick continent’ where disease outbreaks are
common. Nevertheless, some trends are apparent in MailOnline’s initial
tweets which we see later

the near universal use of tweets for signpost-

ing, the general lack of reﬂexivity, a factual focus and no follow-up from
MailOnline staff to comments made.

THE WHO’S DECLARATION OF A PHEIC
On 8 August 2014, the WHO’s Director General, Margaret Chan,
declared that the West African Ebola outbreak constituted a PHEIC. This
followed MSF’s high proﬁle claim that the outbreak was out of control,
and represented both a declaration of the seriousness of the outbreak and
a call for international action. The Guardian reported on the declaration
of a PHEIC and tweeted stories on Ebola every day the following
week and most days thereafter, totalling 16 over the period studied
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(8 22 August). Two of these directly addressed the PHEIC, both sent on
8 August, the second effectively an update on the ﬁrst; but the majority
(a further nine) focused on the outbreak in West Africa directly. Other
tweets addressed health issues more generally, for example questions of
developing a ‘serum’ or under-investment in African health, with just one
outlier (17 August), which reported that the Youth Olympics in Beijing
were starting without Ebola-affected countries.
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There was an almost even split between those tweets which were
straightforward reporting of events and those which were commentaries
on the outbreak. All tweets signposted more detailed stories elsewhere on
The Guardian’s website, but there was no social media (or established
media) self-reﬂexivity. A total of 10 out of the 16 tweets were retweeted
more than 50 times, but only three were retweeted more than 100 times,
including both of the tweets concerning the PHEIC. This suggests a greater
sensitivity on the part of those following the account to new developments,
such as announcing a PHEIC, rather than to the ﬂow of similar stories
from West Africa. This is further supported by the number of comments
the only stories which received more than 10 comments were the two
concerning the PHEIC. Guardian staff did not engage with the online
discussion.
MailOnline tweeted on 21 occasions during this period, and usually at
least once each day keeping up a steady ﬂow of tweets on Ebola (on only
two days

16 and 22 August

did it not post a tweet). These included

one tweet concerning the PHEIC, but three others concerning the WHO
which were unrelated to the PHEIC, including one critical of the delays by
the WHO in identifying the outbreak. However, of the remaining tweets,
only seven focused on the situation in West Africa, and three more on
health more generally (including two on the possibility of a vaccine for
Ebola). In contrast, six tweets concerned either cases of European aid
workers returning with Ebola, or of possible cases of Ebola outside West
Africa. Finally, there was one tweet concerning the possible spread to the
gorilla population in Africa.
Although the nature of tweets appear exclusively as reports rather than
comments, there was a clear orientation towards the more alarmist end of
the spectrum, especially over the potential of Ebola spreading outside
West Africa

thus the tweet concerning the PHEIC was couched in terms

of it being a ‘serious threat to the rest of the world’, rather than an African
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crisis requiring an international response. As with The Guardian, tweets
acted to signpost stories on the MailOnline website rather than
elsewhere

thus the story on the PHEIC did not signpost the WHO’s

website where details were provided, but the story in MailOnline

and

there was no social media or established media self-reﬂexivity. Only three
tweets were retweeted more than 50 times, with no obvious pattern; most
tweets received ﬁve or fewer comments and none receiving more than 10.
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As with The Guardian, none received replies from Daily Mail or
MailOnline staff.
Finally, BBC News tweeted on nine occasions during this period, none
of which concerned the PHEIC. Indeed, almost all were clustered in the
period 13 17 August, reﬂecting a very different level of engagement from
the previous two sources. Of the nine stories, only three were focused on
West Africa with a further one on Kenya, while three focused on UK
developments. One was extremely tangential to Ebola

a ‘picture of the

week’ which was of Chinese students keeping warm in a hot tub (presumably, a picture related to Ebola had been on the short list for this). Most of
the stories were in the form of reports rather than comments or opinions,
but unlike The Guardian and MailOnline, the BBC did report on what
other media sources were saying about Ebola

ranging from international

broadsheets to UK tabloids. These were exclusively focused on print media
however, not on social media. Two of the stories were retweeted over 100
times (a tweet concerning Kenya closing its borders to West Africa travellers being retweeted 493 times, almost ﬁve times the next highest number),
but only two attracted more than 10 comments (again including the
Kenyan story), and none received replies from BBC News staff, even when
questions were being asked over a story.
In summary, and addressing the ﬁve questions outlined earlier, we see
no consistency in the style of tweets. Whereas The Guardian was evenly
split between factual reporting and comments, the BBC was wholly factual
in its style, while MailOnline was factual but with a distinct spin towards
more alarmist stories. There was, however, a much greater consistency in
focus

the PHEIC received a brief mention in all, but did not receive any

especial emphasis. However, it was noticeable that, at this stage in the outbreak, attention was more broadly based, with at best half of the tweets
focusing on West Africa. In terms of responses to tweets, all three received
limited numbers of comments, but none engaged in subsequent discussion.
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Similarly, all three signposted stories elsewhere, but only the BBC signposted stories outside its own website

but even then it was to other

media rather than referencing authorities websites, for example that of the
WHO’s or the UK Department of Health. This, however, fell short of
social media reﬂexivity; rather, printed media was at times signposted in
the familiar format of ‘what the papers say’.
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MEDICAL EVACUATION OF WILLIAM POOLEY
On 24 August 2014, a British aid worker diagnosed with Ebola, William
Pooley, was evacuated from Sierra Leone, where he had been working at
an Ebola treatment centre in Kenema, back to the UK for treatment.
Pooley was the ﬁrst UK citizen to have contracted the disease in West
Africa, and only the second UK citizen known to have the disease (the ﬁrst
was the result of a laboratory accident in 1976). Described as being ‘not
seriously unwell’, Pooley was successfully treated at the Royal Free
Hospital in London, in its High Security Infectious Disease Unit; he was
discharged on 3 September 2014; and returned to West Africa later that
year. It is also important to note that Pooley’s hospitalisation and the
immediate aftermath
ined here

that is the time period covered by the tweets exam-

broadly coincided with a period of intense activity surround-

ing the Ebola outbreak. This included meetings of the UN Security
Council and of the General Assembly on Ebola, the publication of the
CDC estimate over possible case numbers, infections in the US and Spain
as well as continuing increases in cases in West Africa.
During the period 24 August to 7 September, The Guardian tweeted
18 times on Ebola, eight of which were in the two days 24 25 August
when Pooley arrived in the UK and his treatment began. Of these 18
tweets, however, only six concerned Pooley directly. Half of the tweets
(nine) were factual reporting, the other half were commentaries or
opinion-led pieces. Most tweets had fewer than 20 likes, fewer than 10
comments and fewer than 50 retweets. The outlier was a tweet ‘If God
saved an American doctor with Ebola, why did he let 1,200 Africans die?’
which linked to a story concerning the US doctor, Kent Brantly, who
thanked God for saving his life, having been infected with the disease. The
comments (and by inference therefore the retweets and likes) had less to
do with Ebola and more to do with religion. All tweets signposted stories
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elsewhere on The Guardian’s website, there was no social media reﬂexivity
and Guardian staff did not reply to tweets.
During the same period, MailOnline tweeted 16 times, fairly evenly
spread throughout the period. All of its tweets were factual in orientation,
with a bias towards the medical (especially epidemiological and the potential for a vaccine) and slightly to the sensational (e.g. on 29 August, it
tweeted that a dog had been seen eating the corpse of an Ebola victim, and
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on 2 September tweeted about a ‘runaway patient’). The focus of the
tweets was on the outbreak in general (including two on a separate, simultaneous outbreak of Ebola in the Congo), rather than on Pooley (indeed
no tweets mentioned Pooley). Only two tweets were retweeted more than
50 times, the most being retweeted 64 times; none were liked by more
than 20 people. All tweets received fewer than 10 comments, none of
which were replied to by MailOnline staff. All of the tweets were used to
signpost stories elsewhere on the MailOnline’s website.
In contrast, BBC News’ tweets were heavily focused on Pooley (10 of
the 11 in the period) and were therefore concentrated towards the beginning of this period (seven were sent on 24 August, and one each on the
two following days). Tweets were largely factual, but this included reporting of what other media sources were saying. Just over half of the tweets
reported on individual stories appearing in newspapers and two reﬂected
on reporting more generally (along the lines of ‘what was reported in
newspapers this week’). None of this media reporting, however, examined
what was being discussed on social media. Of the 11 tweets sent, two had
more than 10 comments, eight had more than 50 retweets (the highest
being 394) and four were liked by more than 20 people. None received
replies from the BBC. The more popular tweets tended to be stories generated by the BBC, rather than the BBC reporting on stories appearing elsewhere. All tweets
media

even those concerning stories elsewhere in the

signposted longer stories on the BBC’s website.

This is the ﬁrst of the two case studies based on events which have a
more UK focus and offer the possibility to see if the use of social media
changed because of this. However, the pattern established in the ﬁrst two
case studies repeats itself. As with the issuing of the PHEIC, we see here different approaches to reporting

whereas The Guardian continued to mix

factual reporting and comment, the BBC and especially MailOnline were
much more heavily oriented towards factual reporting. Similarly there was a
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whereas the BBC was heavily focused on Pooley, The

Guardian’s content was mixed and MailOnline somewhat surprisingly
failed to report on Pooley but concentrated instead on more medical issues,
again with a slightly alarmist spin. In other respects, however, tweets from
the three sources demonstrated considerable similarities. Responses were
not followed up in a dialogical manner; most tweets had relatively few likes/
retweets/comments, and all were signposted, but only the BBC signposted to
sources elsewhere. The BBC demonstrated a limited reﬂexivity with regard
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to print media, but none demonstrated social media reﬂexivity.

DIAGNOSIS OF PAULINE CAFFERKEY
At the end of 2014, the Scottish nurse Pauline Cafferkey returned from
Sierra Leone with an undiagnosed infection. Landing initially at Heathrow
airport in London, she caught an internal commercial ﬂight to Glasgow
before being diagnosed there with Ebola. The infection was made public
on 29 December, and Cafferkey, after a short period of treatment in
Glasgow, was returned to London under secure medical supervision for
treatment. On 3 January, she was deemed critically ill, but was eventually
discharged on 24 January. The Twitter archive was searched for the period
29 December (when her infection was made public) to 10 January, one
week after her condition deteriorated to critical and by which time it was
clear that this was an isolated incident which presented no threat to the
wider public. Pauline Cafferkey remained an occasional news interest for a
substantial period after her discharge, not least when she was readmitted
in both 2015 and 2016 to hospital, and in 2016 when the UK Nursing
and Midwifery Council undertook an investigation over allegations concerning Cafferkey allowing an incorrect temperature to be recorded during
screening for Ebola on her entry into the UK in December 2014 (a case
which was quickly dismissed).
During the period 29 December to 10 January, The Guardian sent six
tweets speciﬁcally about Cafferkey. These were mostly factual updates on
her condition, as well as one which was a positive endorsement of her as a
committed nurse. Tweets concerned both her initial diagnosis and the
deterioration of her condition to critical. Despite an initial ﬂurry of tweets
on 30 December, critical of public health authorities’ handling of the case,
there was little follow-up on this: on 4 January 2015 The Guardian
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tweeted that Save the Children was reviewing its procedures for staff
returning home, and on the same day it tweeted that the Prime Minister,
David Cameron, had said that Cafferkey’s condition had made Ebola his
priority. During the period 29 December to 4 January, the focus of tweets
was heavily oriented to Cafferkey and her condition, with only one tweet
(30 December) focusing on West Africa.
However, the period after 4 January sees an almost complete reversal
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with six tweets concerning West Africa and only one concerning Cafferkey,
suggesting a rapid return to the long-wave event after a disruption. The
only tweet concerning other media reported police investigations into complaints over the potentially racist nature of tweets relating to Cafferkey’s
diagnosis sent by the well-known blogger, Katie (‘KT’) Hopkins. This might
reﬂect a limited degree of social media self-reﬂexivity, but it is difﬁcult not
to discount a degree of schadenfreude in this story, given the blogger’s controversial reputation. Although the tweets generally provoked some comments, these were usually fewer than 10 and rarely provoked an online
discussion. The exception was the tweet concerning KT Hopkins, which led
to 69 replies and considerable discussion. However, in no instance did staff
from The Guardian engage in these discussions or reply to comments made.
Overall, the impression given by these tweets is of a traditional news organisation, focusing on developments in the story, offering a limited degree of
commentary, and some ‘colour’ (e.g. stories about ‘unsung heroes’ in West
Africa). After the initial criticism of health authorities, most tweets were simple factual statements. Almost all of the tweets were linked to stories elsewhere on The Guardian’s website.
In contrast, tweets from MailOnline focused almost exclusively on
medical issues during this period

the source of the outbreak in West

Africa, its likely duration, case numbers, vaccines and possible cures. Like
The Guardian, the tone was factual rather than opinion-led or comment,
though some stories appear somewhat far-fetched (e.g. that Viagra might
be a cure for Ebola, and that ISIS ﬁghters had contracted the disease). The
MailOnline did not tweet ‘colour’ stories or stories focusing on individuals, but what is most striking is that there is no mention of Cafferkey.
The number of tweets averaged signiﬁcantly less than one a day, whereas
The Guardian approached two a day, suggesting that the MailOnline was
not focused on the crisis as a key issue for its readers. There is no media
self-reﬂexivity apparent, although like The Guardian, all of the tweets
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signposted stories elsewhere, this time to the MailOnline’s website. Most
tweets received fewer than ﬁve responses (the exception being one concerning ISIS ﬁghters, which like The Guardian’s story on KT Hopkins may
account for its popularity to factors other than Ebola), and did not receive
replies from MailOnline journalists. The impression is not dissimilar from
that of The Guardian

of a traditional news organisation reporting on

developments, albeit perhaps with a slight tendency towards the far-
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fetched. The difference in focus, however, is stark.
Finally, tweets from BBC News focused almost entirely on public
health issues, especially the failings of the UK system in allowing
Cafferkey to enter at Heathrow undetected and then ﬂy on to Glasgow. In
contrast, mention of Cafferkey’s condition is limited, although there is one
tweet which is an implicit endorsement of her being willing to take a risk
for others. There are no tweets concerning developments in West Africa at
this time. Like the previous two examples, tweets were almost always
linked to stories elsewhere on the web; however, unlike the previous two,
BBC News did report what others were saying and provided links to their
web sites. As with most of its reporting, however, this was simply a factual
observation of what others were reporting rather than a comment on this.
Replies to tweets tended to be slightly higher than the previous two
sources, but usually fewer than 30 and often in single digits; as with the
other two sources, BBC News did not follow up on comments posted.
This is the second of the two key events which allow us to see if the use
of social media changed because of the greater UK involvement. Tweets sent
were almost wholly factual, with only infrequent ‘colour’ stories, usually
positive in nature (e.g. praising health workers engaged in treating Ebola
patients) and no opinion led pieces. However, there was no consistent focus
in reporting, with all three showing different balances between reporting on
Cafferkey and the wide outbreak. Although all three sources received replies
to tweets, these were usually in small numbers with no evidence of any of
the three sources engaging in conversation. Although some online conversations did emerge with other Twitter users, these quickly developed along
other lines and lost focus on the initial tweet. Invariably tweets signposted
stories, but as before only the BBC signposted beyond its own website and
even then only to physical newspapers. The only instance of social media
reﬂexivity across all four case studies concerned the KT Hopkins story, but
one cannot discount a degree of schadenfreude in this.
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CONCLUSION
Overall, the aforementioned data demonstrate an inclination towards factual reporting, rather than comments. The exception was The Guardian,
which ran a number of opinion/comment-style pieces, especially over the
declaration of a PHEIC and the return of William Pooley. However, these
represented only a minority of The Guardian’s tweets across the four case
studies. Although MailOnline’s tweets were factual in nature, the content
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

tended towards the more sensational and alarmist at times. However, in
terms of sensitivity to key events, we see considerable differences between
the three sources. MailOnline consistently focused on the outbreak in general and did not tweet on either of the two more UK-centred events, the
return of Pooley and the diagnosis of Cafferkey. In contrast, BBC News’s
focus was much more heavily oriented towards the UK-centred events,
while The Guardian was more mixed in its coverage. What is also apparent is that, particularly with the ﬁrst three case studies, attention quickly
shifted back to coverage of the outbreak more generally. The ﬁrst case
study appears a signiﬁcant outlier, with only MailOnline tweeting about
WHO’s declaration of an outbreak. It is possible that this is because the
seriousness of the outbreak was not apparent at that time

although the

number of cases did suggest that this was already, in March 2014, one of
the most signiﬁcant recorded outbreaks of the disease. Whether it also ﬁtted into the trope of Africa as a ‘sick continent’ is also possible.
Although the number of likes/comments/retweets across all three
sources was consistently low in comparison with other major stories, especially concerning celebrities, it was nevertheless broadly consistent with
results from a separate study concerning tweets from authorities on Ebola
(Hornmoen & McInnes, 2018). It is perhaps signiﬁcant that a high percentage of those outliers with large numbers of likes/comments/retweets
tapped into other interests or concerns
Hopkins

for example, religion or KT

rather than Ebola. Although a number of stories prompted

comments from readers, discussion usually petered out quickly. None of
the three media sources engaged in conversations, suggesting that they did
not see their role as dialogical. Tweets acted as signposts for stories elsewhere, but it is unclear the extent to which this was because established
media saw the character limits of Twitter as problematic and wanted readers to engage in more detail with stories on websites, or whether they simply saw tweets as a means of advertising their online presence.
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Nevertheless, signposting was universal. For both The Guardian and
MailOnline

both commercial operations

tweets signposted stories on

their own websites. BBC News, in contrast, ran regular stories covering
reports elsewhere in the media. As a national broadcaster, funded by
license holders, the commercial pressures for BBC News to use tweets as
advertising may have therefore been less signiﬁcant. What is also signiﬁcant is that the potential to link to stories or reports from authorities
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act as a transparent conduit for authoritative information

to

is not taken

up. Rather, content is mediated by the three sources examined. However,
with the exception of a story over KT Hopkins, which was more about the
blogger than Ebola and therefore may be considered an outlier, there was
no social media reﬂexivity apparent. The BBC did demonstrate some
media self-reﬂexivity, but this was wholly in respect of newspaper
stories

along the lines of ‘what the papers say’.

What this suggests is that established media largely used social media in
a fairly conservative manner

to corrupt a metaphor, we may think of it

perhaps as a case of old wine in new bottles. Content was largely factual,
occasionally opinion led, but always signposted to stories elsewhere, suggesting that Twitter was not seen as a medium in its own right but as a
means of promoting content elsewhere. There was no exploitation of the
dialogical potential of social media, in contrast to bloggers who may engage
in conversations with readers; instead, established media appeared to view
social media as a platform for dissemination of abbreviated content which
appeared elsewhere on their websites. Content however varied considerably
between the three sources, with very different points of focus apparent and
no consistent narrative concerning how to report on the outbreak.
Stories on Ebola appeared to have comparatively little purchase in
terms of likes/comments/retweets. Few stories were retweeted more than
100 times, and of these a signiﬁcant proportion appeared to be popular
for reasons other than Ebola. By 2014, evidence was beginning to emerge
that Twitter was a major source of news for people in the UK; but this
does not seem to have been the case for Ebola. Indeed, in terms of
retweets, the numbers for Ebola stories pale in contrast to the 3.4M for
Ellen de Generes’s tweet at the Oscar ceremony that year (Austin, 2014).
The conclusions for crisis communicators appear clear. First, content from
the authorities will be used, not linked to, and tweets will signpost stories
on the media’s website, not those of the authorities. This suggests that the
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established media may be a poor proxy for disseminating authority’s messages. Second, although there is evidence to suggest that the established
media are agile in their use of Twitter to respond to new stories (as seen in
both the Pooley and Cafferkey case), they were slow to pick up on the
story when it emerged in Africa, suggesting that the closer to home a story
is, the more attention it will get. Third, attention quickly fell off for individual stories, though the grand narrative had a much longer attention
span. Finally, focus varied across sources, so an awareness of which source
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will be interested in which story is important.

NOTE

1. Although the WHO only declared the outbreak over in 2016, to all
intents and purposes the immediate ‘crisis’ was over in early 2015.
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CHAPTER 7
FLOWS OF WATER AND
INFORMATION: RECONSTRUCTING
ONLINE COMMUNICATION
DURING THE 2013 EUROPEAN
FLOODS IN AUSTRIA

Susanne Sackl-Sharif, Eva Goldgruber,
Julian Ausserhofer, Robert Gutounig and
Gudrun Reimerth
ABSTRACT
The 2013 Central European ﬂoods were not only one of the most
severe natural disasters in Austria in the last decades, but also constituted a landmark in crisis communication. For the ﬁrst time, social
media and online newspapers were important news channels,
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creating a need for new crisis communication strategies. Based on 20
semi-structured interviews and an analysis of online data, we reconstruct in this chapter the online communication of different stakeholders such as the authorities, rescue organisations and journalists
during this emergency situation. The study shows that the use of
social media was a weak point in ofﬁcial crisis communication.
Through detailed analyses of information ﬂows and the requirements
of different stakeholders, the study reveals new challenges and possiDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

bilities for crisis communication in the digital age.
Keywords: Central European ﬂood 2013; social media use; key
communicators; multi-level analysis; crisis communication; natural
disaster; social media

INTRODUCTION
The increased use of social media platforms and online communication in
the last decade has signiﬁcantly changed the general framework for crisis
communication in emergencies such as ﬂoods over recent years
(e.g. Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 2017). Social
media platforms have changed information ﬂows and the dissemination of
news and facts about an event as well as the ways people inform themselves. It is important to note in this regard that social media can be characterised as a set of tools largely built on web 2.0 principles (O’Reilly,
2007). Therefore, not only news consumption but also the active production of information by members of the public during a crisis have
expanded communication possibilities. Alongside traditional media such
as printed newspapers, TV or radio, social media and online newspapers
are nowadays also important news channels during emergencies.
These developments have changed what ‘the public’1 expects from
traditional crisis communicators such as journalists, rescue organisations
or the authorities during emergencies. As Coombs (2014) has shown, people’s increased internet use has shifted their perception of time, and they
now require important facts in real-time. Moreover, the authorities and
rescue organisations are to a degree ‘on trial’ during emergencies, since the
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public not only gets its information via social media, but also has the
opportunity to communicate and respond actively:
Social media messages created by crisis publics have the
potential to either beneﬁt or harm the organization in crisis
because of their potential to shape evaluations of organizational
reputations. (Coombs & Holladay, 2014, p. 45)
Consequently, there is a need for new crisis communication strategies in
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the digital age. Against this background, we reconstruct
social media

with a focus on

the online communication of different stakeholders during

the 2013 Central European ﬂoods in Austria. As context plays an important
role in crisis management and communication processes in general, we ﬁrst
describe the context for our study and outline the 2013 ﬂoods. We then
introduce our theoretical framework, social media use in Austria at that
time, the most relevant work in the ﬁeld and our study design. Following on
from this, we present results from empirical work. Based on a case study of
social media relating to the ﬂoods, we provide insights into communication
strategies and the social media use of different stakeholder groups with
a focus on institutional actors (the authorities and rescue organisations)
and journalists. Finally, we summarise the impact of social media and
highlight some important questions that remain.

STUDY CONTEXT
The 2013 Floods in Austria
In 2002 Austria had already been hit by the European ‘hundred-year’
ﬂood, which struck as an unforeseen and unanticipated event (Kuhlicke,
2013). Yet the spring of 2013 was one of the wettest in Germany and
Austria since weather records began (Stein et al., 2013). In late May and
early June, some regions of Central Europe experienced torrential rainfall.
With the ground in Austria, Germany and neighbouring areas saturated,
water could not drain away, leading to a major, extensive ﬂood in Austria
(Austrian Central Institute for Meteorology and Geodynamics, 2014).
Different laws regulate the procedures for managing environmental disasters such as ﬂoods in Austria. Civil protection laws and regulations,
which are speciﬁc to the federal states, structure actions and responsibilities
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to prevent and combat danger on different levels. The handling of a catastrophe or disaster relief with its associated crisis management, is essentially
designed according to the principle of subsidiarity. Those authorities and
rescue organisations with a legal mandate (e.g. the ﬁre brigade) act as crucial players. Ofﬁcial communication responsibilities are well deﬁned in civil
protection law at federal state level (e.g. Ooe. KatSchG, n.d.). This law
requires, inter alia, an ofﬁcial mission control centre. Thus, the authorities

Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

have to take charge of information and communication in exceptional situations (Meier, 2016).
Each stage of a particular crisis or disaster has different characteristics
that provoke speciﬁc reactions. The pre-crisis phase of the ﬂoods in
Austria started with rain: from 29 May to 4 June, heavy rainfall north of
the Alps caused a continuous rise in the water levels of the tributary waters
of the Danube, ﬁrst taking effect in Bavaria and then reaching Austria. In
this phase, weather information and warnings are vital for disaster prevention. In Austria, weather warnings are announced through the media by
the Austrian Central Institute for Meteorology and Geodynamics
(ZAMG). The nine federal states and the municipalities are responsible for
warnings about ﬂoods. Measurements (such as current water levels and
precipitation summaries) and ﬂood forecasts are provided by the
Hydrography Services that are connected to the National Warning Centres
at federal state level (Landeswarnzentralen). If a ﬂood is imminent, the
Austrian National Warning Centres are informed, so that they can take
operative measures and initiate a warning to the local population via the
so-called warning and alarm system (Republik Österreich, n.d.).
The main rain incident happened between 30 May and 2 June
(Bundesministerium für Land- und Forstwirtschaft, Umwelt und
Wasserwirtschaft, 2014) and the weather conditions culminated in a ﬂood
on 2 June

the beginning of the main crisis phase (Centre for Research

on the Epidemiology of Disasters, n.d.). Altogether, regions in seven
European countries were affected, and in many regions a state of emergency
was declared. In the main crisis phase of a ﬂood, disaster management and
relief is essential. Involved actors such as the crisis management teams
or ﬁre brigades are supposed to act, fulﬁlling their organisational duty
failing to do will add to the crisis.
The post-crisis phase starts when the operation is ofﬁcially over. In this
phase, (retrospective) evaluation and reports of information ﬂows, as well
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as news coverage, are important. Training and development are crucial
aspects in the post-crisis phase (Ooe. KatSchG, n.d.).

Social Media Use in Austria
A further important context of this study is the general social media and
Internet use in Austria that has increased steadily in the last two decades.
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

During the Central and Eastern European ‘one-hundred-year’ ﬂood in
2002, about 37 per cent of all Austrian residents had an Internet connection, while during the Central European ﬂoods in 2013 over 80 per cent of
Austrian residents had used online services (Statistik Austria, 2017).
Furthermore, nearly 3,000,000 Facebook accounts and about 90,000
Twitter accounts were registered (Social Media Radar, 2017; Statista,
2017). In other words, 35 per cent of the Austrian population had a
Facebook proﬁle and about 1 per cent had a Twitter account at the time
of the ﬂoods in 2013. Hence, not only traditional media were important
news channels during the communication process of this emergency situation, but also social media and online newspapers, as we show in more
detail in the results section.

Theoretical Background
To reﬂect on how members of the public as well as authorities and actors
of rescue organisations interact in this new social media and online communication environment, we are guided by the ‘situational crisis communication theory’ proposed by Coombs (2014, p. 316). According to him:
Crisis communication must be strategic [to be effective]. Those
engaged in crisis public relations management must determine
what information particular stakeholders need and the best way
to deliver that information.
In this regard, the change in people’s perception of time in particular is a
new and unknown challenge for an effective crisis communication strategy; people expect organisations to respond in ‘internet time’, meaning
very promptly and in real-time (Coombs, 2014, p. 325). For Coombs, the
speed of the online communication ﬂow should not just be seen as a
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threat, but rather as an opportunity to guide the public’s perception of a
crisis. As Coombs (2014, p. 316) shows, social media ‘has had a signiﬁcant effect on altering the pre-crisis phase of crisis communication’; if the
public cannot ﬁnd any information about the event from ofﬁcials on social
media platforms, an information vacuum and a ‘paracrisis’ (Coombs &
Holladay, 2012) may emerge. Therefore, the authorities and emergency
organisations should actively communicate the most important information about a crisis through an appropriate online channel right from the
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

beginning (Coombs, 2014).
Another important theoretical framework for our study is the stakeholder management approach that ﬁts well with the key ideas of situational crisis communication theory. Originally developed as strategic tool
for organisations for maintaining and managing relationships with key stakeholders and integrating their interests into an organisation’s decision
making (e.g. Clarkson, 1995; Freeman, 1984), the stakeholder management approach can nowadays also be found in the context of crisis communication (e.g. Kaibin & Wenqing, 2013; Stephens, Malone, & Bailey,
2005). According to Freeman (1984, p. 46), a stakeholder could be ‘any
group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the
organisation’s objectives’. In times of social media, the number of potential
stakeholders increases and the identiﬁcation, analysis and prioritisation of
stakeholders’ expectations get more complex (Kaul & Chaudhri, 2015). In
an emergency or crisis situation, it is indispensable to integrate the different identiﬁed stakeholders’ expectations, since successful crisis communication depends not only on how quickly, but also how accurately the most
important facts are communicated (see also Chapter 10).

Related Work
Scholarly interest in studying the use of social media in crisis situations
and natural disasters has increased signiﬁcantly in recent years (Reuter
et al., 2014). Earlier studies focused their research mainly on Twitter
(e.g. Reuter, Marx, & Piper, 2012; Wilensky, 2014), but there are also
some studies on Facebook and other social media platforms (e.g. Bird,
Ling, & Haynes, 2012). Recently, the role of live streaming video applications such as Periscope has been investigated (Fichet, Robinson, Dailey, &
Starbird, 2015). There are also studies into the 2013 Central European
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ﬂoods. Kaufhold and Reuter (2016) analysed the use of social media by
affected citizens and volunteers. For their sample, they collected tweets
and Facebook data and conducted interviews. Their results, similarly to St.
Denis, Anderson, and Palen (2014), show that Twitter was used for broadcasting situation updates via pictures, while Facebook was used for coordination and interaction. Furthermore, Backfried et al. (2016) investigated
the information gathering of ﬁrst responders, and developed a ﬁve-phase
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disaster model from the viewpoint of a ﬁrst responder or crisis manager,
including, e.g. ﬁve different stages of disasters (prevention and initialisation phase, pre-execution phase, execution phase, follow-up phase, postvention phase).
Up to now, the effect of social media use on ‘traditional’ crisis communication processes and possible solutions for rescue organisations has
not been extensively researched. Li and Goodchild (2010) laid out
potential beneﬁts and challenges of using a social network in emergency
management. The challenges therein are mostly connected to issues of
data access and quality. Therefore, they developed a research agenda
suggesting the use of social network theories or social network analysis
in order to better understand the behaviour of people during emergencies in both ofﬂine and online social networks. Roth, Stark, and Herzog
(2014) also named a number of potential barriers to integrating social
media into ofﬁcial crisis communication, such as technical availability or
dubious information quality. They furthermore discussed possible solutions such as mobile apps that enable both distribution and collection of
critical information.
Reuter, Ludwig, Kaufhold, and Spielhofer (2016, p. 1) explored ‘attitudes expressed by emergency service staff towards social media for private and organisational use’. They found that although there is limited use
of these channels by emergency services, the majority of staff expected
increased use of social media by their organisations, especially regarding
guidelines for prevention of accidents or behaviour during emergencies.
Munengast (2014) analysed the state of ofﬁcial crisis communication via
social media in Austria and its potential beneﬁts, by interviewing experts
in the ﬁeld. He concluded that hitherto there is almost no usage of these
communication channels. This can be attributed to different factors such
as the fear of using new media or nescience about the possible applications. He also highlighted the consequences of this problem, presenting
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examples of private initiatives to ﬁll the communication gap. In a recent
study by the Austrian Press Agency (APA-OTS, 2016), results of a comprehensive survey showed that Austrian journalists see potential for improvement in the collaboration with ofﬁcial organisations in the ﬁeld of crisis.
More than half of the interviewees were rather dissatisﬁed and expected
more active communication from organisations.
Most of the aforementioned studies either focus on certain stakeholders
or particular platforms. What we identiﬁed as a research gap is a compreDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

hensive view of crisis situations, taking into consideration the role of social
media and news services as well as different involved stakeholders before,
during and after the crisis. To ﬁll this research gap, we adopt a more holistic approach in our study.

STUDY DESIGN
In our study, we focus on the ﬂoods in Austria in general and discuss the
situation in the Austrian federal states in the Danube area in detail.
In order to understand social media communication processes and
information ﬂows from the viewpoint of different involved stakeholders
(journalists, institutional actors, remote experts, affected citizens and organisations) during the ﬂoods, we developed a mixed-method approach. We
conducted an in-depth investigation of online data (social media and web
communication, ofﬁcial websites, hydrographical reports and ﬂood documentation by the federal ministry) as well as semi-structured stakeholder
interviews and preliminary interviews. This triangulation, the combination
and integration of different perspectives, help to develop a comprehensive
picture of the matter (Flick, 2007).
To gain insights about communication strategies and the online and
social media communication processes, we posed the following question:
Who uses which channel, and for what purpose?

Analysis of Online Data
We studied and assessed various types of social media use during and after
the event. In an initial stage, a preliminary dataset including 8,751 entries
(collected during the incident with the commercial social media monitoring
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tool Brandwatch) served as a starting point to identify important posts,
key communicators and platforms. The exploratory analysis led us to
other, new stakeholders in the data. Next, a stakeholder typology (see
Stakeholder interviews in the following text) and a framework of media/
data types were established as an analytical framework. The most important channels in this emergency were mass media (online news and live tickers), social media (Twitter, Facebook) and niche media (press agency
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reports). Important sources were also press releases and press conferences,
and ofﬁcial websites or forums. Furthermore, meta-data of ﬂood-related
communication such as location, time, accessibility or hydrographic data
played a crucial role.
To enrich and cross check ﬁrst indications, more data was collected
and analysed. Social media and online communication analysis (an
enlarged dataset of 20,842 entries from 30 May to 7 June) was complemented with 1,070 press agency reports (APA) and two live tickers from
the Austrian online newspapers Der Standard and Oberösterreichische
Nachrichten, including more than 400 articles and log entries, and
approximately 1,700 comments.
Furthermore, interviews with stakeholders (see Stakeholder interviews
in the following text) revealed that the most relevant data sources in the
framework of media/data types were press releases, ofﬁcial websites and
Facebook. Twitter was found to be not particularly relevant. Therefore,
we focused on these sources in the qualitative data analysis (Kaefer,
Roper, & Sinha, 2015; Schreier, 2012), presented further in the following
text, which included explorative analysis steps as recommended by digital
methodologists (Rogers, 2013).

Stakeholder Interviews
To identify adequate interviewees and to obtain a general insight into ofﬁcial communication strategies, we conducted two preliminary interviews
and a round table discussion with members of our project’s advisory
board. We also collected information from expert interviews with two
representatives of involved organisations (ﬁre brigade and news agency).
In addition, we identiﬁed interviewees based on the exploratory analysis
of our preliminary dataset of online data. The following important
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stakeholder groups (with predeﬁned or ad hoc roles) were identiﬁed and
interviewed:
• institutional actors (including public authorities and rescue
organisations) (seven interviews);
• journalists (seven interviews);
• remote experts (three interviews);
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• affected citizens and organisations (three interviews);
• new actors and
• others.
All in all, we conducted 20 semi-structured in-depth interviews with different stakeholders who were either involved in communicating the event or
affected by the ﬂoods. We asked about ofﬁcial communication strategies
in general (e.g. channels used, actors involved and social media usage) and
discussed the characteristics of crisis communication to gain a deeper
understanding of social media usage and perception in this speciﬁc
emergency.
To analyse our collected data, we conducted a computer-assisted qualitative content analysis with NVivo which included deductive and inductive
steps (Kaefer et al., 2015; Schreier, 2012). To anonymise our interview
partners, we numbered all interviews consecutively and refer to them as
P1, P2 […] in the results section. For clariﬁcation we also added the afﬁliation to a stakeholder group, for example, ‘P1; institutional actor: federal
state government’.

RECONSTRUCTING THE ONLINE COMMUNICATION
PROCESSES
Institutional Actors, Journalists and Remote Experts
Concerning information and communication, institutional actors (public
authorities and rescue organisations), journalists and remote experts have
speciﬁc, inter-related roles. Their communication behaviours and processes
vary when it comes to social media use.
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As to institutional actors, in emergencies the authorities have to communicate, and rescue organisations provide expert information. It is clear
that social media was not strategically implemented in crisis management
during the 2013 ﬂoods. Public authorities barely included social media but
relied on existing communication structures and media channels in their
communication activities. Apart from traditional formats such as press
releases directed at journalists, they also had websites to provide ofﬁcial
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information. Information for the public was disseminated via traditional
media. In addition to ofﬁcial press releases, rescue organisations such as
the ﬁre brigade also got direct requests from national and regional press
agencies. The main information ﬂow remained as institutional actors →
legacy media → public, although social media was utilised by individual
rescue organisations to address the public directly.
Journalists did use social media (see Social media communication processes and information ﬂows) at different stages of their journalistic workﬂow. Journalists and media remained important distributors in the
institutional actors’ information ﬂows, regardless of the channel they used.
A typical example of the interplay between institutional actors during the
disaster was via press information. The media organisations were asked to
tell the populace to get information from a speciﬁc website. As the ﬂood
became imminent, the amount of online news (at times shared on social
media), particularly relating to weather information or the situation in
Germany and affected areas, also rose. During the crisis phase between 2
June and 7 June, news coverage dominated the dataset. The number of articles published by the Austrian Press Agency also reached a peak in this timeframe. The information ﬂow public authority (press release) → media organisations (different channels) → public was therefore a characteristic instance.
Remote experts are important sources for the information ﬂow in an
environmental disaster. Data such as current water levels and ﬂood forecasts are provided by the hydrographic service of each federal state, and
the ZAMG provides weather information and warnings informing authorities (through internal communication) and the public (announced through
the media) about extreme weather events. In the 2013 ﬂoods, weather
information was not only published via the media, but also on the remote
expert organisation website and social media page. ZAMG, acting as a
remote expert, was an active social media user disseminating weather forecasts. Hydrography Services, also a remote expert, only responded to
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requests from journalists (via email, fax and telephone) and did not use
social media. They provided basic information on their website, but did
not proactively communicate to a wider public. Reports were sent via
email to the National Warning Centres at federal state level and to rescue
organisations involved in ﬂood protection operations. Two information
ﬂows were characteristic in this context: Remote experts ← journalists;
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Remote experts (reports) → institutional actors.

Affected Citizens and Organisations, New Actors and Others
While traditional actors mainly based their communication ﬂow on their
established procedures, affected citizens and organisations, new actors and
others contributed to the information ﬂow on social media platforms. Social
media and online communication data revealed that many members of the
public (i.e. others) were active, rapidly posting, sharing, liking or commenting.
The interviewees emphasised the huge amount of ﬂood-related conversations.
In the pre-crisis phase, rain was already an issue on the web and in
social media. Such user-generated information could be a rich source of
warning signs prior to a crisis. We found tweets about rain and bad weather and some serious discussions about the rain and its effect in an
experts’ forum (Skywarn Forum Austria). Rain and ﬂoods were not yet a
public topic on Facebook. We found, despite this, that some individuals
shared their thoughts and comments.
We were also able to witness the emergence of new actors and intermediaries who reached not only their own audiences, but rapidly gained
the attention of a wider public at the beginning of the crisis phase. For
example, when a local ﬁre brigade Facebook page shared the controversial
info page entitled ‘High Tide 2013’ [Hochwasser 2013], run by a local
beverage company, at 10.17 on 2 June, this ad hoc-created page already
had 130,448 likes.2 On the page, those affected were invited to send a
message with a picture if help was urgently needed.
In our dataset, the ﬁve tweets with the highest reach were created by
citizens and included pictures of ﬂood defences, water level, two comments
on a political statement and a shared link to a website for volunteers.
These actors (semi-journalistic or crisis communication laypeople) emerged
in social media and dominated the discussions and information ﬂow on
social media channels.
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Citizens and organisations affected by the ﬂood were also found on
Facebook and Twitter, communicating not only about the ﬂood but their
own interests. Transport services and voluntary initiatives, as well as companies and cities, utilised social media for their own crisis communication,
stakeholder information or PR purposes. For instance, social media was
used to provide important information for employees about the current
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situation, closed roads, etc.

SOCIAL MEDIA COMMUNICATION PROCESSES AND
INFORMATION FLOWS
In this section, the results on institutional actors and journalists are discussed in detail, since these two stakeholder groups were the main traditional key communicators in this emergency. The other stakeholders, such
as affected citizens and organisations, are only partly mentioned.

Institutional Actors
Authorities such as respective federal state governments and their departments scarcely used social media for crisis communication, neither for
information gathering nor for dissemination activities. Interviewed representatives of public authorities told us that they sometimes monitored
Facebook in order to react to hoaxes; however, in contrast to journalists,
the authorities did not rectify incorrect information directly on social
media platforms but via press releases or their own websites. One of the
most important websites during the ﬂoods was the ‘Civil Protection
Server’ [Krisen- und Katastrophenschutzportal] of the federal state of
Upper Austria. Due to a limited time budget and a lack of resources, it
was easier for the authorities to transmit the most important information
via this website rather than via accounts on diverse social media channels
(which were non-existent). The website was promoted by press conferences and newspaper articles; therefore, traditional media was seen as the
most important channel. One of our interviewees described their communication processes in the following way:
The most important voices are still - because they are well
attuned - the press ofﬁcers of the ﬁre brigade, of the Red Cross,
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of the Austrian Armed Forces and of the police. Those are the
four most powerful media outlets that are also tapped by
journalists. (P3; institutional actor: federal state government)
The press ofﬁcers of these organisations sometimes posted information
through their social media channels on behalf of the federal state governments. Thus, public authorities stuck to traditional regulations and did not
integrate social media in communications because ofﬁcial crisis communicaDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

tion strategies were not designed for social media at that time (and some of
the public authorities were not even allowed to use social media at the time
of the interviews).
In the preliminary interviews, it was pointed out that the ﬁre brigades
have the main operative responsibility in an environmental disaster,
involving the ﬁre brigade association and individual ﬁre brigades, largely
on a voluntary basis. In addition to a deﬁned communication responsibility in the crisis management team, they also draw on media as a communication channel. The ﬁre brigades interviewed used mainly walkie-talkies
for internal communication during the ﬂoods because natural catastrophes
could be accompanied by a collapse of the telephone network. As well as,
or despite this, some of them coordinated many external communication
tasks via Whatsapp.
The most important channel for external communication was
Facebook, although not comprehensively utilised by all ﬁre brigades. The
national ﬁre brigade only collected basic information about the ﬂoods on
their webpage and integrated their Facebook page with their website to
also ensure that others than just Facebook users would have access to all
the facts and ﬁgures. One of our regional ﬁre brigade interview partners
described the typical communication process on their Facebook page as
follows: the meteorological forecast system UBIMET informs the ﬁre brigade via email or SMS about a heavy rainfall warning and the ﬁre brigade
observes the weather conditions locally. In an extreme case, they share the
warning on Facebook to forewarn the public (Freiw. Feuerwehr Alkoven,
2013). This procedure was also mentioned in an expert interview and
shown in our Brandwatch data. For example, on 2 June the Alkoven ﬁre
brigade posted a weather warning for the municipalities of Alkoven and
Gstocket and announced the approximate time of the ﬂoods. They called
on the local public to take precautions.

Online Communication During the 2013 Floods in Austria

169

In contrast to most of the other stakeholders, the ﬁreﬁghters interviewed also communicated directly with the public via Facebook: ‘On my
smartphone, I get push messages from Facebook when someone posts a
question, and I answer the questions or write at least “Thanks for the
info”’ (P6; institutional actor: ﬁre brigade). Facebook was also seen as a
good motivation tool for volunteers and some ﬁre brigades called for
motivational statements:
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It was quite amazing how many people reacted to our call for
motivational greetings. For every single ﬁreﬁghter or volunteer,
it is a pleasure to see all those postings after a 13-hour service
that say ‘You are awesome’ and so on. (P6; institutional actor:
ﬁre brigade)
Criticism concerning Facebook addressed the issues of privacy settings
that impact on the distribution of information and of hashtags (which
were not functioning at that time): ‘it is important to have a lot of
friends and likes, so that the level of dissemination is higher’ (P7; institutional actor). Moreover, the ﬁre brigades addressed difﬁculties concerning audiences, feasibility and operability during the operation: ‘the
question is who do I inform if I inform via Facebook? The whole federal
state? […] Not all people have access (elderly people in particular)’ (P1;
institutional actor: federal state government). Verifying messages is
another challenge since the ﬁre brigade has to react immediately. One
problem during the ﬂoods was incorrect information, which took up a
lot of time and resources: ‘As a rescue organisation you keep running
after the information’ (P21; advisory board member: ﬁre brigade). An
example pointed out by our interview partners, and also found in the
dataset, was the incorrect information about an evacuation of a hospital
posted by the controversial, but highly visible info page ‘High Tide
2013’.
In contrast to the ﬁre brigades, the Red Cross already had institutionalised and connected social media channels. During the ﬂoods, they mainly
used emails for internal communication with their full-time employees and
the over 30,000 registered volunteers. They also shared the most important information about to the ﬂoods on a website. This was
to the website of the authorities

in contrast

seen less as a channel for direct commu-

nication with the public than as an important tool for coordinating and
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informing members of the Red Cross. A leading member of the Lower
Austrian Red Cross who was interviewed stated:
The website is primarily read by members of the Red Cross. [...]
For external communication, we not only use the internet but
we also organise other fundraising activities such as calls for
donations in newspapers or on the street. (P5; institutional
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actor: Red Cross)
In the view of the Red Cross, Facebook is the most important social media
platform for communicating with the public. There are many different
Red Cross Facebook pages, mostly organised by local organisations. The
analysis of our online and social media dataset showed that the postings
of local Red Cross organisations often linked to the account of the
Austrian Red Cross and to the ofﬁcial website. For example, Altheim Red
Cross shared a posting of the Austrian Red Cross account on 2 June and
already the posting teaser included a link to the ofﬁcial website (Rotes
Kreuz Ortsstelle Altheim, 2013).
During the ﬂoods, Facebook was not only used for monitoring and
dissemination, but also for the mobilisation and organisation of volunteers. Since emergency situations often are per se very uncoordinated, it
is essential to coordinate voluntary engagement to prevent further chaos:
‘When people are evacuated or access roads are blocked, uncoordinated
volunteers are no help. In contrast, this is a further burden for the situation’ (P5; institutional actor: Red Cross). In 2007, the Red Cross
launched the so-called ‘Team Austria’ [Team Österreich] together with
the radio station Ö3. This is a platform to channel emerging offers of
help in emergency situations. Volunteers can register and be contacted in
case of an emergency. In this way, the Red Cross is able to use the energy
of volunteers’ more speedily and efﬁciently. One of the most important
channels of ‘Team Austria’ is their Facebook page of the same name.
During the 2013 ﬂoods, the Red Cross tried to integrate various other
private initiatives on Facebook into ‘Team Austria’. While the Red Cross
members interviewed considered these combined forces to be functioning
well, ‘Team Austria’ was perceived as an additional coordinative challenge for the ﬁre brigade and other institutional actors in charge of the
ofﬁcial crisis management.
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Journalists
Live tickers, a speciﬁc type of live blogging, were one of the most
important channels in journalists’ media coverage during the ﬂoods.
While for live blogs longer intermissions are common, live tickers’
updates are characterised by minute-long intervals. This characteristic
was especially appreciated by the journalists we interviewed, as it allows
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readers to be ‘up to date’ and keep track of an important event in actual
time. Thanks to its almost real-time character, a live ticker is therefore
well suited for covering important events such as unpredictable emergency situations. Furthermore, readers have the option to react to a post
and to discuss the content directly with the author/s as well as with other
readers. Therefore, live tickers are a prime example of participatory
journalism and include similar features to social media platforms such
as Facebook, Twitter or YouTube (cf. also Primbs, 2015; Thurman &
Newman, 2014).
In the context of the ﬂoods in Austria, live tickers provoked reactions
and discussion by readers. The main target groups of live tickers were
affected citizens and organisations, but also the Austrian population as a
whole. Therefore, the content of the live tickers analysed was almost
always directly linked to the ﬂoods, very often referring to the current status of the ﬂoods in a certain area, and included pictures or videos of
affected regions.
Although live tickers provided features that were social media-like,
journalists very rarely included other social media references in their live
ticker articles. For instance, on 3 June, only 6 per cent of the Austrian
newspaper Der Standard’s postings (5 of 89) and on 2 June, only 5 per
cent of the Upper Austrian newspaper Oberösterreichische Nachrichten’s
postings (9 of 189) contained links to external social media platforms or
websites. Furthermore, not only journalists, but also readers, were very
sceptical of information on social media platforms. For instance, a journalist from Der Standard asked users explicitly to ‘follow the orders of
the authorities or forces such as ﬁre brigade or emergency medical services’ (3 June, 11.35) instead of ‘blindly’ trusting other information
sources such as newly emerging Facebook pages relating to the ﬂoods.
Readers also criticised social media in their live ticker comments,
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focusing on the lack of fact-checking and an absence of media competence among social media users.
In the live ticker of Der Standard a lot of articles were based on expert
opinions and interviews with different ofﬁcial communicators such as ﬁrst
responders, actors at the hydrography services or the mayors of affected
regions. For instance, on 3 June, 27 per cent of all entries included expert
opinions. This could be interpreted as a strategy to personalise the live
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ticker and, as a consequence, to ensure the quality of postings related to
the ﬂoods. Therefore, it could be an attempt to counteract the apparently
critical attitude of Der Standard readers and journalists to social media
content in general.
Apart from live tickers, journalists used Facebook for information sharing and monitoring ‘the mood of the public’ (P10; journalist). With this
channel, they tried to reach especially the younger generation and wanted
to gather information unavailable via other channels. One of our interviewees stated:
Facebook in particular includes special information that is not
transmitted by other channels. We get the chance to take a
closer look into smaller things in a special area. [...] In the case
of an emergency all people are important informants. Every
single person could be as important as a ﬁre chief. (P10;
journalist)
During crisis situations, there are more hits on journalists’ Facebook pages
and an enhanced interaction with the public.3

I experience social media during emergency situations as a very
positive factor. [...] The interaction rate is higher, pictures of
affected regions are shared a thousand times. From my point of
view, this is a positive and encouraging impulse. And we never
had any problems with online ﬁrestorms or complaints on
Facebook. (P11; journalist)
Yet, as our analysis of live tickers has revealed, journalists have a rather
critical view of social media sources. For instance, all the journalists interviewed mentioned incorrect or unveriﬁed information as the most pressing
challenge in dealing with social media platforms such as Facebook.
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Therefore, journalists spent a lot of time checking and verifying the information they have gathered before disseminating it; often they only took
information ‘from people we actually know. And we ignore sources that
are not trustworthy’ (P9; journalist). Furthermore, they described the difﬁculties in invalidating hoaxes such as roadblocks or the ﬂooding of bridges
in Vienna that did not really exist: ‘It is really hard to invalidate hoaxes
because most of the time a lot of people share them and believe they are
true. Therefore, you have to spend a lot of time to rectify a hoax’ (P10;
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

journalist). Being active on Facebook is an important strategy, not only for
disseminating veriﬁed information, but also for rectifying hoaxes and correcting false information.
Some of the journalists also used Twitter, not so much to communicate with the public, but for internal communication with other
journalists they knew. Concerning other sources, the interviewees
remained critical: ‘I don’t trust Twitter at all. [...] When strange news
organisations or any unknown people tweet, I am suspicious’ (P12;
journalist). Our dataset showed that media organisations spread their
news via Twitter accounts in all phases of the incident. Tweets mainly
included links to the latest articles, and tweets formulated as individual journalists’ comments (e.g. referring to the news on TV) were
found. Tweets by media organisations or journalists were also
retweeted or replied to.

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK
We conclude that social media was a weak point in ofﬁcial crisis management and communication in the 2013 ﬂoods; one might say that this was
the second ‘once-in-a-hundred-years’ ﬂood, but the ﬁrst communicational
crisis of the digital age in Austria. A ﬂood has a long lead time and is
therefore easy to predict compared to other crisis or disaster events such as
terror attacks. Nevertheless, rescue organisations, the authorities and journalists were surprised by the enormous impact of the ﬂoods, not predominantly because of the ﬂows of water, but more particularly in connection
with the new ﬂows of online information and the more active and prominent role of the public in crisis communication.
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How do Social Media Impact on Institutional Actors?
For institutional actors, the ﬂoods could be seen as the ﬁrst digital crisis in
Austria. There was no strategic social media implementation and almost
no preparation for strategic social media communication by actors
involved in crisis management. However, rescue organisations had somewhat better practices. Above all, some voluntary ﬁre brigades used social
media successfully in their own affected areas. Apart from these decentraDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

lised actions, there was no regional or even national framework for strategic information ﬂows including social media implemented by crisis
management teams. Furthermore, members of the public started to connect and communicate about the incident in this new communication
space, mainly on Facebook, and new communicators stepped in, challenging institutional actors. A mixture of content from ofﬁcial and unofﬁcial
sources as well as the rapid sharing of popular pages on social media led
to challenges and scepticism about these platforms.

How do Social Media Impact on the Media?
Journalists adopted social media for information gathering and distribution,
but struggled with aspects of veriﬁcation and fast communication. They
tried to communicate with the public on Facebook, but the vast number of
postings and dialogical communication with Facebook users in particular
proved demanding. Further social media challenges were the lack of trust in
accounts, legal aspects and platform restrictions. Twitter was an important
professional medium for journalists as it was utilised for internal communication within news organisations. Journalists or the media in general, introduced their own social media-like platforms (such as live tickers and their
comment sections) to distribute and aggregate information.

How do Social Media Impact on Crisis Communication in General?
An increasing number of people get their news, at least sometimes, from
social media (Newman et al., 2017). As our data analysis showed, new
key communicators will emerge on social media platforms. In following
this trend, hierarchical communication structures have to be rethought,
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since for the public some of these new communicators are just as relevant
and trustworthy as rescue organisations or newspapers. Established news
outlets and untrustworthy information sources can, therefore, sometimes
appear to be on the same level. Consequently, in the ﬂoods, social media
had an enormous impact on information ﬂow because it provided remote
experts, affected people and organisations, new players and others with a
possibility of generating additional (situational) information.
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These new and complex information ﬂows and channels left many
questions unanswered in our research: What channels and strategies are
suitable for informing the public in the digital age with all these new communication possibilities? Who are the key communicators in the public’s
perception

the authorities, rescue organisations, journalists or members

of the public themselves? What are the needs of the different stakeholders
involved in crisis communication? And what is the role of journalism/the
media in this new communication sphere, when new actors are able to
communicate independently? In Chapter 10 of this book, we attempt to
formulate answers to some of these questions and give recommendations
for future crisis communication during natural disasters.

NOTES
1. For a discussion of the terms ‘the public’ as against ‘the publics’ see
Chapter 10.
2. First post 08.20 on 2 June, right after the page was set up.
3. A general rise in social media content, especially on Facebook is
addressed in Goldgruber, Sackl-Sharif, Gutounig, and Ausserhofer (2017).
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CHAPTER 8
TAILORING TOOLS TO THE RESCUE:
LESSONS LEARNED FROM
DEVELOPING A SOCIAL MEDIA
INFORMATION GATHERING TOOL

Klas Backholm, Joachim Högväg, Jørn Knutsen,
Jenny Lindholm and Even Westvang
ABSTRACT
This chapter describes how researchers and developers may improve
the design of technical innovations for crisis communicators by testing
how user-friendly the innovation is for its intended end users. In the
RESCUE project, a tool for social media information gathering was
developed. During this process, tool usability was thoroughly tested.
Good usability allows the user to complete tasks and achieve goals
with effectiveness, efﬁciency and satisfaction. The purpose of the
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usability testing was to strive for a tool that is easy to use during
demanding circumstances and contributes to a high level of situation
awareness (SA) among users. SA is about being aware of what is happening around you

during, for example, emergency assignments

and what this means for your on-going work tasks. The main focus of
this chapter is to describe how usability testing was applied throughout
the tool development process, from the pre-production planning phase
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to the ﬁnal phase. As a part of this, the tool features are described.
Keywords: Crisis management; information gathering; journalism;
social media; technical innovations; usability

INTRODUCTION
The aim of this chapter is to discuss how a usability testing process in
developing a tool can contribute to improved working conditions for crisis
communicators in emergencies. We describe the RESCUE project’s work
with developing and testing a tool intended for information gathering
from across social media platforms. When product designers test the
usability of a product, they strive to optimise the design and features of a
ﬁnal product according to user needs. They do not want to force users to
change their behaviour to ﬁt the product’s requirements (Wallach &
Scholz, 2012). In an emergency context,1 usability testing will not only
contribute to an improved product design, but also to better crisis management. A crisis management product that works well will contribute to the
overall sense making of the situation, whereas a product with poor design,
in the worst case, may add to negative developments during the unfolding
emergency (Coombs, 2015; Endsley, 2009).
The RESCUE tool is designed for users who work professionally with
gathering and validating information from for example social media.
Hence, the main user groups are emergency management organisations such
as authorities, ﬁrst response rescuers, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) and news organisations. Based on theoretical contributions from
areas of mediatisation, computational thinking, situation awareness (SA),
mental modelling and activity theory (Endsley, 2009; Johnson-Laird, 1983;
Kaptelinin, 1994; Lundby, 2009; Wing, 2006), we describe the nature of the
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tool and the three steps of usability testing we implemented. The steps stretch
from a pre-design mapping of user needs to a test of a high-ﬁdelity prototype
at the end of the design process, and include methods ranging from interviews and crisis training scenario observations to tests of psychophysiological
reactions in laboratory settings. We end the chapter with a summary of how
usability tests may add to improved crisis management across user groups.
We aim to answer two research questions in this chapter:
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RQ1: How can usability tests of a product prototype contribute to
better SA in technical innovations for emergency use?
RQ2: How should usability tests be included throughout the product
prototype development process to contribute to better SA?

WHY DO WE NEED AN EMERGENCY INFORMATION
GATHERING TOOL?
In an emergency, information is crucial. While communication professionals working in a crisis will have different reasons for gathering information, the basic need to create an overall picture of the situation by
collecting pieces of information from social media and other channels is
similar across groups (Coombs, 2015; Ruggiero & Vos, 2014). For
example, authorities and ﬁrst responders may use collected information to
identify where rescue efforts are acutely needed, or to inform inhabitants
in affected areas about crisis developments (Hughes, St. Denis, Palen, &
Anderson, 2014). Non-governmental emergency support organisations or
private companies may use gathered information to identify and respond
to emerging hot topics in social media, or to prevent rumours with a
potentially harmful effect on the organisation (Coombs, 2015; Hornmoen
et al., 2018). Finally, news organisations may use gathered information for
producing news reports about the emergency itself, or how authorities are
managing the situation (Brandtzæg, Luders, Spangenberg, Rath-Wiggins, &
Folstad, 2016; Schifferes et al., 2014).
However, the current communication and media landscapes are complex and dynamic. As stated by Lundby (2009), modern societies are mediatised. Varying forms of media outlets and technological equipment
are present in individuals’ day-to-day activities, and new forms of communication are developing rapidly (e.g. new social media platforms or
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smartphone apps). In unfolding emergencies, communicators and news
organisations may struggle with information gathering processes due to
the vast amounts of information available. Furthermore, they may struggle
with validation issues, as crisis information is rapidly passed on between
users within and across media outlets, and modiﬁed along the way. Soon,
it becomes difﬁcult to tell whether possibly interesting pieces of information are true or false (Brandtzæg et al., 2016; Coombs, 2015; Eriksson,
2012; Ruggiero & Vos, 2014).
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Information handling tools or similar technical innovations may be
part of the solution to this problem (Ruggiero & Vos, 2014; Schifferes
et al., 2014). Wing (2006) introduced the concept of computational thinking, that is, to actively incorporate, for instance, technical innovations,
programming and algorithms to solve an identiﬁed problem such as the
information handling challenges listed earlier. The problem can then be
solved by either a human or a machine, or a combination of both (Wing,
2006). Thus, identifying or developing relevant tools, and combining them
with established user group work routines into well-functioning solutions,
are relevant strategies for improving emergency communication in a mediatised society

and as shown further in the following text, usability test-

ing sets the basis for applying such strategies.

THE RESCUE TOOL
In the following text, we describe the features of the tool developed in the
RESCUE project. We then show how usability testing was implemented
throughout the prototype development process. Currently, the tool is a
functioning high-ﬁdelity prototype that is ready to be introduced into user
organisations’ existing software and technology structures. The tool is,
however, not entirely ﬁnalised, as its implementation in workplace settings
needs further testing.
The tool is conceptually centred around events. An event is a ﬁeld of
interest that a user is working on, like an unfolding incident. The user can
collect content from different platforms, tweets, Instagram images, news
articles, etc. or subscribe to a range of different feeds or searches. For
example, the user can set up subscriptions to a speciﬁc hashtag on Twitter,
a single user on Instagram or an RSS feed. Each event contains a feed
(similar to Facebook feeds) where content from these searches and
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subscriptions will appear, with the newest appearing on top. The idea is
that the user can sift through the incoming feed, getting an overview of the
content.
If users notice content that is of particular interest, they can save that
speciﬁc content into a separate tab called save. When the user selects the
content, it is possible to add metadata, such as how trustworthy the content is, the geographical location (if this is not provided in the content
source) or a comment which other users can see and respond to. The user
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

is also given a range of ways to visualise content, including a timeline
view, an option where objects are presented on a map, or a diagram
option where evaluated content is displayed in accordance with the evaluations given.
In addition to the ‘on-going event’ view, the tool includes a monitor
view. This is a feature where a user can set up searches or subscriptions
that are not related to a speciﬁc event. Rather, the user could beneﬁt from
this view when wanting to monitor a speciﬁc geographic area or a list of
trusted sources on various topics.

USABILITY TESTING AND EMERGENCIES
In the remainder of this chapter, we shift focus to looking at how usability
testing can be applied to improve emergency-related communication.
Usability is about the extent to which a speciﬁed user group can use a
product to achieve goals with effectiveness, efﬁciency and satisfaction in a
speciﬁed context of use (Hornbaek, 2006; ISO 9241, 2010). In an emergency context, effectiveness and efﬁciency become especially important
due to the combination of time criticality and the vast ﬂow of information
to be handled (Edland & Svenson, 1993). Furthermore, dissatisfaction and
subsequent frustration with a tool in a stressful situation can tax the cognitive systems to a larger degree than in everyday work, and lead to dangerous errors. Research ﬁnds that stressors ‘appear to cause shifts, lapses, and
narrowing of attention, and can also inﬂuence decision speed’ (Mendl,
1999, 221).
Thus, a high-stress context demands an even higher level of usability
within the system, to keep the user performing well and feeling satisﬁed
with the tool (Wastell & Newman, 1996). Endsley (2009) refers to good
product usability in emergencies as one of the means to reach an
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acceptable degree of SA. She deﬁnes SA as being aware of what is happening around you and what this means for your on-going work tasks.
During high-stress assignments, this may include having a good overview
of complex information ﬂows (Salmon et al., 2008; Yin, Lampert,
Cameron, Robinson, & Power, 2012).
When conducting usability tests of tools for high-stress environments,
we ﬁnd it useful to divide addressed issues into two general categories of
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functionality problems (Backholm, Högväg, & Lindholm, 2017). We refer
to these as lower- and higher-level discrepancies between the user’s mental
models about a task, and how the features intended to support the task are
designed in the tool. Mental models are widely referred to in the humancomputer interaction literature and reﬂect the user’s existing cognitive structures about for example how a speciﬁc function or work task should be
carried out. The user retrieves such models from memory when needed, and
applies them to the situation at hand (Johnson-Laird, 1983; Norman,
2013). As stated within activity theory (Kaptelinin, 1994), usability should
go beyond only designing a well-functioning system. It should aim at supporting human activities in general in everyday contexts

and therefore,

for good usability, a product should ﬁt in well with a user’s mental models.
We link lower-level discrepancies between tool design and mental
models to basic functionality issues in the product. Such discrepancies can
be about where on a computer screen a user would normally start looking
for cues about how to carry out a task compared with where on the screen
such cues have been placed in the product. Lower-level problems reﬂect an
imbalance between the user’s expectations about where to ﬁnd cues and
where they are actually placed. Higher-level discrepancies stem from a disconnection between the user’s broader mental schemata for work in emergencies and the tool functionality. Such discrepancies may be about how a
user from a ﬁrst response organisation would monitor and mark potentially interesting social media content, as against the product’s monitor
and marking features (Backholm, Högväg, et al., 2017).
Avoiding lower- and higher-level usability discrepancies in a product is
especially important to maintain SA in high-stress environments. Although
not outspokenly using the low/high level categorisation, Endsley and Jones
(2004) provide a useful description of potential problems that designers
need to address. For example, systems that include too many features, or
where the most salient features are not necessarily the most important ones,
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may lead to the user focusing on the wrong tool details. This clearly reﬂects
possible lower-level problems. Furthermore, technological equipment
designed to handle work tasks may take over tasks to such a degree that
users have difﬁculties understanding what is going on. As users lose the ability to link emergency-related tool actions to their own higher-level mental
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models, they fall out of the loop and thereby lose control of the situation.

TESTING USABILITY OF A SOCIAL MEDIA INFORMATION
GATHERING TOOL
In the following text, we exemplify how usability testing can be used to
secure SA, by referring to our work in the RESCUE project. One of the
general aims of the project was to investigate whether professional emergency communicators need a tool or system that automatises social media
information gathering tasks, and if so, how a tool should be designed to
reﬂect user needs. We included authorities, ﬁrst responders, NGO representatives and news journalists. We conducted three steps of testing, and
in this section, we present the setup of the three phases, as well as the
main results of our studies. In Figure 1, the three phases are summarised
and related to the level of tool development.

PHASE ONE: BUILDING A CONCEPTUAL MODEL
The International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO 9241, 2010) provides recommendations for how designers can test usability throughout
the product development process. Designers should start the planning
phase by identifying what problem a product should solve, and then specify the contexts and requirements related to how the product will be
used. In RESCUE, we collected three sets of data for phase one. The data
sets consisted of:
(1) semi-structured interviews with crisis communicators from authorities/
NGOs, ﬁrst response teams, and news journalists (four European
countries, N = 15; Hornmoen et al., 2018);
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Figure 1: Three Phases of Usability Testing in the RESCUE
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Project.

Note: The ﬁrst phase was conducted before the tool development started. After each
phase, feedback was provided to the tool developer.

(2) semi-structured interviews with news journalists (N = 22) from midsized media organisations in three European countries (Backholm,
Ausserhofer, et al., 2017) and
(3) observations of, and semi-structured interviews with, ﬁve journalism
students participating as journalists in a regional crisis training
scenario (information about region not provided due to participant
anonymity; Backholm, Ausserhofer, et al., 2017).
Furthermore, we mapped existing tools and software (unpublished data),
to avoid duplicating already existing products. The interviews in dataset 1
showed that all communicator groups saw a relevance in implementing
social media in their emergency information gathering and distribution
routines. As familiar from previous research, the underlying needs varied
between groups in our dataset. For example, authorities/NGOs need to listen in to public concerns, while ﬁrst responders need to validate the trustworthiness of potentially important information from the crisis scene.
At the time of data collection (2014 2015) news organisations had
come further than other communication groups in their collective
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understanding of how to beneﬁt from social media. We thus decided to
focus the subsequent work on one intended user group only, news journalists, with the option to expand a relatively ﬁnished version of the tool to
include other groups.
The journalists in datasets 2 3 identiﬁed similar main challenges with
social media information handling as previous studies. The two main
problem types were about (a) identifying or sorting out potentially interesting information and (b) backtracking to the original information source
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

in order to verify content. The vast overall amount of available social
media information and the need to simultaneously work with several platforms caused these problems.
Results from phase one showed that respondents would beneﬁt from
a tool that focuses on gathering and handling information. Particularly
useful features would be to channel content from several platforms into
one workspace, and to present content according to the journalist’s personal needs. Journalists wanted personalised search-related options such
as choosing the content format or media outlet as well as varying options
to choose between when visualising content (e.g. timeline or geolocation
on a map).
The interviews also showed that journalists would not use a tool
designed for automatic content veriﬁcation purposes. This is such a crucial
part of journalistic work that journalists preferred to make ﬁnal decisions
about content trustworthiness manually, as they would not trust tool algorithms to make important decisions. Rather, the tool should offer support
for manual decisions by providing clear content overviews gathered into a
user-friendly format.
Our mapping of existing tools/software for journalistic information
gathering and handling routines showed that this is a rapidly developing
area. At the time of data collection, several products that partially answer
to journalists’ needs existed. Recommendations and guidelines for how to
combine available tools in journalistic work also existed

but a tool that

directly corresponded to our identiﬁed user group needs did not.

PHASE TWO: TESTING THE MAIN TOOL CONCEPT
Based on the results, we constructed a conceptual model for the tool
and started designing a ﬁrst prototype version. Approximately one year
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after the pre-design mapping, we conducted a usability test with a
semi-interactive wireframe prototype. The interface did not yet have the
intended ﬁnal design, and several features did not work. However,
the users could navigate through static images by clicking on predeﬁned
areas.
The usability test was conducted in a laboratory setting. A total of
17 news journalists (11 females, 65%; sample age 27

60, M = 38) from
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mid-sized news organisations participated, representing varying publication formats (newspaper, radio, television and web). One journalist participated per session, and each session took between 1 and 2 hours. We
collected subjective data (interviews, concurrent think-aloud, observations
and surveys) and biometric data (eye movement patterns). Participants
were seated in front of a computer screen and shown the tool prototype.
As the ﬁrst version of the prototype was rudimentary, the main idea
was to collect ﬁrst main impressions of the overall tool idea and included
features. Thus, we were interested in possible higher-level discrepancies
between users’ mental models for journalistic work and the tool idea. We
mainly used subjective data in analyses, as it is not relevant to analyse
detailed biometric data when studying a low ﬁdelity prototype where the
workspace design is a rough ﬁrst draft. However, biometric data were
used for verifying observations made during the test.
A majority of participants had a positive or neutral ﬁrst impression of
the tool (N = 14), and 10 would use a ﬁnished version in their work. As
can be expected with a rudimentary prototype, all participants struggled
with understanding at least a few speciﬁc detailed features. However, only
one journalist had problems grasping the overall idea of the product.
Some central usability problems emerged. Most participants understood how to search for social media content and recognised that identiﬁed
results would be presented in a feed. As the feed was presented as a timeline, this design was probably familiar from popular social media outlets
like Facebook. However, the next step of sorting out information proved
problematic. As explained in the nature of the tool section mentioned
earlier, users can pick out especially interesting content from the feed and
move it to another tab, called saved (which in the prototype version was
called ‘selected’). Participants struggled with understanding this feature
and thought that the tab was another way of showing all feed content in
more detail.
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This usability problem reﬂected a mismatch with participants’ mental models for how to handle social media content. It was easy to grasp
how information searches and content feeds should be handled, but the
option to then make a second selection from the content feed was
counterintuitive. As a response to this, we chose to make two prototype
changes: the tab name was changed from ‘selected’ to ‘saved’ to clarify
the intended action and a function was added in the feed tab that clearly
marks which content has been saved (the content changes to red colDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

our). We did not remove the saved feature from the prototype. This
would have left the tool user with only the option to sift through all
content in the feed, increasing the risk of information overload and
diminishing SA.
The second main usability problem had to do with collaborative work
and communication in the prototype. In the pre-design mapping, journalists had mentioned a need to share found content with other team members. Thus, the prototype included a third tab (named tasks), where users
could comment on content, distribute tasks related to further validation of
a speciﬁc piece of information or carry out similar collaborative tasks.
Most participants struggled with varying features related to this tab, from
not understanding the overall feature idea to details such as who sends
tasks or what tasks consist of.
This problem may be linked to the fact that this feature introduced a
new way of thinking in the prototype, and thus required an additional
cognitive effort from users. Until now, they had mainly focused on individual social media information handling, but in this feature, they had to
handle collective work distribution and communication. This clearly
caused problems that would affect SA negatively, and several participants
stated that they already have other established communication channels
they would use instead. Thus, we chose to remove this feature from subsequent tool versions.

PHASE THREE: TESTING THE DETAILED TOOL DESIGN
The second usability test was conducted in the same lab, approximately
9 10 months after the ﬁrst one. Fifteen journalists from the ﬁrst sample
participated, dropouts were due to relocation and sick leave (nine
females, 60%; age 28 61, M = 40). Subjective (interviews, subsequent
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think-aloud, observations and surveys) and biometric (eye movement
patterns, facial responses and skin conductance) data were collected. In
this test, biometric data had a more central role and were used in analyses. For instance, facial responses and eye-tracking were used to further
verify or reject subjective data. Biometric data in usability tests are
explained in more detail in the subsequent chapter by Lindholm,
Backholm and Högväg in this book.
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For this test, we were interested in more detailed prototype features
that is lower-level discrepancies between mental models and tool functions. However, possible remaining higher-level discrepancies were naturally also of interest. The tested prototype was a close-to working version,
with a design and functionality that was reminiscent of the intended ﬁnal
product (we illustrate the prototype in Figure 2). It had an interface that
responded to user input and worked with live data from Twitter and RSS
feeds. Therefore, a user could create new events and monitor, add or
modify sources.
As we wanted to study how well users understood tool features during
an on-going event, we developed a simulation of a real-life emergency (a
ﬁre at the regional airport) that would unfold during the test. For this, we
used a premade dataset of social media content that would be played back
during the test sessions

each piece of content appearing in the prototype

at speciﬁc time intervals. However, we did not want the scenario to disturb
test performance by causing additional stress, and thus participants were
not dependent on following each update in detail or creating a thorough
understanding of the unfolding crisis.
Most participants saw the second prototype as easier to approach
and more intuitive than the previous one. Furthermore, a majority mentioned that the prototype seemed to require less initial learning than is
usually the case with new systems

which naturally may be a conse-

quence of having participated in the previous test one year earlier.
Journalists mainly had difﬁculties with more detailed features (e.g. keeping track of available search/visualisation options or navigating through
pop-up windows), that is, lower-level discrepancies. The overall tool
logic and main features worked well. We evaluated identiﬁed lower-level
problems in detail after the tests, and made necessary changes to the
prototype.2
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Figure 2: The Close-to-Working Prototype with a Reactive Interface Used in Test 2.

Note: The feed tab, with fake social media updates from an emergency scenario (a ﬁre at the local airport), is shown in the ﬁgure.
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Two central higher-level discrepancies emerged in the tests. One had to
do with an option to add cues about the level of content trustworthiness.
In this prototype, when saving content, there was also an option to manually evaluate the trustworthiness and importance of the speciﬁc content on
a 10 grade scale. This option was part of the former prototype as well, but
had better functionality in this one.
While the main idea of evaluating content corresponded to journalists’
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mental models, the feature design was seen as too complex and timeconsuming. Content evaluation is a necessity in journalistic work, but
especially during high-stress assignments, there is no time to grade several
options for each piece of content. Also, this will require cognitive resources
needed for other tasks. As a response to this, we changed the evaluation
scale from 10 to 3 points, and designed simpler evaluation buttons.
However, we chose to keep the feature in the tool, as journalists in the
pre-design mapping phase had asked for ways to add information about
found content. In addition, the evaluation feature is optional, not a
required action in the tool.
In the ﬁrst usability test, the feature to save identiﬁed content caused
problems. This was somewhat problematic in the latter test as well.
Several participants did not understand what was happening when they
saved an object in the content feed. The saved content was indicated with
a red colour, and participants thought that they had deleted rather than
saved the object. The problems can be interpreted as a combination of
higher- and lower-level issues. While the ‘old’ higher-level problem with
not understanding the logic between the feed and saved tabs persisted to a
degree, a new lower-level problem occurred related to how saved content
was visualised in the feed. As post-test improvements, we changed the colour of the indicator for saved content, and further clariﬁed buttons and
similar details in the save feature.

DISCUSSION
Activity theory states that usability should be about more than designing
well-functioning systems, by also contributing to meaningful human activities in general (Kaptelinin, 1994). Our work on developing an information handling tool shows that computational thinking (Wing, 2006) and
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usability testing are useful means to support journalists’ and communicators’ practical work and SA during crises.
The ﬁrst research question we wanted to answer in this chapter was
how usability tests may contribute to better SA. Our results showed that
usability tests do contribute and that a tool designed for work in highstress situations needs to be carefully balanced between including necessary features and avoiding tasks that require time-consuming manual
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actions (Endsley, 2009). For example, while our pre-design samples
wanted several support options in the tool, such as to evaluate social
media content or communicate such content to colleagues, tests showed
that tool features proved difﬁcult to combine with users’ mental models
about how to do this work in emergencies.
Furthermore, we showed that usability tests are necessary to identify
factors that contribute to an intuitive tool interface. As a clear interface is
especially important when working in high-stress environments (ISO
9241, 2010), illogical steps between main tool features should be avoided.
Our sample struggled both with the steps between the feed-saved and the
saved-tasks tabs, but for different reasons. While the former could be
solved by redesigning the interface, the latter was such a severe discrepancy with users’ mental models that the whole feature was removed from
the tool.
In this chapter, the second research question was about how usability
tests should be implemented during the product development phases to
contribute to SA in the best possible way. Our usability tests showed that
even though the design was based on a mapping of user needs, the tool
design and functionality still needed thorough and repetitive usability
testing (Figure 1). While problems may be identiﬁed and solved in a ﬁrst
test, new problems related to the solution may emerge in a second test
as seen with the saved feature in the RESCUE tool. Thus, designers
should include a pre-production mapping of user needs as well as
repeated usability testing throughout the product development phase
(ISO 9241, 2010).
From a methodological viewpoint, laboratory tests should ideally be
combined with tests in real-life scenarios when the tool development process has reached the stage where a relatively ﬁnished version of the tool
exists. This ﬁnal part is still missing in our usability testing work with the
RESCUE tool and will be a natural next step when implementing the tool
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in user organisations’ work settings. We conducted our tests in a lab setting, and while we strived to include a sample that represents the occupational group, the interpretability of the results beyond this sample is
limited.
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NOTES

1. In this chapter, we will refer somewhat interchangeably to emergencies and crises. The distinction between the events can be either the scale
of the disruption, or the cause of the event. However, such events cause a
threat to societal values and demand some sort of response from different
actors.
2. As these are changes related, for instance, to moving the position or
changing the wording of a button, we will not list them in further detail in
this chapter. For more information about test results, see Backholm,
Högväg, Lindholm, Knutsen, and Westvang (in press).
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CHAPTER 9
WHAT EYE MOVEMENTS AND
FACIAL EXPRESSIONS TELL US
ABOUT USER-FRIENDLINESS:
TESTING A TOOL FOR
COMMUNICATORS AND
JOURNALISTS

Jenny Lindholm, Klas Backholm and
Joachim Högväg
ABSTRACT
Technical solutions can be important when key communicators take
on the task of making sense of social media ﬂows during crises.
However, to provide situation awareness during high-stress assignments, usability problems must be identiﬁed and corrected. In usability
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studies, where researchers investigate the user-friendliness of a product,
several types of data gathering methods can be combined. Methods
may include subjective (surveys and observations) and psychophysiological (e.g. skin conductance and eye tracking) data collection. This
chapter mainly focuses on how the latter type can provide detailed
clues about user-friendliness. Results from two studies are summarised.
The tool tested is intended to help communicators and journalists with
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monitoring and handling social media content during times of crises.
Keywords: Laboratory testing; psychophysiology; situation
awareness; social media; usability testing; biometric measurement

INTRODUCTION AND TEST METHODS
Social media can be of assistance during crisis communication when individuals, organisations, the mass media and government agencies need to
seek or provide information and engage in dialogue. Research on the use
of social media in crisis situations shows that both the public (Reuter &
Spielhofer, 2017) and key communicators (Haataja, Laajalahti, &
Hyvärinen, 2016) increasingly turn to social media during times of crisis.1
Yet, social media provide several challenges and obstacles for communication (Spence, 2016). A recent example is Hurricane Harvey that hit Texas
with severe ﬂooding in August 2017. Misinformation was spread on social
media, as well as by news agencies, for example, through outdated photos,
a hoax in the form of support information for victims and fake images of
sharks swimming up the freeways (Qiu, 2017). Arguably, mass media and
authorities no longer have control over information production, resulting
in higher stakes for credibility. Hence, a central challenge to both journalists and other key communicators is to develop relevant strategies to monitor and verify the enormous ﬂow of information.
Technical solutions can simplify this task. However, especially during
high-stress assignments, the usability of such solutions, for example, monitoring tools, must be excellent. With rising stress levels, the ability to
multi-task is lowered and the focus remains on the main task at hand. In a
crisis situation, it is important that as much as possible of the user’s cognitive abilities are available for critical decision-making and maintaining
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situation awareness. Situation awareness can be deﬁned as ‘being aware of
what is happening around you and what that information means to you
now and in the future’ (Endsley & Jones, 2016, p. 13). This means that a
complex or poorly designed tool can occupy the user’s cognitive abilities
to an unnecessary degree and cause added stress, which is a detriment to
maintaining situation awareness.
In this chapter, the term usability is understood as the extent to which
a product can be used by speciﬁed users to achieve speciﬁed goals with
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

effectiveness, efﬁciency and satisfaction in a speciﬁed context of use (ISO
9241, 2010). In other words, a tool such as a computer program, a web
page or a physical product with good usability helps the user reach their
goals, and does so while causing the least possible amount of cognitive
load. Reaching a state of cognitive overload, partly caused by usability
problems, might lead to dangerous errors (Mendl, 1999). Using a tool
should make the user feel positive and content

what is often referred to

as a good user experience. Achieving this means that preplanning and
research before designing such a product are important for ﬁnding out
who the users are, what their goals are and how they want to go about
reaching them. In the RESCUE project, the research on user goals has
been done in the mapping phase. For more information on this, as well as
a more extensive discussion on usability and the features of the RESCUE
tool, please refer to Chapter 8 in this volume.
This chapter focuses on a speciﬁc part of usability testing, mainly tool
prototype testing in a laboratory setting. A laboratory enables the
researchers to measure, for example, the users’ stress levels using psychophysiological measurements, in a simulated crisis situation. Current best
practices for usability testing in laboratories are discussed and illustrated
through two tests conducted within the RESCUE project.

LABORATORY TESTING OF USABILITY
To determine if a product’s usability goals are achieved, its performance
can be measured through predeﬁned tasks. Such tests can be conducted in
a laboratory setting or through ﬁeld studies and there is an extensive
discussion on the distinction between these methods in the humancomputer interaction (HCI) literature (see, e.g. Kjeldskov & Skov, 2014).
Traditionally, task performance tests, where the user is asked to perform a
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certain task and rated on for example task completion and task time, are
often conducted in a laboratory setting (Dumas & Redish, 1999; Rubin,
1994), since such a setting provides a more controlled environment (Duh,
Tan, & Chen, 2006). Laboratory studies are conducted with precise
instruments and a high replicability. In contrast, ﬁeld studies take place in
‘the real world’, providing rich and grounded data, as well as ecological
validity (Kjeldskov & Skov, 2014). Interestingly, a study conducted by
Tullis, Fleischman, McNulty, Cianchette, and Bergel (2002) compared
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laboratory tests to ﬁeld usability testing of websites and found the behaviour of test participants to be strikingly similar in both settings. When
completing the tasks, the users encountered similar problems and devoted
a similar amount of time to solve them. Hence, different environments do
not necessarily lead to different kinds of behaviour. Nevertheless, some
measurements are better suited for a laboratory setting, such as direct
observations to capture certain elements or behaviour (Tullis et al., 2002),
as well as psychophysiological measurements (Cacioppo, Tassinary, &
Berntson, 2007). These kinds of measurements are the main focus of this
chapter.

PSYCHOPHYSIOLOGICAL MEASUREMENTS FOR STRESS
DETECTION
In the ﬁeld of HCI, the use of psychophysiological methods is both effective and increasingly popular (e.g. Jacucci, Fairclough, & Solovey, 2015;
Silva, Fairclough, Holzinger, Jacob, & Tan, 2015). The term psychophysiological means using measurements of physiology to interpret the
states of the mind. Cowley et al. (2016) describe this process as aiming at
extracting quantitative indices of essentially qualitative, cognitive or affective states. The indices of emotional states can be either internal

and

derive from the autonomic nervous system and the central nervous system,
such as SC or EEG, or external

such as ocular signals or recordings of

video or audio (Cowley et al., 2016). This is why choosing the
suitable measurement is an important question that requires working
knowledge of the different psychophysiological reactions.
In this chapter, we give a brief introduction to some of the most common measurements of psychophysiology. Moreover, this chapter discusses
the use of combined measurements and mixed methods. A more detailed
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discussion of available methods with a speciﬁc focus on HCI can be found
in the work of Cowley et al. (2016) or in the Handbook of
Psychophysiology by Cacioppo et al. (2007). The speciﬁc focus of this
chapter is on measurements that can help identify negative emotions and
stress. Identifying stressful situations is an important aim in the usability
testing of tools to be used in crisis situations.
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Electrodermal Activity
Electrodermal activity (EDA) represents changes in the electrical properties
of the skin (Dawson, Schell, & Filion, 2007). SC is one method to measure
this activity. SC is helpful in identifying arousal (Boucsein & Backs, 2000),
and is seen as a reliable indicator of stress (Healey & Picard, 2005;
Lunn & Harper, 2010). Measuring SC is usually done by attaching two
ﬁnger electrodes to the participant’s ﬁngers.
SC is regulated by the sympathetic nervous system and can be measured as ﬂuctuations caused by the activation of sweat glands. Such
changes are often subtle and imperceptible to the individual but can provide invaluable information into how the individual perceives or responds
to stimuli, such as when trying out a new product. This means that SC is
an indicator of cognitive and emotional activity (Dawson et al., 2007).
Using SC in laboratory settings, as well as in HCI studies, is a wellestablished method (Cowley et al., 2016).

Eye Tracking
The eyes provide information on the central nervous system and cognition
and activity (Cowley et al., 2016). Eye tracking can be used to gain information on internal cognitive states by providing information on the user’s
visual attention. Eye tracking is a valuable way of evaluating a computer
interface (Crowe & Narayanan, 2000). Knowing where test persons look
when they use an interface is key to understanding the cognitive processes
of the user. Knowing this can highlight mismatches in the user’s mental
model of how they think the system should work, where they assume
information and functionality should be placed, compared with how the
interface is actually designed. Thus, during a system prototyping stage,
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good and bad design choices can be evaluated with eye tracking
(Goldberg & Kotval, 1999).
During task performance in a usability test, eye movements can be
either ﬁxational, and provide data on location, duration and frequency or
saccadic, in the form of amplitude or average speed. During ﬁxations, the
eye movement is stopped as the brain obtains clear visual information.
After this, the ﬁxation is released and the eye moves in a saccade to a different spot to stop and ﬁxate again. The eye has to stop moving when
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

obtaining visual information as the image during saccades becomes blurry
(Uttal & Smith, 1968).

Facial Expressions
The use of facial expressions as an indicator of emotional behaviour is
receiving increased attention in the HCI literature. There is a relationship
between user’s emotions and perceived usability problems (Branco, Firth,
Encarnação, & Bonato, 2005). Moreover, facial expressions can be
detected with a user camera, making it an unobtrusive measurement of
emotional reactions. Facial expressions are detected through action units
that correspond to independent movement of face muscles, creating unique
and meaningful expressions, such as anger provoked by a product feature
that doesn’t work well. These expressions can be measured quantitatively
(McDuff, El Kaliouby, & Picard, 2015).
The study of facial expressions as emotion detectors is based on a long
history of empirical research (e.g. Allport, 1924; Ekman, 1973, 1994).
Universal relationships between facial muscle movements and particular
emotions have been studied extensively starting from the seminal work of
Ekman and Keltner (1970) (for more recent work, see e.g. Chen et al.,
2016; Jack, Sun, Delis, Garrod, & Schyns, 2016). However, a study by
Gendron, Roberson, van der Vyer, and Feldman Barrett (2014) questions
its universality and shows that emotion perception is also dependent on
cultural and conceptual contexts. Using computer vision algorithms to
identify landmarks of the face, such as the eyebrows, the nose and the corner of the mouth, makes it possible to more easily identify facial expressions. Software, using deep learning algorithms (McDuff et al., 2016) can
identify pixels in the key regions of the face, and classify facial expressions
that are mapped to emotions such as anger, joy or sadness.
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TESTING A TOOL FOR SOCIAL MEDIA INFORMATION
GATHERING
In this part of the chapter, we illustrate how psychophysiological testing can
be used in a laboratory setting to test a tool intended for gathering social
media information. The results stem from two usability studies conducted
within the RESCUE project. The main focus is on how psychophysiological
measurements were included in each test and for what purpose. Moreover,
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this chapter discusses how different types of psychophysiological data, in
combination with subjective data, provide information about usability. The
setup of the studies, as well as a results discussion in relation to emergency
communication, can be found in Chapter 8.
The two usability tests have received ethical approval. During and after
the tests, all data were collected, stored and analysed according to ethical
guidelines. The tool tested was developed by the Norwegian company
Bengler, following a mapping study of user needs (Backholm et al., 2017),
similar available tools, and current best practices for monitoring and validating social media content. The results from the mapping study emphasise
that automatic tool features need to be combined with several manual
functions, and presented with a clear visualisation. Such a tool would provide better situation awareness during crisis work, by avoiding the problem of too much automatisation, creating a situation where the user is
unaware of what the system is doing, ‘an out of the loop situation’
(Endsley & Kiris, 1995, p. 381).
In the tool, one of the main ideas is to work with different so called
events. This is a speciﬁed ﬁeld of interest, for instance, an unfolding disaster.
An event is created by setting up search criteria and including content from
several social media platforms, such as tweets or Instagram images, as well
as information from different websites or RSS-feeds. All the information is
displayed in a feed; furthermore, the user is able to save highly important
information from the feed to a speciﬁc page. The saved content can be visualised in different ways, for example, on a map with geographical information
or through an evaluation scale of importance and trustworthiness. The users
can also work in a monitor mode, simply monitoring different search criteria
that do not yet belong to a speciﬁc story. However, the content in monitor
mode can easily be added to a new or existing story (Figure 1).
The tool was tested on journalists with working experience of at least
one year, who were also familiar with the most common social media
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Figure 1: A Close-to-Working Tool Prototype that Was Used During the Second Usability Test.
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platforms and actively used social media either at work or at home.
Seventeen journalists participated in the ﬁrst test, and 15 of these chose to
participate in the second test.2 A more detailed description of the sample is
available in Chapter 8.

USABILITY TEST 1: A WIREFRAME PROTOTYPE
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The ﬁrst prototype was a semi-interactive wireframe prototype with limited functionality. During the test, the user could click on predeﬁned areas
and navigate the tool through static images. The main focus of the ﬁrst
test was to see if users understood ‘the big picture’, investigating whether
the features included ﬁt the mental models that journalists use when gathering, monitoring and validating information. The test is described in
detail in an article by Backholm et al. (2017). In this chapter, we focus on
the test measurements of psychophysiology.
The laboratory part of the test was conducted in a room furnished as an
ofﬁce, where the test person could use a stationary computer to try out the
prototype. One researcher guided the participant through the prototype giving out 34 predeﬁned tasks. The tasks were divided into two main categories.
Either the participant was asked about the meaning of different features without trying them out, ‘What do you think location means?’, or the participant
could click on a feature and answer questions such as ‘Click on location,
what happened? Was this what you expected?’ The task completion was
graded in three steps by the researchers using a pass, struggle or fail scale.
The concurrent think-aloud method (Nielsen, 1993) was used during the test,
which means that participants were asked to voice their opinions during task
completion. Another researcher observed the test from the control room and
had access to the gaze patterns of the participant. A recording of the screen
shown to the participant during the test, and corresponding eye tracking data
were collected. No other psychophysiological measurements were used during the ﬁrst usability test. After the test, participants were interviewed about
their main impressions of the prototype, and ﬁlled out a questionnaire.

Key Conclusions from the First Usability Test
First, a key conclusion from the ﬁrst usability test is that when analysing a
rudimentary prototype, eye tracking can provide valuable insight into the
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cognitive processes of the user who is trying to understand the prototype.
This means that the eyes move to the position where the test person
expects the information to be, according to their mental model of the system. Moreover, eye tracking data were collected during the test to be used
for veriﬁcation of the researchers’ observations of test participants’ performance during tasks. This information was used by the researcher situated in the control room, who followed the gaze patterns of the
participant. Combining eye tracking with subjective measurements, such
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

as observations and questionnaires, is one way of externally validating the
information and to validate the consensus between different observers
(inter-rater observations).
Second, the wireframe prototype was still visually sparse and functionally far from a usable version. Hence, extensive use of psychophysiological
measurements was unnecessary at this stage. No other psychophysiological
measurements than eye tracking were beneﬁcial for the test since the main
focus was to understand key concepts of a more fundamental nature. Such
research questions for early prototype testing are often better answered by
using a more communicative approach than by including psychophysiological measurements.
A third conclusion from the ﬁrst test is that since a concurrent thinkaloud method was applied, talking would affect psychophysiology, making
such measurements untrustworthy. It would be difﬁcult to control if an
emotional reaction stems from the discussion, or from the interface. Thus,
a conclusion is that, when combining several types of measurements in a
usability study, psychophysiological data collection should be kept separate from communication based methods (e.g. think-aloud).
Based on these three conclusions, the use of psychophysiological measurements in rudimentary prototype testing has limited beneﬁts and suitability. Thus, we want to emphasise the use of appropriate measurements
to assist in answering the research questions.

USABILITY TEST 2: A CLOSE-TO-WORKING PROTOTYPE
A second usability test of a close-to-working prototype with a reactive
interface was conducted. Central results from the ﬁrst usability test were
used in the process to transform the static ﬁrst prototype into an interactive one (see the previous book chapter by Backholm et al., 2017). In the
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second prototype, live data were used for a more realistic user experience
of key functions in the tool. Since the aim of the RESCUE project is to
develop a tool for crisis situations, the second usability test focused on a
simulated crisis situation. The simulation, a ﬁre at the regional airport,
was based on a pre-made dataset of social media content. The simulation
unfolded in the background during the prototype test, meaning that the
feed was updated with new content at speciﬁc time intervals.
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The second test was also conducted in a laboratory setting, due to the
fact that the second prototype was still not suitable for ﬁeld deployment
(e.g. some functionality was still missing). The test subject was seated in
front of a computer, in a room furnished as an ofﬁce. One researcher was
seated next to the participant, while another observed the test from the
control room. In the control room, the researcher saw a mirror of the computer screen, as well as the participant’s eye movements represented by a
red dot, superimposed on the mirrored screen. To be able to identify
usability problems, the participants were asked to complete 36 tasks in a
predeﬁned order. The tasks were either speciﬁc requests or questions
where the participant could interact with the tool, such as ‘Please add a
twitter hashtag to the search’, or ‘Where do you think the presented information originates from?’ Other tasks concerned the meaning of speciﬁc
functions, such as ‘What do you think the meaning of selected is?’ Tasks
focused on tool functionality, and the test participant was thus not
depending on reaching speciﬁc phases of the unfolding crisis simulation to
carry out tasks. Both researchers graded the task completion as either a
‘pass’ (no problems), ‘struggle’ (some problems, but completed the task) or
‘fail’ (did not complete the task).
In comparison to the ﬁrst usability test where a concurrent think-aloud
method was used, during this test the participants were ﬁrst asked to complete the tasks without speaking

and then, if necessary, give instant feed-

back (i.e. retrospective think-aloud). One reason for this test design
modiﬁcation was that it more resembles a naturalistic usage setting.
Another was due to the incorporation of psychophysiological measurements. Talking affects both SC levels and facial expressions detections
(Johnson & Campos, 1967) and has a negative impact on task performance (van den Haak, de Jong, & Schellens, 2003). The psychophysiological measurements used in this study were SC, facial recognition and
eye tracking. SC and facial expressions were used to identify stress levels
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and related emotional responses. Eye movements provided non-verbal
information about the test person’s actions during task completion. After
the test, participants were interviewed about prototype features and completed a survey.

Key Conclusions from the Second Usability Test
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The conclusions from the second usability study can be summarised into
seven key points. First, since one of the main aims of the second usability
test was to analyse the functionality of the tool, the participant was asked
to complete tasks in a structured manner. The task completion was carried
out without concurrent verbalisation or think-aloud. However, since the
users are quiet during the task, psychophysiological measurements and/or
post-interviews provide valuable information on how the users react during the different tasks.
Second, some usability problems could be further analysed and understood using eye tracking metrics. One example was the task to add a URL,
which caused problems for all users. The eye tracking analysis showed
that the participant had indeed noticed the add URL text ﬁeld in the tool
during the test, but when asked to add a URL, they struggled or failed to
ﬁnd this functionality. This is a good example of how eye tracking ﬁxations are no proof that the correct mental models have been made, meaning that the user may have seen the function but not made the correct
connections to the functionality of the tool. This ﬁnding also emphasises
the importance of correct placement of functions. Hence, the eye tracking
analysis can provide valuable information on where the user assumes the
functionality should be placed, by looking at their gaze patterns when they
try to complete tasks.
A third conclusion is that SC measurement was beneﬁcial in situations
when the participant had an emotional reaction. Such a reaction can be
caused by both positive or negative emotions. Therefore, data should be
analysed by looking at the whole data set and by identifying SC arousal
peaks together with, for example, eye tracking data, to pinpoint what the
person was doing that might have elicited this response and to label
whether the response was positive or negative.
Fourth, we analysed the SC data using computer algorithms (PhysiOBS;
Liapis, Karousos, Katsanos, & Xenos, 2014). The analysis was used both

What Eye Movements and Facial Expressions Tell Us

217

to compare the stress level during different tasks and to validate the laboratory setting. If the participants would not have been experiencing any stress
during the test, the results would have been less valid. Using computer
algorithms is a highly accurate addition to manual and subjective
analysis (Liapis et al., 2014; Liapis, Katsanos, Sotiropoulos, Xenos, &
Karousos, 2015).
We can further conclude that facial expressions provide a more detailed
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understanding of the emotional state of the participant. This means that
positive or negative arousal can be identiﬁed, as well as what kind of positive or negative emotion the participant is experiencing (e.g. engagement,
sadness, joy or disgust). For example, in the second usability test, the combination of facial expressions and the task completion grading into pass,
struggle or fail showed that participants tended to express positive emotions after failing a task. Using joy in a situation like this can be understood as a healthy coping mechanism used to alleviate stress

and the

observer gradings of tool performance were important to avoid a misinterpretation of collected facial expressions.
An additional conclusion from the study is that in our test sample there
was a large variety of how overt the participant’s emotional expressions
were. Being overt means that some participants used a high amount of
facial expressions during the test, while others faces were more neutral
(covert) throughout the different tasks. Using several measurements assure
a better understanding of participants that express their emotions on a
varying degree of overtness.
Finally, combining three types of psychophysiological data (eye tracking, SC and facial expressions) together with subjective data (observations,
interviews and questionnaires) provides rich usability data where the parts
complement each other. One example is how facial expressions and interviews can be used to verify SC reactions. This means that we get a holistic
understanding of whether the arousal is due to positive or negative emotions and what kind of emotion this is (e.g. anger or frustration). We can
also pinpoint the speciﬁc feature of the interface causing this.
Understanding the context and the person’s reactions also provide us with
information on whether the usability problem is about practical issues,
such as when a function is hard to notice visually (not seeing it) or is not
intuitively positioned (eluding the correct functionality)

or if the prob-

lem rather reﬂects more general discrepancies between the participant’s
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own mental models of how to carry out a speciﬁc task and the tool’s
functionality.3

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Monitoring social media ﬂows is especially challenging during a crisis situation, where misinformation and rumours are easily spread. Developing
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technical support solutions with good usability can help key communicators maintain situation awareness in a stressful situation. Laboratory testing is a useful way to identify potential usability problems in such
technical support tools.
This ﬁnal part of the chapter provides some more general lessons
learned and practical advice for how to design a relevant psychophysiological usability test for a laboratory setting. We sum up several layers of
pros and cons with combining different methods. First, we present recommendations regarding the validity of laboratory testing, and second, we
discuss some challenges and limitations with this approach.

Recommendations for the Use of Psychophysiological
Measurements in Usability Prototype Testing
Understanding the Choice of Methods in Relation to Prototype Level
• Using psychophysiological data is more suitable for high ﬁdelity
prototypes. A low ﬁdelity prototype often lacks the content and
functional ﬁdelity that in a ﬁnal product would affect, for example,
gaze patterns or stress levels. Psychophysiological measurements are
therefore less valuable for low ﬁdelity prototype testing, due to the
nature of the research questions to be answered at that stage of the
development process. Subjective measurements such as think-aloud are
more suited for early prototype testing.
• Securing relevant data by using several types of psychophysiological
measurements
We recommend a mixed methods approach, using both subjective
and psychophysiological measurements when investigating high
ﬁdelity prototypes. This is important since there are individual
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differences, for instance in the form of overt and covert expression of
emotions. This means that some people have very expressive faces
suitable for emotional analysis, while for people with less visible
facial expressions other methods such as SC are a better
measurement of emotional response. In general, collecting several
types of data provides a more robust result in studies with small
sample sizes.
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• Combining the think-aloud method and psychophysiological data
collection
The problem with using a concurrent think-aloud method in
combination with psychophysiological measurements is that, for
example, skin response and facial responses are affected by speech.
Think-aloud does not, to the same extent, affect eye tracking metrics,
especially when data are analysed qualitatively (i.e. as a tool for
observation validation). We recommend carefully considering which
type of think-aloud approach to use (concurrent or retrospective) in
relation to the psychophysiological methods included and the level of
prototype complexity in the test.
• Methodology consideration for large data sets
A central challenge is how to cope with the vast data amounts that
psychophysiological measurements result in, especially when combining
several measurements types. This places demands on the analysis
software used, such as in the synchronisation of data between different
measurement types (i.e. eye-tracking and skin response). Thus, we
emphasise the importance of a clear and structured methodology as
well as an understanding of the limitations of different software
programmes.
• Understanding the challenges when using psychophysiological
measurements with interactive stimuli
Using interactive test material in high ﬁdelity prototypes creates a test
environment that is more complex and harder to control. The
interactive nature gives the user more options on how to use the
prototype, and creates a more realistic test situation. However, this
means that what the user is experiencing is not constant between
participants. Predeﬁned tasks and strict adherence to test protocol are
crucial to minimising the differences in situations between test persons.
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• Understanding the choice of method in relation to generalisation and
tool design issues
The use of a laboratory setting for prototype testing has its limitations,
due to the fact that the situation is never completely natural. This is a
speciﬁc challenge when testing a tool to be used in a crisis situation,
since such a situation is nearly impossible to simulate in a lab.
However, conducting usability tests during real life crises is also
challenging, since a crisis is unexpected and sudden. Furthermore, when
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it comes to prototype testing, the main focus should be on ﬁrst
pinpointing and correcting usability problems, regardless of situational
context.
When developing a tool to be used during high-stress work, the tool
itself should be intuitive to use, and not contribute to additional cognitive
load or emotional stress caused by poor usability. In conclusion, psychophysiological measurements are helpful when trying to identify and understand the emotional and cognitive states of the user. We emphasise the
combination of different psychophysiological measurements, as well as
including subjective observations and ratings, to get a holistic understanding of the user experience, considering for example individual differences
in emotional transparency. We also emphasise that laboratory tests should
be combined with ﬁeld tests of a more or less ﬁnal version of a product, if
possible.

NOTES

1. In this chapter, we refer somewhat interchangeably to crises, emergencies, disasters and catastrophes. The distinction between the events can be
either the scale of the disruption or the cause of the event. However, such
events cause a threat to societal values and demand some sort of response
from different actors.
2. Dropouts were due to relocation and sick leave.
3. A more detailed discussion on these so-called lower- and higher-level
problems is found in Chapter 8, by Backholm et al. (2017).
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CHAPTER 10
‘WHEN THE LEVEE BREAKS’:
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SOCIAL
MEDIA USE DURING
ENVIRONMENTAL DISASTERS

Eva Goldgruber, Susanne Sackl-Sharif,
Julian Ausserhofer and Robert Gutounig
ABSTRACT
Using and understanding social media in the context of networked
publics enhances crisis communication. This chapter describes models
and ideas for integrating social media into the communication strategies of rescue organisations. The authors develop their recommendations for the use of social media by these organisations from both a
summary and comparison of communication processes during the
2013 Central European ﬂoods in Austria, and from the perspective of
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an organisation actively using social media in the chosen model region
of Alkoven. The chapter presents basic recommendations, recommendations inspired by content strategy and recommendations based on
web and social media literacy in order to support the further development of crisis communication in the digital age.
Keywords: Crisis communication strategies; social media
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integration; environmental disaster; rescue organisations

INTRODUCTION
Environmental disasters such as ﬂoods, earthquakes or tsunamis often affect
large regions and many people simultaneously or in quick succession.
Emergency response teams do not just have to deal with disaster relief. As
crisis communicators, rescue organisations, the authorities and journalists
face the challenge of communicating with many different people, affected
victims, and organisations at the same time. As a result of the increase in
social media use for news consumption in recent years (Newman, Fletcher,
Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Kleis Nielsen, 2017), there are currently more
possibilities than ever before to inform the public about events related to
environmental disasters. Furthermore, the increasing popularity of social
networks and social media has not only changed the way people get their
information; members of the public can themselves now take an active part
in crisis communication. The dialogical features of social networks, such as
the option to react to a post and discuss the published content directly with
the author/s and others, provide users with different ways of interacting:
‘When social network sites emerged, people were given a new structure for
connecting to those around them’ (boyd, 2015, p. 1).
In the light of these developments, we shall focus on the 2013 Central
European ﬂoods in Austria. Concentrating on social media, we shall discuss the communication of rescue organisations when managing the crisis
during this particular environmental disaster. The ﬂoods provide an interesting emergency case: this was not only one of the worst ﬂood events in
recent years, but it can also be seen as a landmark in crisis communication
in Austria. For the ﬁrst time, social media and other online platforms
played a key role in ﬂood-related communication about this event.
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The ﬁndings of the case study (see Chapter 7) revealed new ﬂows of
information because of the emergence of social media and online platforms; with a signiﬁcant number of ﬂood-related conversations containing
monitoring and veriﬁcation issues, and rumours. Social media were
scarcely utilised by institutional actors such as the public authorities or rescue organisations, since these media had not been extensively introduced,
and crisis management actors were barely prepared for strategic social
media communication. However, those responsible for ofﬁcial communiDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

cation and the traditional media played an important role. Social media
presented a challenge to key communicators; institutional actors, in particular, remained sceptical of social media use and content. They still do
not exploit fully the potential of social media in crisis communication.
With regard to their communication strategies, key crisis communicators need to ask which channels and strategies are appropriate for efﬁcient
online and social media communication, and how these interact with traditional communication activities. In this chapter, we discuss both our
understanding of social media in networked publics, and crisis communication models which differentiate between actors. Following on from this,
we describe our research design and give a summary of the most important
empirical results regarding the ﬂoods. We focus on our chosen model
region, Alkoven, one of the municipalities in Austria that was most
affected. We go on to integrate these ﬁndings with the more general results
already extensively presented in Chapter 7. Based on our theoretical
framework and empirical results, we develop recommendations for social
media crisis communication during environmental disasters with a
focus on rescue organisations. In the last section, we provide concluding
remarks and bring the discussion up to date by discussing developments
since 2013.

THEORETICAL BACKDROP
Understanding Social Media and Networked Publics
In recent years, social media have become platforms for mediatised articulation; they are often used for expressing views on everyday topics and
have now become important forms of media, especially in the construction
of new types of publics, with the implication this has for the whole media
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sphere. Personal relevance plays an essential role in social media use as it
deﬁnes the informational value of a message. Moreover, so-called Internet
publics have emerged; these are groups that are usually formed by linked
conversations across platforms and networks (Katzenbach, 2016). We
refer in particular to the concept of ‘networked publics’ (boyd, 2010) to
gain a better understanding of the role of social media within contempor-
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ary communication structures:
In short, I contend that networked publics are publics that are
restructured by networked technologies; they are simultaneously
a space and a collection of people. (boyd, 2010, p. 41)
By emphasising its socio-technological foundations, boyd stresses the
innovative character of networked publics. This resides mainly in their
ability to reproduce and transmit information swiftly, as well as in the
extensive use of digital structures they make. The emergence of networked
publics sparked an intense debate on how the public sphere is changing
and how it can be remodelled. One concept used in this debate is the ‘personal publics’ model. According to this model, information is: (1) selected
according to individual relevance; (2) addressed towards a personal network and (3) transmitted in a conversational style of communication
(Schmidt, 2014, p. 4).
The concept of ‘ad hoc publics’ (Bruns & Burgess, 2011)
publics emerging from, at times, very ﬂuid communities

that is,

is especially

relevant in the context under discussion. Such ‘issue publics’ are often
formed by individuals using certain hashtags, for instance on Twitter.
Other social media platforms, such as Facebook, with its pages and communities, can also become spaces for these publics. In many crisis situations, we can observe the formation of these types of publics across
different platforms; this highlights their relevance in designing a model of
networked crisis communication: ‘Networked forms of communication
provide the form of connection among diverse social networks’ (Friedland,
Hove, & Rojas, 2006, p. 7).
In acknowledging this shift in communication processes, many traditional actors in crisis communication ﬁnd they need to reconceptualise the
role of the public. Traditionally, the public has been seen as a rather passive audience. Crisis communicators also need to rethink their own role in

Recommendations for Social Media Use During Environmental Disasters

233

these networks, as well as their communication strategies, procedures and
forms of communication.
We are stressing here the shift from a mass-media public sphere to a
networked public sphere (Benkler, 2006) in which communities of interest
gather on the web or on social media. Social media can be regarded as an
enabler for those affected by disasters in that they now are able to publish
relevant information.
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This new networked public sphere systematically increases
communicative reﬂexivity at every level of communication,
including the political system, civil society, and the lifeworld. Its
network structure erodes the authority and agenda-setting
power of the traditional media. (Friedland et al., 2006, p. 18)

Communication Models and Social Media
The mode of communication during emergencies or disasters has also
changed in the social media age, as is shown, for example, by Pechta,
Brandenburg, and Seeger (2010) in their four-channel model of communication. They focus on information ﬂows in emergencies and discuss the
roles of different public actors, such as NGOs, the public, journalists or
economic actors. In their model, the inﬂuence of new technologies and
social media on behaviour and communication strategies in emergencies is
central. Communication is understood as a dynamic process and not as
the uni-directional process, from the authorities to the public, which has
been the long-established basis for traditional emergency communication.
Dynamic communication means that not only the authorities, but also
members of the public are both senders and receivers. Hence information
ﬂows are not linear but multi-directional. One of the most important
aspects of this model is the centrality of the public in emergency communication as a result of the increased communication ﬂows on social media
platforms from the public to the authorities.
The typology of communication scenarios elaborated by Reuter,
Marx, and Pipek (2012) is another important approach for our study.
This model distinguishes between four different communication types during emergency situations: (1) from organisations to the public, as in classical crisis communication; (2) from the public to the public (e.g. self-help
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communities); (3) from the public to organisations, integrating citizengenerated content and (4) from organisations to organisations, in the
form of inter-organisational crisis management. In this model, social media
is seen as beneﬁcial for all four types of communication levels;
furthermore, they help accelerate the information ﬂow between all
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communicators.

From Crisis Public to Networked Crisis Publics?
The aforementioned models address the public only as a whole.
However, in this chapter, we proceed not from one networked crisis
public, but rather from many networked crisis publics which are not
necessarily interlinked. In such ‘split networks’ (Simmons, 2013, p. 2)
where ‘information travels quickly and repeatedly within a group’ but
‘doesn’t travel between groups’, it is not only important to consider the
interplay with other actors/stakeholders within a networked public, but
also between different networked publics. Social media dialogue can,
therefore, be characterised as both more closed and more open

and

as reorganised information ﬂows where connecting in networks is
central.
Networked technologies reorganise how information ﬂows and
how people interact with information and each other. In essence,
the architecture of networked publics differentiates them from
more traditional notions of publics. (boyd, 2010, p. 41)

RESEARCH DESIGN
In contrast to Chapter 7, which includes an overview of an extensive range
of different stakeholders and communication patterns, we focus in this
chapter on our chosen model region, Alkoven,1 in the district of Eferding,
Upper Austria, in order to understand in more detail the speciﬁc communication process by the local voluntary ﬁre brigade in the 2013 transnational
ﬂoods. We have selected this case because it is an example of one of the
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few organisations that had already included social media in its crisis
communication.
We have analysed relevant documents and ofﬁcial websites pertaining
to this case, as well as conducting an interview with the person responsible
for the media. Furthermore, we conducted a computer-assisted, qualitative
content analysis of the Facebook page (data gathered via Facepager application2 in May 2016) and website of the voluntary ﬁre brigade (Kaefer,
Roper, & Sinha, 2015; Schreier, 2012).
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

Time is vital when communicating during ﬂooding crises because
ﬂoods have a long lead time compared to other disasters. To determine
‘what happened when’, we reconstructed different crisis phases in the chosen region, with a focus on the pre-crisis phase and the crisis phase. We
centred the reconstruction on the voluntary ﬁre brigade and added other
actors involved at different hierarchical levels in order to determine and
analyse ‘who addresses whom’ and how the different media were
interlinked.
We have integrated these ﬁndings with the general outcomes from the
study of social media use during the 2013 ﬂood, retrieved from 20 semistructured, in-depth interviews and social media and online communication data, as already presented in Chapter 7, so that we can make recommendations for rescue organisations on the use of social media during
environmental disasters.

FINDINGS
What Happened When?
From a hydrographical perspective the ‘extreme ﬂood water situation’ in
2013 was caused by heavy rainfalls at the end of May and beginning of
June (Bundesministerium für Land- und Forstwirtschaft, Umwelt und
Wasserwirtschaft, 2014). The water levels paralleled different crisis
phases.
A reconstruction of the main phases, taking into account national and
regional communication activities, showed that the pre-crisis phase had
already started with internal information on the rain and weather warnings on 28 May. The Upper Austrian crisis management unit was ofﬁcially
convened at federal state level on 2 June 2013 at 07:17 because several
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districts had been affected by the ﬂood, and the incident was declared as
disaster.3 Alkoven ﬁre brigade put together a crisis management team in
the ﬁre station on June 2 at 07:30. These developments marked the transition to the crisis phase, and for one week emergency workers and the
authorities operated in the Alkoven area.
As documented on the website and Facebook page of the Alkoven voluntary ﬁre brigade, the area around Alkoven was hit by ﬂoods on 3 June.
On 4 June the ﬂoods also hit areas that had not been affected by the last
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

severe ﬂoods in 2002. The following day, as the water level decreased, the
cleaning-up operations began, lasting until the end of the ﬁre brigade’s
operations, after six days and 10 hours, on 8 June, the beginning of the
post-crisis phase.

Who Addresses Whom? A General Perspective
Pre-crisis Phase
Internal advance information about the rain and its effects (mudﬂows
and ﬂoods) from remote experts, both to their clients and to other
remote experts, could already be identiﬁed on 28 May 2013; however,
this information was not yet publicly available. A media service on the
ofﬁcial website of the public authority responsible, which gathers
together press releases, had not yet, by the following day, included any
information or warnings about the heavy rainfall or the imminent
ﬂoods. There were no warnings or clariﬁcations about the heavy rainfall
in public communications on these ﬁrst two days (Amt der Oö.
Landesregierung, 2013b; Austrian Central Institute for Meteorology and
Geodynamics, 2013).
Warnings about the imminence of mudﬂows and ﬂoods (from remote
experts to the public) were disseminated by the legacy media on 30 May.
As regulated by law, weather warnings had to be published in the media;
consequently, news articles about the heavy rain were published. From
that moment, the political leadership was alerted and observed the situation (Amt der Oö. Landesregierung, 2013b; Austrian Central Institute for
Meteorology and Geodynamics, 2013).
On 31 May, media outlets at regional and national levels gave information about the weather situation and reported on the ‘tense situation’,
‘preparation with ﬂood defences’, ‘fear of rising water levels’ and that
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the ﬁre brigades had been mobilised (OÖ Nachrichten, 2013; ORF,
2013a). For Upper Austria, announcements regarding preparations were
made, but there were no ﬂood warnings (APA, 2013a). Media outlets
and the press agency announced a ‘ﬂood alarm’ in extensive areas of
other regions in Austria as well as a ‘major alarm for the ﬁre brigade
along the Danube’ in Lower Austria on 1 June (APA, 2013b; ORF,
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2013b).
Crisis Phase
With the beginning of the crisis phase on 2 June 2013, ofﬁcial communication took over responsibility (Ooe. KatSchG., n.d.). Internal information for situation awareness about water levels and ﬂood alarm stages
was passed on regularly to institutional actors by remote experts.
Institutional actors released information about the current situation to
journalists via the media service on the ofﬁcial website (region of Upper
Austria). In addition, they asked media organisations to inform the populace, making them aware of preventative measures, and to disseminate
sources where people were to get ofﬁcial information, such as crisis portals
and websites (Amt der Oö. Landesregierung, 2013c). Media outlets also
directed their readers to the most recent information, for instance, via their
live tickers, and recommended particular (ofﬁcial and unofﬁcial) information sources. The relevant authorities continuously summarised the latest
information on their websites.

Who Addresses Whom? The Voluntary Fire Brigade’s Online and
Social Media Communication
Pre-crisis Phase
Although no concrete ﬂood warning had been issued, the Alkoven voluntary ﬁre brigade had already begun its activities on 2 June 2013.
They started preparing for a disaster at 06:00 and provided the ﬁrst
unofﬁcial information from institutional actors to affected publics
(warnings were given through loudspeakers on the ﬁre engine), even
though the media spokesperson interviewed was not expecting ﬂoodwaters at that time.
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Crisis Phase
A crisis status was declared on June 2 2013, and the representative of the
municipality, the institutional actor responsible at a communal level,
began steadily to inform the public. On their website, the ﬁre brigade published information about the imminence of ﬂoods on 2 June, at 08:00.
From this moment on, they released information about water levels and
expected ﬂoods in municipal areas. They continuously updated and
informed, aggregating information from remote experts, about disaster
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

prevention operations and the current situation.
Shortly after the initial communication on their website, they published
the ﬁrst ﬂood-related information on their Facebook page, which had
already been established and activated before 2013. Hence the ﬁrst ﬂoodrelated post4 was published in the crisis phase; this consisted of ﬂood
advance information and pointed out the link to the ﬁre brigade’s website
on 2 June, 08:23.
During the ﬂood the ﬁre brigade made 69 Facebook postings in seven
days. The ﬁre brigade mainly posted status updates and photos, but also
links to their own websites and YouTube videos (for instance, a short
information video on the ﬂoodwater on 3 June). The Facebook data also
showed that people were very engaged through likes, comments and
shares. In the post-crisis phase there were still Facebook postings by the
voluntary brigades on a regular basis. They were largely about the ﬂoods,
but also about other ﬁre brigade operations.
An interview with the media spokesperson revealed that the 2013
ﬂoods were seen as an ‘internet crisis’ as well as an environmental disaster by the voluntary ﬁre brigade. They therefore made extensive use
of social media, especially Facebook, as a means of communication,
publishing posts that directed the audience to their homepage. In
this way, the website was promoted as the main source of information
for those affected. In addition, they located the information the public
was seeking via Facebook dialogue and relayed answers to interested
stakeholders.

Comparison and Summary
Our analyses revealed that there was no public communication by institutional actors in the pre-crisis phase. Dissemination to the public by
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institutional actors began via media outlets in the crisis phase. The type
of communication was mainly one-to-many, for instance, via press ofﬁcers and press releases, but also through ofﬁcial websites. In general,
media outlets were asked to disseminate information and those responsible for ofﬁcial communication played an important role in every communication activity. To reach many (affected) people, references to
websites and to organisations where information had been gathered
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were common.
With regard to Alkoven, the analysis further demonstrated that there
was no ofﬁcial communication with the (affected) public before the crisis
team had been assembled; however, once the crisis phase had ofﬁcially
begun, they were able to quickly initiate communication on their website
and Facebook page because they were prepared. Social media was already
integrated and systematically used in their public communications. The
voluntary ﬁre brigade aggregated, shared and interlinked the latest information on the ﬂood (from remote experts and the public authorities, but
also their own information on, for example, the status of operations) via
their website, which functioned as an information hub; they also used their
Facebook page for networked dissemination and distribution. The ﬁre brigade can be seen as an active social media user and representative of those
institutional actors utilising social media to connect with those affected,
and with networked publics in general, through retrievable and shareable
content.
On a general level, our ﬁndings revealed that the public, to an extent,
constructed its own network immediately, since ofﬁcial crisis communicators were not able to establish a Facebook network quickly enough
(see also Goldgruber, Sackl-Sharif, Gutounig, & Ausserhofer, 2017)
compared to Alkoven, where Facebook was a place to get information or
participate. If we compare the general ﬁndings (see Chapter 7) and the
communication processes in the case of Alkoven, we see that ofﬁcial
communication strategies failed to include social media, whereas the use
of social media by a rescue organisation (especially when connected with
an ofﬁcial website) facilitated its communication on the environmental
disaster. This was because the rescue organisation in particular used fast
(networked) communication and disseminated and circulated information via Facebook.
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Developments after 2013
The attitudes and possibilities of different institutional actors have been
changing since 2013. However, implementing social media is still a challenge and an on-going process for organisations and key communicators.
Results from three master theses5 have recently conﬁrmed this: key communicators expressed the view that social media are indispensable and
open up new communication possibilities

not only in relation to envir-
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onmental disasters. However, a paradigm shift is still needed in crisis communication in order to fully integrate these processes into the ofﬁcial
communication system (Meier, 2016). With respect to stakeholder communication, concepts need to further development, for instance, as to how
social media communication between the ﬁre brigade and ﬁreﬁghters
(including their personal environment) should work to ensure that they are
both well prepared for a crisis and more effective in dealing with it
(Rieger, 2017). Heinrich (2017) concludes that the need to communicate
efﬁciently is never more important than in crisis situations, but that numerous domain-speciﬁc factors and limitations of the institutional actors
involved inﬂuence the process of communication in the public services.
Improvement in internal workﬂows is particularly necessary to be
effective.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND MODELS
A long-lead disaster such as a ﬂood on the scale of the one in 2013 is
accompanied by a lengthy period of time in the prephase. Social media
preparation is, therefore, crucial, because online discussion or speculation
happen quickly, especially if news has already been published about adjacent areas affected by the ﬂood (in this case in Germany) and forecasts of
water levels have been issued (in this case for the Eferdinger Becken valley). In this area, where Alkoven is located, the water levels were hard to
estimate, but designated as being higher than in 2002 (APA, 2013c).
Moreover, context-related aspects (the area was affected by a ﬂood in
2002) inﬂuence communication.
We are, therefore, presenting three areas of recommendations for rescue organisations and introducing models for web and social media crisis
communication.
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Basic Recommendations for Rescue Organisations
Acknowledging the reality of media usage today, a shift in communication
practice is needed. Responsible actors should pay more attention to strategic communication that takes into account the networked public sphere.
In this sense, social media offer an additional possibility for institutional
actors, for instance, to directly communicate precautions, coordinate people or facilitate the monitoring of the situation. We conclude that in the
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

digital age a solid communication plan should include both social media
and proactive communication. Therefore, our ﬁrst points cover these areas
and form a basis for our further recommendations.
Plan Ahead and Communicate Proactively
Institutional actors such as rescue organisations or authorities barely
included social media in their communication processes before and during
the 2013 Central European ﬂoods in Austria. In the digital age, however,
the public increasingly uses social media as an entry point for information
or news (Newman et al., 2017); require information and news in real-time
(Coombs, 2014). Therefore, we recommend planning ahead and developing a national

or at least federal state

framework for social media

use, prepared for emergencies. This recommendation corresponds to ideas
of the ‘situational crisis communication theory’ which suggests that ‘crisis
communication must be strategic, [to be effective]’ (Coombs, 2014,
p. 316). Therefore, rescue organisations and the authorities should always
be priming themselves in non-crisis or pre-crisis phases.
Consequently, a proactive communication strategy is essential. If, in
the pre-crisis phase, the public cannot ﬁnd any information on social
media about an imminent disaster, a ‘paracrisis’ could occur as the result
of an information vacuum (Coombs & Holladay, 2012); this means a
threat of crisis developing into an actual crisis because of an organisation’s
communication behaviour. As our results showed, the spread of misinformation or wrong information via social media could also be accelerated.
In contrast, a proactive strategy of publishing and sharing the latest
updates on a familiar website and/or established Facebook page will prevent such developments. A proactive communication strategy (in the precrisis phase) can inﬂuence the circulation of information and help prevent
a communication crisis. We suggest that crisis communicators use social
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media for information purposes and connect actively with conversations
taking place within ‘networked publics’ (boyd, 2010).

Content Strategy Inspired Recommendations
In crisis communication, disseminating the most important facts efﬁciently
and effectively can be seen as one of the most important requirements for
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

institutional actors. In the digital age, there are also new actors and new
needs; many people get their information from the web and on social
media platforms and also communicate actively. One problem organisations face today, not just in crises, is the greatly increased number of possibilities (platforms, channels, etc.) for information to be easily and swiftly
published and communicated. Doubts concerning the practicability and
operability of social media during operations by a rescue organisation
remain, since it is not clear who the target group is for the information,
given especially that not everybody has access. In a crisis situation, where
institutional actors, such as the authorities, and rescue organisations work
together, it is a further challenge to align communication activities. This
raises the questions as to what the appropriate channels are and what content is needed on the web and social media.
Therefore, our next recommendations illustrate a way to manage
online communication and to develop and implement appropriate crisis
communication, ‘treating content as a critical asset worthy of strategic
planning and meaningful investment’ (Halvorson, 2008, Section 2).
Develop and Implement a Content Strategy
We suggest that a process inspired by the discipline of content strategy,
(for an overview see Batova & Andersen, 2016; Clark, 2016) will support
crisis communicators in establishing and further developing social media
communication: ‘Content strategy guides your plans for the creation,
delivery, and governance of content’ (Halvorson & Rach, 2012, p. 28).
A successful content strategy includes not only the achievement of the
organisation’s goals, but also meets the needs of users, including, for
instance, accessing and acquiring relevant information directly on social
media.
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Content strategy: Helps companies understand and produce the
kind of content their target audiences really need. […] Aligns
communication across channels so that web content, print
collateral, social media conversations, and internal knowledge
management are working toward the same goals (in channelappropriate ways). (Kissane, 2011, p. 1)
The Content Strategy Quad by Brain Trafﬁc6 (see also Rach, 2011) is a
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

content strategy framework that summarises a way of creating useful content with a model that illustrates the components needed to implement and
support the strategy. It is divided into the core content strategy at the centre, two quadrants focusing on content components (structure and substance), and two quadrants focusing on people components (workﬂow
and governance; Casey, 2015).
Substance deﬁnes what content the organisation should produce,
how it should sound, and why it’s meaningful or relevant to
users. Structure refers to how content is organised and displayed
so users can ﬁnd and use the content they need. Workﬂow is
how content ﬂows through the organisation

from ideation to

publication to ongoing maintenance. Governance details how
the organisation makes decisions about content to ensure that
it’s on-strategy. (Casey, 2015, p. xxv)
First, it is essential to deﬁne the core strategy for comprehensive communication that guides the social media communication strategy. The core
strategy determines what content is required and how the voice and tone
of the content should be. Furthermore, it is necessary to deﬁne how the
content should be structured (for instance, how detailed it should be) and
for which particular social media platform it should be modelled.
Besides the speciﬁc content, the roles, tasks and tools for web and
social media communication processes have to be deﬁned in detail in order
to outline how those responsible can manage and maintain content on a
daily basis, as well as in a crisis situation. Finally, it is essential to develop
content guidelines and standards for the organisation and for evaluating
the content.
The basis for a social content strategy for crisis communication is the
alignment of these different components. It is, on the one hand, necessary
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to reconsider the content to be created for social media, but also to reconsider the organisational workﬂows that are often antagonistic to ideas
about the network structure of social networks.
Identify Your Stakeholders and Users, and their Needs
Institutional actors, such as rescue organisations or the authorities, mainly
pursued a top-down and one-to-many communication strategy during the
2013 ﬂoods in Austria. However, they were confronted with a many-toDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

many form of communication on the web and in social media. Our
research shows that a more nuanced understanding of the public and their
demands is needed in the digital age. Hence it is important to get to know
your users. This essentially means that you need to monitor your users’
concerns to identify their needs and provide them with useful content.
Therefore, we suggest that institutional actors rethink their view of the
audience as a passive public (i.e. receivers) towards networked publics (i.e.
interconnected receivers and senders). As already discussed in Chapter 7,
we are guided by the stakeholder management approach which deﬁnes a
stakeholder as ‘any group or individual who can affect or is affected by
the achievement of the organization’s objectives’ (Freeman, 1984, p. 46).
Furthermore, it is important to identify, analyse and prioritise the expectations of the different stakeholders and integrate their expectations and
needs in communication strategies. In this way, institutional actors will
gain a more nuanced conception of their audience and will be able to ﬁnd
a new, more adequate crisis communication strategy.
Web and social media users affected by or interested in the crisis situation have become stakeholders. They actively search for relevant content
on these channels. Consequently, it is important for rescue organisations
that the web and social media content they produce, and the way they
manage it, meets the information and communication needs of the users
(especially concerning information behaviours) and helps support operations in dealing with the disaster when people ﬁnd the information they
were looking for. In general, a more user-centred communication (behaviour) can help prevent a communication crisis.
Institutional actors should also reﬂect on whether and how it is possible to integrate citizen-generated content in the communication
processes

what Reuter et al. (2012) have deﬁned as communication

from the public/s to organisations. The identiﬁcation and monitoring of
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this content has to be deﬁned. In addition, we recommend direct response
and reaction to this content on social media channels, so that communication supports the circulation of veriﬁed information among different stakeholders through networked communication on various social media
channels. The role of the person(s) responsible for this task has to be
deﬁned in such a way as to fulﬁl this requirement.
Build Your Audience First
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

Institutional actors, such as public authorities and rescue organisations,
were practically absent from the ﬂood-related public social media data;
either they had not yet set up social media accounts or they were hardly
visible through not having a large ‘fan community’ online. Consequently,
there was a lack of public information on social media and an absence of
predeﬁned social media space for comment and dialogue (which, in addition, could help identify and react to user-generated content and
demands).
Before the next environmental disaster, rescue organisations7 and public authorities should establish a communication process which includes
social media in order to guarantee that the public knows about ofﬁcial
social media channels and can get information from them. Only by becoming a part of the communication network can these organisations become
sources that maintain their presence within the mass of crisis-related content and accounts.
While content strategy is a strategic approach to ‘create, deliver, maintain usable content’ (Halvorson, 2008) for more efﬁcient processes and
usable content, content marketing can, more speciﬁcally, ‘attract, acquire,
engage a target audience’ for social media channels. To consolidate the
web and social media presence and promote these accounts, institutional
actors could adopt the content maturity model as developed by Robert
Rose (see also Content Marketing Institute, n.d.; Goldgruber et al., 2017;
Pulizzi, 2014); this is a model for content development that proposes creating speciﬁc content in three consecutive steps: (1) content aware; (2)
thought leader and (3) storyteller.
The (usually sufﬁcient) basis for an organisation to build its audience
is by becoming content aware. In this ﬁrst stage, an organisation has to
‘be found’, build ‘trust’ and ‘generate greatness’ on the web and in social
media by generating trustworthy and helpful content in order to increase
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awareness about its services or information. In the next stage, an organisation strives to become a thought leader on social media by offering
content that is closely related to the areas of interest of its target audience. In this way, the organisation is able to ‘meet demand’, ‘create further trust’ and act as an ‘efﬁcient funnel’. In the last step, the aim of an
organisation is to participate and interact with its audience on social
media and have an impact based on emotional relationships (Pulizzi,
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2014).
In crises it could be helpful for institutional actors to be widely known
(level of awareness) on social media and to be seen as trustworthy when
providing a speciﬁc service or information. Nevertheless, the organisations
also have to continuously demonstrate their reliability through their web
and social media presence and contents. Especially rescue organisations
should increase their online community through stories and interaction in
non-crisis times.

Web and Social Media Literacy Oriented Recommendations
Finally, it is not only important to develop crisis communication strategies but also to develop and improve practical skills in dealing with
social media platforms and communication processes. Thus, organisations should also provide training for all those involved in crisis communication. We recommend training with an emphasis on developing
practical skills.
Train Your Web and Social Media Literacy
As part of crisis preparation, responsible actors should be prepared to
manage social media communication. This should not only include publishing and monitoring tools used by the organisation (see also Backfried
et al., 2016), but also establishing and practising structures for communicating online and on social media on a daily basis. In this regard, we are
guided by the Mozilla model of Web Literacy that includes three dimensions that are also relevant for social media:
(1) Read: Online reading requires a ‘basic understanding of web [and
social media] mechanics’ and is a ‘critical skill for engaging content
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online’. In the context of a crisis, this skill is also important for
monitoring and evaluating content.
(2) Write: ‘Writing on the web enables one to build and create content to
make meaning’. As already illustrated, it is important to know how
and what content to produce on different platforms during a crisis.
(3) Participate: Participating on the web enables one to connect with ‘the
communities that share, build, and sustain meaningful content online’
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

and thereby demands ‘knowledge of how to create, publish and link
content’ (Mozilla Learning, n.d.).
Learning to read, write and participate on the web, especially on social
media, is an essential precondition for reaching out to and connecting with
different actors and online communities. It is also helpful in monitoring
and dealing with social media posts. This could be part of a media literacy
training which takes into account the speciﬁc needs and requirements of
crisis management.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
In this chapter, we have summarised and compared communication processes relating to the 2013 Central European ﬂoods in Austria. On the one
hand, we have discussed our chosen model region of Alkoven to illustrate
the perspective of an active social media user. On the other hand, we have
outlined our ﬁndings about the ﬂoods on a general level (see Chapter 7).
Based on these ﬁndings, we have described models and ideas relevant for
the integration of social media, developed recommendations for rescue
organisations and asked how to further develop and implement a more
holistic crisis communication strategy with: (1) basic recommendations;
(2) recommendations inspired by content strategy and (3) recommendations oriented by web and social media literacy.
The continuous development of (new) platforms with social features
inﬂuences communication mechanisms; new behaviours are also emerging
that will impact upon the future of news and crisis communication, as
they also heavily inﬂuence the way people connect and communicate.
When formulating a strategy for crisis communication, organisations,
different stakeholders and technology play an important, interactive role.
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However, as all of these components may change rapidly in the near
future, our recommendations are more general and focus especially on
timing-related (speed and crisis phases) and content-related aspects. These
could act as catalysts for further improvements in communication strategies for the digital age.
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NOTES

1. Alkoven was chosen because it is one of the municipalities near the
Danube severely affected by the ﬂood in 2013 (Bundesministerium für
Land- und Forstwirtschaft, Umwelt und Wasserwirtschaft, 2014).
2. Facepager is an application for generic data retrieval through APIs (see
Keyling & Jünger, 2016).
3. The Upper Austrian crisis management held a ﬁrst press conference to
inform the public in general terms on 3 June (Amt der Oö.
Landesregierung, 2013a)
4. In the identiﬁed pre-crisis phase, we found only one posting on their
Facebook page (which was not about the ﬂoods).
5. Conducted as part of the RESCUE project.
6. See http://braintrafﬁc.com/ (08.01.2018).
7. Remark: The ﬁre service in particular is trusted in Austria.
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CHAPTER 11
SOCIAL MEDIA COMMUNICATION
DURING DISEASE OUTBREAKS:
FINDINGS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Harald Hornmoen and Colin McInnes
ABSTRACT
The chapter provides recommendations for key communicators’
social media use during pandemic threats. Recommendations are
based on ﬁndings from two sets of case studies during the
2014 2015 outbreak of Ebola in West Africa: the use by authorities
in UK and Norway during the 2014 2015 West African Ebola outbreak; and the use by established media in the UK.
Keywords: Ebola outbreak; social media; health authorities;
established UK media; recommendations; risk communication

r Harald Hornmoen and Colin McInnes. Published by Emerald Publishing Limited.
This article is published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0)
licence. Anyone may reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works of
this article (for both commercial and non-commercial purposes), subject to full
attribution to the original publication and authors. The full terms of this licence may
be seen at http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode

255

Harald Hornmoen and Colin McInnes

256

INTRODUCTION
The risks from disease outbreaks and the threat of pandemics based on
highly pathogenic inﬂuenza strains have risen signiﬁcantly on the agendas
of high income countries (HICs), such as Norway and the UK, over the
past decade (Department of Health, 2008; Foreign and Commonwealth
Ofﬁce UK, 2003; State Department, 2004). The 2002 2003 outbreak of
SARS demonstrated how novel diseases could spread to high income counDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

tries, while in 2009 the outbreaks of H1N1 ‘swine ﬂu’ realised concerns
which had been developing over the course of the decade over the risk of
pandemics. This has created a narrative where a major outbreak of a communicable disease is of global concern given its potential to spread to any
part of the world, because of its macro-economic consequences and the
potential impact upon stability of states and regions. As a consequence,
for the ﬁrst time in generations, disease outbreaks are crises for HICs, even
when they originate elsewhere and the case load is highest elsewhere.
Such crises provide a challenge for health authorities, crisis communicators and news reporters’ use of social media because, whereas the attention span of social media tends to be short, pandemics are extended
crises

what are sometimes termed ‘long wave events’. This offers par-

ticular challenges compared to a shorter term crisis in terms of maintaining
interest, but also opportunities in allowing procedures to be put in place to
meet the speciﬁc needs of the event (e.g. health authorities may introduce
pre-authorised messages tailored to the speciﬁc disease; established media
may embed reporters or hire expert commentators). Messages on social
media are often short (especially micro-blogging sites such as Twitter),
whereas accurate advice

and news reporting

may require detail.

Whereas diagnostic testing to provide up-to-date advice may be slow,
response time on social media is fast, something that leads to rumour
(Coombs, 2012). Accurate information is required to prevent illness and
death or mitigate fear, whereas social media is rife with mis- and disinformation. However, social media can also offer risk and crisis communicators, as well as reporters, advantages due to their greater immediacy
over more traditional forms of communication, and because of their
potential for tailored responses, for example, through direct monitoring
and response to user’s concerns rather than by inferring from past experience (Aramaki, Maskawa, & Morita, 2011; Bernardo et al., 2013).
Moreover, increasing numbers of the public as well as professionals are
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using social media as a source of news and information, so risk and crisis
communicators need to engage with this technology if they are to efﬁciently convey what may be important ultimately in saving lives.
In 2014, the outbreak of Ebola in West Africa became one of the most
signiﬁcant news items for both social media and more traditional media
(print, radio, TV) in the UK and Norway, both because of the growing
scale of the crisis in West Africa, and because both Norway and the UK
received citizens with Ebola that were medically evacuated from the
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

region. In particular, the emergence of Ebola cases in the US and Europe
prompted a widespread sense of risk among Western populations late in
2014, seen not least in the massive spike in social media interest
(Luckerson, 2014). In responding to such risks, it is vital that the authorities communicate effectively to reassure the public and offer advice on
how to avoid the infection, while established media may not only act as
vectors for the spread of information but help to shape public understanding of the event.
Our focus here is to provide recommendations for key communicators
in health crisis management and established journalistic media regarding
their use of social media during health risks such as pandemic threats. We
base our recommendations on, on the one hand, analysis of how
Norwegian and UK authorities had planned for social media use in health
risks and crises, and then how they actually used social media (particularly
Twitter) during the 2014 2015 Ebola outbreak (McInnes & Hornmoen,
2018). This analysis provided the ﬁrst detailed examination of public
health authorities’ plans for and use of social media during a disease outbreak in these two countries. We also draw upon insights gathered from
our study (elsewhere in this volume) of the use of social media in the UK
by established news media. We distinguish between ‘traditional media’ of
print, TV and radio and ‘established news media’, by which we mean
news organisations which existed prior to the popularisation of social
media and whose origins lie in traditional media.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
The paper is framed by an understanding of social media as communication channels in which users can and often do bypass traditional gatekeepers, such as government authorities and established news media.
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Crisis communicators therefore need to adjust their traditional dissemination practices if they are to communicate effectively (Coombs, 2012).
Crucially, we understand that the revolutionary potential of social media
for crisis communicators is in their dialogical attributes and their multiuser nature (although other factors such as agility of response are also
important). The consequence of this is that, rather than one-sidedly controlling and feeding social media users with information, crisis communi-
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cators need to listen to what users are saying and provide them with
access to information. Social media’s innovation of user-generated content
has opened up horizontal communication links between the public and
authorities/established media, rather than simply vertical links of content
being distributed by authorities/established media and consumed by the
public.
Health authorities have traditionally pursued a vertically integrated
model of crisis communication, gathering epidemiological data and using
it to provide health professionals and the public with information in a
coordinated and coherent way (Department of Health, 2012). Similarly,
established news media have operated in a vertically integrated manner.
They see their role as reporting and commenting on events using data
gathered from a number of possible sources, where the reliability of the
source may be a crucial factor in whether an event is reported on or not.
Social media, in contrast, create both vertical and horizontal connections,
allowing risk and crisis communicators as well as established media to listen and respond to users and provide them with information tailored to
their concerns. As crisis communication tools, social media may be quicker
than traditional media. They may reach different user groups or reinforce
messaging from other sources and may provide sentiment analysis allowing authorities to reduce fear and anxiety. Relevant to this, Chew and
Eysenbach (2010) concluded from a content analysis of tweets during the
2009 H1N1 outbreak that these provided a rich source of opinions and
experiences, which can be used for real-time content and sentiment analysis, allowing health authorities to better respond to public concerns.
We build on Valentini and Kruckeberg’s observation that social media
have raised questions over the ability of organisations to respond to the
nature of the medium in their crisis communications. According to them,
social media’s potential for real-time interactions, short response time and
user-generated contents have raised questions about ‘how organisations
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can prepare for critical situations, managing and even exploiting the internet’s capabilities for dialog in crisis communication’ (Valentini &
Kruckeberg, 2016, p. 482). We tested this observation by examining
health authorities’ plans for and use of social media during a long wave
event.
The long-wave event we chose was that of a disease outbreak/pandemic
and speciﬁcally the 2014 2015 outbreak of Ebola in West Africa. Unlike
a terrorist incident or ﬂood, which may be over in days or even hours, disDownloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

ease outbreaks last weeks and conceivably months. In the case of the
Ebola outbreak we study here, the World Health Organisation (WHO)
publicly announced the outbreak in March 2014 and, although the worst
phase was effectively over a year later, nevertheless maintained their highest level of alert (a PHEIC, or Public Health Emergency of International
Concern) into 2016. There were peaks of media interest surrounding speciﬁc events such as the meeting of the UN Security Council which declared
the outbreak a risk to international peace and stability, the medical evacuation of aid workers from West Africa infected with the disease, and the
transmission of the disease to health workers in the US and Europe.

RESEARCH DESIGN
In the case study of key health communicators’ social media use, the focus
on Norway and the UK offered a comparative element. Both are HICs for
whom outbreaks of deadly diseases are novel risks; both are liberal democracies, with well-established traditions of freedom of expression reﬂected
in their use of social media, and both countries had nationals medically
evacuated home from West Africa infected with Ebola. By comparing similar countries, we may speculate more freely about whether the approaches
to and problems with social media are speciﬁc to Norway or UK or perhaps more generic to HICs. We focus on Twitter as (with Facebook) one
of the two most popular social media platforms at the time of Ebola. We
use the West African Ebola outbreak as our test because by 2014 social
media use by the general public was signiﬁcant, and risk/crisis communication plans for social media were in place in both countries.
In Norway, we focused on the plans and practices of two key
governmental agencies

the Norwegian Directorate of Health (NDH,

our abbreviation) and the Norwegian Institute for Public Health (NIPH).
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The NDH is responsible for monitoring conditions that affect public
health and trends within the health and care services, and acts as the
national normative and expert body on health matters, giving ‘independent and impartial advice’. The NIPH works to improve public health by
strengthening the preventive health efforts in society, and it has an overall
responsibility for knowledge production and systematic reviews for the
health sector. In the UK, we focused on the Department of Health (DoH)
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which is the lead agency for communications policy during health emergencies (UK Government, 2015), and Public Health England (PHE), which
provides technical advice and expertise on epidemics.
In examining the policy and strategy adopted by Norway and the UK
for the use of social media in health emergencies at the time of Ebola, we
asked:
• What importance was attached by public health authorities to social
media?
• What importance did public health authorities in the countries attach to
gaining trust in their social media posts and how did they attempt to
generate this trust?
• How did the authorities address the interactive nature of social media?
We also analysed tweets produced by the UK and Norwegian authorities
to determine how social media were used. We focused upon the nature of
the content, who the tweets were directed at, the discourse form and dominant speech act, and use of proxy measures (‘likes’ and re-tweets) to infer
impact and effectiveness.
Our study of the established media’s use of social media focused on the
use of Twitter across four key moments in 2014.
(1) The announcement of an outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease in West
Africa by the WHO in March 2014;
(2) The declaration by the WHO of a PHEIC in early August 2014;
(3) The evacuation of British nurse William Pooley from Sierra Leone on
25 August 2014; and
(4) The announcement on 29 December 2014 that the Scottish nurse
Pauline Cafferkey had been diagnosed with Ebola in the UK.
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We have deliberately chosen two events of international concern or interest, and two of more speciﬁc concern and interest to the UK to offer some
variation allowing comparison. It is structured by addressing ﬁve areas:
(1) The nature of comments on social media, especially the balance
between factual reporting and opinion or comment.
(2) The sensitivity the established media’s social media use had to distinct
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events within the wider narrative. In particular, the degree to which
their social media use maintained its focus on the long wave event
the crisis in West Africa

and the degree to which it shifted attention

to other events within the context of the outbreak.
(3) The use of social media as a dialogical medium, including both replies
to posts and responses to these from the originating source. Bloggers
in particular have exploited the dialogical potential of social media in
reporting and commenting on news stories, whereas established media
would historically differentiate between their role as reporters
commenting on events and authorities who have a responsibility to
respond to queries.
(4) The degree to which the established media’s use of social media acts
as a signpost to more detailed information or reports elsewhere, either
on their own website or others’.
(5) The established media’s reporting on the use of social media during
the outbreak

what this chapter terms ‘social media-reﬂexivity’. This

includes both the degree to which it reports on Ebola-related stories
appearing in social media as well as reporting on the use (or abuse) of
social media during the outbreak.
Finally, we chose three different sources in the UK, deliberately attempting
to introduce some variety. The ﬁrst was the national broadcaster, the BBC
(@BBCNews); second, we chose a ‘quality’ broadsheet, The Guardian
(@guardian) and ﬁnally we chose a large circulation tabloid with high
news content, the online version of the Daily Mail, MailOnline
(@MailOnline). This latter choice was also informed by the success of the
Daily Mail’s online version, measured by subscriptions. Just before the
Ebola outbreak, MailOnline overtook The New York Times as the most
read online newspaper

but this also implied that the paper’s audience
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was less UK oriented and this wider focus might therefore lead to different
results than the other two sources.
We acquired data for health authorities’ use through a mixed-methods
approach combining semi-structured interviews, document analysis and
speech act analysis of the tweets they produced during the outbreak. We
obtained data from primary source documents from governmental health
agencies, for example, a national contingency plan against Ebola and
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advice on social use in NDH and NIPH, and strategies for general health
emergencies and guidance for communication during epidemics in DoH
and PHE. Data were furthermore obtained from key informant interviews
(e.g. with the communications directors at NHD and NIPH) and the
Twitter archive. For media use, we examined tweets sent from the source’s
main Twitter feed, using a structured-focused approach (George, 1979).

KEY FINDINGS
The following Table 1 summarises the health authorities’ strategies and
policies for the use of social media in disease outbreaks, focusing especially
on the Ebola outbreak.
Our analysis displayed some clear differences between Norwegian and
UK authorities in terms of the policies and strategies they adopted.
Norwegian authorities emphasised social media’s importance in swiftly
providing people with information, whereas UK authorities paid limited
strategic attention to social media. Norwegian authorities recognised
Twitter’s potential as a professional network, whereas UK authorities saw
it as most useful for communicating with the general public. Strategy
documents and interview sources in both countries emphasised the bidirectionality of social media and the importance of listening to establish
trust and engage actively and in a positive way with users.
Nevertheless, our analysis of the authorities’ Twitter postings during
Ebola (and of users’ response patterns to tweets with different content
topics), led us to question the degree to which authorities understood and
were willing to explore social media’s interactive communication features.
In our analyses, speech acts in each tweet collected in our material were
determined according to whether they were dominated by:

NOR NDH By accessible, coordinated, updated info, tailored to target audience
Use population surveys to monitor risk perceptions and to build
communication on. Monitor messages on own account
NIPH Be honest and accessible on what they know. Inform on uncertainty
Create informative context if legacy media overdramatise threats
UK

DoH

Coordinate messages with other bodies. Use trusted health professionals
Monitor social media to gauge public attitude and engagement with
messages
Use message maps for audiences, including risk groups

PHE

Consistent messaging including shared content with DoH
Social media part of ‘business as usual’ allowing build-up of user base
which trusts organisation’s content

263

Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

How to establish trust and authority in social media
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Table 1: Norwegian and UK Health Authorities’ Strategies and Policies for the Use of Social Media During Risk and Crises.
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How social media ﬂow of information and dynamics
of communication is implemented

NOR NDH By using messengers with local authority to give advice on preventive
measures via social media to local communities
Comm. ofﬁcers actively present in social media, answer direct questions
NIPH ‘Correct misconceptions’, ‘inform about current knowledge’ through SoMe
Respond to questions (through signposting Q and A page). Questions
generate more knowledge dissemination
UK

DoH

Two-way communication strategy, ‘positively engaging’ with key groups

PHE

Monitor social media through regular ad hoc ‘social/online listening’

Track public awareness through monitoring social media

Listening will lead to understanding concerns and creation of relevant
online content
Source: Hornmoen and McInnes, forthcoming 2018.
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utterances that state something that can be judged as

true or false.
Directives

utterances that are to cause the addressee to take a

particular action, for example, requests, commands and advice.
Commissives

utterances that commit the speaker to some future

action.
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Expressives

utterances that express the speaker’s attitudes and

emotions.
Constative and directive speech acts, rather than expressives and commissives, characterised the authorities’ messages. The dominance of such
speech acts in their tweets, supplemented by links to own Q and A pages,
testiﬁed to a detached position and a strategy of directing users to a website where approved content existed. This may partly reﬂect a lack of capacity to engage in the dialogical potential of social media, but we question
the effectiveness of authorities’ use of social media in that reaction to
authorities’ tweets (measured by number of likes and re-tweets) was surprisingly low.
In all, both Norwegian and UK authorities largely saw social media in
terms of a traditional paradigm of risk and crisis communication usage,
namely that such communication is to provide the public with the information which is deemed necessary by the authorities. Our analyses
broadly support Valentini and Kruckeberg’s (2016) observation. Although
we found that authorities to some extent have adapted to using social
media as a monitoring tool, they have not adapted to its dialogical nature.
Moreover, social media appears better geared to respond to individual
events than to long wave events such as a disease outbreak. We found that
both the UK and Norwegian authorities preferred a vertically integrated
approach, with little monitoring of the wider Twitter ‘conversations’. We
conclude that the authorities’ practices and policies need to recognise the
nature of the medium and exploit its potential, while we also acknowledge
how authorities may need to build on established practices and adapt their
policies and practices to a new media landscape rather than risk novel
strategies in times of epidemic threats/crisis. Finally, impact as inferred
from likes/re-tweets/comments was low, which suggests that social media
was a poor medium for health authorities to pass on information to the
public. We hypothesise that this does not seem to be related to the long
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wave nature of the crisis; however, the crisis consisted of a number of ﬂash
points which might be considered as individual events within a broader
narrative, but these failed to trigger signiﬁcant attention on social media.
Moreover, that the Ebola crisis was not of direct concern to Norway and
the UK may be a factor; we had previously considered examining the 2009
‘swine ﬂu’ crisis which was of much more direct concern, but the authorities’ use of social media at the time was too slight to provide useful
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insights. Our ﬁndings may, however, also be related to the manner in
which authorities use social media within an established communications
paradigm rather than reacting to the revolutionary nature of the medium.
With regard to the established media’s use of social media, our ﬁndings
identiﬁed areas of consistency across three different sources, but also some
differences in approach. Overall, there was an inclination towards constative rather than expressive forms. Even with The Guardian, which sent a
number of opinion/comment-style tweets, these represented only a minority across the four cases studied. However, there was some difference in
the content. Although MailOnline’s tweets were factual in nature, the content tended towards the more sensational and alarmist at times and consistently focused on the outbreak in general rather than the two more UKfocused events. In contrast, BBC News’s focus, although factual in nature,
was much more heavily oriented towards the UK-focused events, while
The Guardian was more mixed in its coverage of the outbreak and UK
events. What is also apparent is that after UK-focused events, attention
quickly shifted back to coverage of the outbreak more generally.
Using likes/re-tweets/comments as a proxy for impact, the numbers
across all three sources was consistently low in comparison with other
major stories, especially those concerning celebrities; it was nevertheless
broadly consistent with results from our study concerning tweets from
authorities on Ebola (McInnes & Hornmoen, 2018). Ignoring the ﬁrst of
the four case studies as an outlier because of the extremely small size of
the data set, for the remainder only a small minority were re-tweeted more
than 100 times, and most were re-tweeted less than 50 times; almost all
received fewer than 20 comments and most received fewer than 10; and
most were liked by fewer than 20 people. Although there were a small
number of outliers with signiﬁcantly higher numbers of likes/re-tweets/
comments, many of these tapped into other interests or concerns

for

example, religion or the controversial nature of online blogger Katie
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rather than Ebola. This suggests that social media was not an

effective tool for disseminating news from established media sources.
Although a number of stories prompted comments from readers, discussion usually petered out quickly. None of the three media sources engaged
in conversations, suggesting that they did not see their role as dialogical.
Tweets very obviously acted as signposts for stories elsewhere, but it is
unclear the extent to which this was because established media saw the
character limits of Twitter as problematic and wanted readers to engage in
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

more detail with stories on websites, or whether they simply saw tweets as
a means of advertising their online presence. The Guardian and
MailOnline

both commercial operations

used tweets to signpost stor-

ies on their own websites, whereas BBC News, as a public service broadcaster, discussed reports elsewhere in the media

though almost always

the print media rather than social media. With the exception of a story
about the blogger Katie Hopkins, which was more about the blogger herself than Ebola and therefore may be considered an outlier, there was no
social media reﬂexivity

that is, no reﬂection by the media on their own

actions. What is also signiﬁcant is that the potential to link tweets to stories or reports from authorities

that is, for the established media to act as

a transparent conduit for authoritative information in times of crisis (particularly when the Scottish nurse Cafferkey was diagnosed and public concern was at its height)

was not taken up. Rather, content was mediated

by the three sources examined, as would occur with traditional print media.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Comparing the use of social media by authorities and established media, a
number of common ﬁndings present themselves. Both preferred constative
forms rather than expressive, using Twitter more often than not to make factual statements about the outbreak. Both used Twitter extensively to signpost
stories elsewhere, and there is a more than a suspicion that Twitter was seen
less as a means of communication in itself, than as a platform to draw attention to other forms of communication. Neither authorities nor established
media engaged with comments from followers. The point was made to us on
a number of occasions that this was because of a lack of capacity, but also
from the authorities’ perspective because of the delays in getting approved
content for what would be authoritative statements on an issue. We also
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hypothesise that this was a cognitive problem

that social media, and espe-

cially Twitter, were seen within a vertical communications’ paradigm which
was well understood by both authorities and the established media, rather
than within a new horizontally networked paradigm. Neither authorities nor
established media appeared to monitor their own social media, but authorities did monitor social media more generally to help them in determining
the public mood. That the media did not do this may be because they did
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not see social media in general as a trustworthy source

a point which was

made to us on several occasions by journalists and editors.
Finally, the impact of stories on social media posted by both authorities
and established media appears to have been limited. This is a surprising
ﬁnding since much of the narrative concerning social media relates to their
growing signiﬁcance, both generally as means of communication and in
communicating news. We considered whether this was because Ebola was a
long wave event, but events within this narrative which may be considered
individually likewise had little impact. That the Ebola crisis was hardest felt
in Africa, not Norway or the UK, may be a partial explanation; there is also
a suspicion that the stories which attract most attention on social media
concern celebrities rather than ‘hard’ news. But we also hypothesise that the
manner in which both authorities and established media used social
media

within existing communications paradigms rather than as a new

medium requiring new techniques to be effective

was a contributory fac-

tor, together with their low presence in social media (especially authorities).
Based on case study ﬁndings, we provide recommendations (Table 2)
for health authorities’ use of social media in their pandemic crisis communication. We emphasise that our recommendations not only try to improve
on deﬁciencies we have pointed to in current plans and practices, but also
partly build on good established practices.
We emphasise the need to have a strong and continuous presence on
social media during a crisis: attention needs to be given to social media
communication at all phases of the disaster, crisis or emergency. The
dynamic, bi-directional characteristics of social media require continuous
presence if one is to respond in a timely and meaningful way in the different phases. Low levels of public reaction to the authorities’ tweets in our
material (measured by the numbers of posted links and re-tweets) suggested that the authorities had not developed a strong presence among
Twitter users. To be present in non-crisis situations is all-important for

How?

Why?

Develop strong

In all phases of an epidemic threat or

Regular updates in social media

Strengthen/maintain user

social media

crisis, also when there is little new to say

required

engagement and improve conditions

Presence also important in non-crisis or

News briefs on different health risks

non-threatening situations

on own accounts without

More effective communication of

unnecessary sounding of alarms

advice

presence

for dialogue

Develop network of

Continuously engage in development to

Find trusted users with a signiﬁcant

Enhanced implementation of

trusted sources

ensure strong network

base of followers to pass on advice

measures

from authorities
Listen

In all phases of an epidemic crisis or threat Monitor the wider social media

To get a grip of moods, questions,

conversations, e.g. on Twitter.

claims, rumours and myths

Use tools in monitoring of users’

A prerequisite for maintaining trust

response to a crisis

and dealing with moods and myths
that may develop

Engage in direct

When asked directly by users in social

Engage in two-way communication

Show that one takes users seriously,

dialogue

media about risks/crisis

with users on own social media

develop trust through active presence

pages

and engagement in users’ concerns
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Table 2: Recommendations for Health Authorities’ Use of Social Media During Epidemic Risks/Crises.

When?

How?

Why?

Set up accounts for experts where

Humanising risk/crisis communication

they can answer questions about

through positive engagement

health risks from the public directly
Use language that not only includes
constatives/directives, but also
expressives /commissives when
appropriate
Use messengers

When urgent measures need to be taken

Act as opinion leaders and offer

In order to establish the trust needed

with local authority

to prevent spread of disease in outbreak

advice to people in affected regions

so that people act to avoid infection

regions

Use an appropriate tone of voice to
target groups in affected countries

Signpost websites

and reduce spread of infection in
outbreak regions

When public demand for information is

Add links in tweets with brief

Users will be led to additional and

strong: typically when authorities raise the

information/advice

valuable research-based information/

level of health risk alert or when people/
users experience situations as threatening

Avoid constatives such as
‘Information on Ebola can be found
on our web page’; that is, tweets
without a vital news peg

advice, if web page is frequently
updated
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people to realise that the authorities are actually there, actively communicating. This can, for example, be done by providing news briefs, linking to
different health risks, in this way branding oneself as an authoritative communicator, someone one can look to and rely on when crises emerge.
Strategy documents and interview sources in both countries emphasised
the potential bi-directionality of social media and the importance of listening to establish trust and engage actively and positively with users.
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Particularly emphasised was the importance of getting a grip of people’s
reactions, emotions, questions and misconceptions especially at an early
pre-crisis stage in order to provide agile

swift

response and advice.

This is in line with the mental models theory (Morgan, Fischhoff,
Bostrom, & Atman, 2002), which highlights that effective risk communication requires understanding of pre-existing public perceptions of high
dread risks such as pandemic threats in order to convince people to prepare better for them. We question, however, why health authorities in our
material still emphasise population surveys for this purpose instead of
monitoring users’ response to a threat by using digital tools. We recommend such tools as a more efﬁcient way of going about doing this (Google
alerts, Google trends, tweets decks, etc.).
Our interviews suggested that the bi-directionality of the health authorities’ social media use was mostly a question of obtaining the best possible
basis for unidirectional, pandemic risk communication. Social media’s dialogical communication characteristics were viewed as something that
enabled effective correction of the public’s misconceptions during the outbreak, preferably by directing users to their own Q&A pages. This strategy could be supplemented by more active and direct engagement with
users, something authorities also express a wish to accomplish. One way
of doing that is by setting up accounts for experts. In terms of the type of
language used in Twitter, we identify a clear dominance of constatives and
directives. In the instances of a brief question-answer conversation taking
place between external and health authority users, the authorities’ language changed somewhat to include expressives: ‘Hi again! Sorry for making you wait. Here is the explanation of […]’, followed by link to own
web page and commissives: ‘Have seen your question and promise to
answer’. This shift gives the impression of a more active engagement in
users’ concerns from the authorities.
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Using messengers with local authority, was something that the
Norwegian health directorate actually did during the Ebola crisis, when
Facebook was an important instrument in their strategy. The directorate
appointed people from Sierra Leone who were living in Norway to act as
opinion leaders and offer advice to Facebook users in West Africa on preventing the spread of Ebola. The advice is in line with the so-called actionable risk communication model (Wood et al., 2011). According to this

Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

model, the most effective motivators for preparedness are not public ofﬁcials, but rather community members who share what they have done to
guard against risks with others who have not done much. In other words,
one needs to involve community members in communicating preparedness
messages.
This is also a question of understanding different cultural contexts and
how local knowledge, beliefs and communities must be taken into account
and effective communication plans must be adapted to environments. For
example, in the Ebola-struck West African countries it is not enough to
communicate hard scientiﬁc facts alone, but to know how the information
is perceived, which channels can be used effectively and who the different
audiences are. Western authorities should also take into consideration
how it is, from an African point of view, not irrational to be sceptical
about advice coming from the so-called developed world. Accordingly, for
health authorities’ communicators it is important to get in touch with citizens and professionals who can establish trustful relationships with local
communities (see also Allgaier & Svalastog, 2015).
The last advice (signpost websites) should be treated with some caution, as it seems that authorities consider this as sufﬁcient in their current
practices. Admittedly, space is limited in a tweet and people can gather
valuable advice by being directed to Q and A pages through tweets.
However, one still needs to be creative and grab attention on Twitter, and
we suggest that news pegs are used, followed by links to a website. An
example: ‘How long can #Ebola survive outside the body? Light and air
reduce the life cycle of the virus and reduce the risk for infection’. Such
tweets can function as an interest-provoking alternative to the preferred
directives that marked authorities’ tweets in our material, such as: ‘We
remind you that we have a question and answer page about Ebola’, followed by a link.
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Given the commonalities in our research ﬁndings between authorities
and established media, it is perhaps unsurprising that our recommendations for established media are not dissimilar to those for authorities. We
were surprised at the limited impact social media had, but were also struck
by the manner in which it was used as a new technology within an existing
paradigm rather than being thought of as a radical new medium requiring
new working practices. There was no attempt to work with a community
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of followers to establish itself as a key part of a ‘social’ medium, in contrast to bloggers who often embrace the dialogical nature of the medium
and thereby establish a strong community following their blogs. Instead,
tweets appeared too often as advertising for content elsewhere, implicitly
dismissing Twitter as an independent medium for disseminating news content. We would suggest that this strategy would not endear the established
media to those who use Twitter (or other platforms) on a regular basis,
and especially those for whom Twitter is the principal method of gaining
information. Although content is limited by the number of characters
available, the use of sequential tweets allows more space, while the essentials of a story can often be expressed in a limited space (as Donald Trump
has shown to devastating effect). Nor is social media necessarily limited to
statements of fact

indeed many use it effectively to state opinions or ask

challenging questions. Although The Guardian did this on occasions,
offering a limited number of opinion-led pieces, there was a general dearth
of tweets during the Ebola outbreak which asked questions or expressed a
viewpoint

again in contrast to common usage. Social media should

therefore be used to do more than simply stating a fact and advertising
stories elsewhere. Moreover, if tweets are to be signposted, journalists
should consider signposting to primary sources rather than their own
reports, especially in crises where up to date reports from authorities may
save lives.
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CHAPTER 12
SOCIAL MEDIA AND SITUATION
AWARENESS DURING TERRORIST
ATTACKS: RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR CRISIS COMMUNICATION

Steen Steensen, Elsebeth Frey,
Harald Hornmoen, Rune Ottosen and
Maria Theresa Konow-Lund
ABSTRACT
This chapter summarises the ﬁndings of a case study on social media
activity during the 22 July 2011 terrorist attacks in Norway. Based
on these ﬁndings and on theories and previous research on the role
of social media in situation awareness (SA) conﬁguration during crisis situations, the chapter offers seven recommendations for key communicators in ofﬁcial crisis management and response institutions,
r Steen Steensen, Elsebeth Frey, Harald Hornmoen, Rune Ottosen and Maria
Theresa Konow-Lund. Published by Emerald Publishing Limited. This article is
published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) licence. Anyone
may reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works of this article (for
both commercial and non-commercial purposes), subject to full attribution to the
original publication and authors. The full terms of this licence may be seen at http://
creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode
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journalistic institutions, NGOs and others: (1) acknowledge social
media as important and master monitoring and management of features across social media; (2) synchronise communication and establish a standard operating procedure (SOP); (3) establish and make
known a joint social media emergency account; (4) participate, interact and take the lead; (5) be aware of non-hashtagged content; (6)
implement veriﬁcation tools and practices and (7) engage with and
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learn from celebrities.
Keywords: Crisis communication; crisis management; social media;
22 July 2011; situation awareness; Twitter

INTRODUCTION
Terrorist attacks have become an unwanted but increasingly common type
of crisis situation. Fifty-ﬁve per cent of all terrorist attacks with more than
50 casualties that have been carried out throughout the world during the
last 100 years have occurred since 2007.1 Countries such as Iraq,
Pakistan, Afghanistan and Syria frequently have to deal with such massive
acts of terror, while the attacks in Nice in 2016 (84 casualties), Paris in
2015 (137 casualties), Ankara in 2015 (102 casualties) and Oslo and
Utøya in 2011 (77 casualties) are examples of how such massive terrorist
attacks have also become frequent in Europe.
Massive terrorist attacks represent a type of crisis situation which is
complex and chaotic, and in which it is extremely important to acquire as
quickly as possible what Endsley (1995) has called situation awareness
(SA). Efﬁcient and accurate communication is the key to SA, and authorities such as the police, emergency personnel, ﬁre departments, etc., need
to have efﬁcient communication with each other, with governmental ofﬁcers and other public bodies, the media and the public, in order to establish SA for all parties. Adding to the complexity of such crisis situations
and the challenges of communication they create is the fact that the past
decade has seen the emergence of what Bruns (2014, p. 351) has called ‘a
new ecology of emergency media’, in which social media play an ever
more important role.
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The authorities have been slow to implement social media in their crisis
communication strategies (Hornmoen et al., 2018; Perng et al., 2012).
There is a need for more knowledge on what role social media can play
during crisis situations such as severe terrorist attacks, so that the authorities and others (NGOs, journalists, those targeted, etc.) can become better
equipped to acquire and share SA. This chapter presents some recommendations for the authorities and others on the uses and functions of social
media during severe terrorist attacks, based on an analysis of social media
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

activity during the 22 July 2011 attacks in Oslo and on Utøya.2 The chapter brieﬂy presents the analysed data, the theoretical framework of SA as it
relates to social media and crisis communication and the key ﬁndings of
the case study, before concluding with the main recommendations for the
authorities in particular on how to deal with social media in a crisis situation such as a severe terrorist attack.

SITUATION AWARENESS AND SOCIAL MEDIA IN CRISIS
COMMUNICATION
A key communicative challenge during a crisis event is to achieve adequate
SA for all parties: those directly affected, ofﬁcial crisis management and
response institutions, journalistic institutions, NGOs and other institutions
and the public. Endsley (1995, p. 36) deﬁnes SA as ‘the perception of the
elements in the environment within a volume of time and space, the comprehension of their meaning, and the projection of their status in the near
future’. SA is, in other words, being aware of what is going on at a given
time and in a given space; how to understand it, and how to act on that
knowledge immediately and properly.
Mundane and everyday activities such as walking and driving require
constant SA, as do many other activities in a wide array of environments.
However, it is in complex and changing situations
crisis

like a sudden

that SA becomes difﬁcult to acquire, according to Endsley (1995,

p. 33). Achieving and maintaining SA is a process involving a lot of ‘situational assessment’ (Endsley, 1995, p. 36), and it is in this process of
assessment that social media can play a crucial role in a crisis. Social media
are potentially an ‘awareness system’ (Maireder & Ausserhofer, 2014)
that can engage citizens in crowdsourcing information activities; they
thereby take on importance in disseminating emergency alerts, in citizens’

280

Steen Steensen et al.

self-organisation of local responses to a crisis and, ultimately, in how a crisis situation is assessed.
Social media do, however, make the acquisition of SA more complex,
as the process becomes networked instead of individual and more improvisational (Mendonça, 2007). Perng et al. (2012, p. 9) argue that the theory of SA does not sufﬁciently take into account ‘how awareness is
developed and updated through distributed collaboration by those who
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are situated in very different socio-technological circumstances, and how
this is a matter of “conﬁguring awareness”’. Viewing the acquisition of SA
as a networked collaboration, in which awareness is conﬁgured through
joint efforts, is important for fully understanding how crisis communication functions in social media. It is not enough for key communicators in
ofﬁcial crisis management and response institutions to send out an ofﬁcial
statement in a tweet, a Facebook update or similar. They need to understand how that message is disseminated within social networks, what is
required for its proper dissemination, how people in different sociotechnical contexts might receive and interpret the message and also expect
feedback in the form of questions, worries and possible updates. All this
requires participation and interaction on a completely different level than
in other mass media channels of communication.
Furthermore, awareness conﬁguration is not something which is transferred from one person or institution to another in social media. It is a
many-to-many process, in which ofﬁcial crisis management and response
institutions, journalistic institutions and others are parts of a larger network to which they need to listen in order to acquire and maintain SA
themselves. The Norwegian Twitter-sphere during the 22 July 2011 terrorist attack is a good example of how this many-to-many awareness conﬁguration might work (see Chapter 1 in this volume). As analysed by
Ottosen (2015) and in Chapter 3 in this volume, this process is difﬁcult if
crisis authorities do not participate in social media.
Key communicators in ofﬁcial crisis management and response institutions, and to an extent, journalists too, are lagging behind in dealing with
this networked, collaborative way of creating SA, according to Perng et al.
(2012). Research has shown how members of the public might use social
media to organise help and respond to a crisis (Perng et al., 2012;
Starbird & Palen, 2011); such efforts might be important in the general
assessment of a crisis situation.
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ABOUT THE CASE AND THE DATA
On Friday 22 July 2011 at 15.25 a massive car bomb exploded in the government quarter in the centre of Oslo. Eight people were killed in the blast,
which left neighbouring quarters resembling a war zone. The national
newspaper VG, the regional newspaper Dagsavisen and the commercial
broadcaster TV 2, which all had ofﬁces close to the government quarter,
had to evacuate their premises due to the bomb blast.
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

The lone terrorist, Anders Behring Breivik

a 28-year-old right-wing

extremist who wanted to attack the social democratic party, whom he
regarded as traitors to Norway

then drove 38 km northwest of Oslo to

the Tyrifjorden lake, where, dressed as a policeman, he arrived at the ferry
landing Utøyakaia at 16.55. He was transported by local ferry to the small
island of Utøya, where the social democratic party’s youth organisation
(AUF) was holding its traditional, annual week-long summer camp. A total
of 564 people were on the island when Breivik arrived at 17.18. For more
than an hour, he searched the island for people to kill; he was able to kill
69 people, mostly adolescents, and severely injure 56 before being apprehended by the police at 18.34. Many youngsters ﬂed the island by swimming away, while others hid as best they could (Dyb et al., 2014).
At 19.30, the police conﬁrmed that seven people had been killed by the
bomb. At 21.30, the police reported 10 deaths on Utøya. At 22.45, the minister of Justice, Knut Storberget, conﬁrmed that the apprehended terrorist
was ethnically Norwegian. At 03.17 on 23 July, the police stated that the
number of causalities on Utøya was far greater than previously presumed,
and at 03.50, they reported that 80 people had been killed on Utøya. The
correct number of casualties was not announced until Monday 25 July.
The 22 July commission, appointed by parliament to investigate how the
Norwegian authorities handled the crisis, concluded that the damage done
by the terrorist could have been considerably minimised, had the police and
other authorities been better coordinated, and in possession of better communication routines (NOU, 2012; see also Chapter 4 in this volume). The
commission also commented on the role of social media during the crisis:
Never before have the members of government personally received
information by text messages, telephone calls and social media
directly from victims, at the same time as they were supposed to
be dealing with a national crisis. (NOU, 2012, p. 454)
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Some of the youngsters trapped on Utøya used Twitter and Facebook to
communicate with each other and the outside world on what was happening on the island, and news about the terrible events broke on Twitter
before any other medium. Social media were also pivotal in establishing
the ‘meet hate with love’ discourse that dominated the Norwegian public
sphere in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks (Kverndokk, 2013). For
example, peaceful rose parades, organised in all the big cities in Norway
on Monday 25 July 2011, were initiated as Facebook events by ordinary
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

citizens.
Although some research projects have previously examined aspects of
social media activities during the 22 July attack (see, for instance,
Eriksson, 2016; Kaufmann, 2015; Kverndokk, 2013; Perng et al., 2012),
the RESCUE project is the ﬁrst research project to carry out a comprehensive analysis of the uses, functions and activities of social media in the context of the attack.
The data analysed in the RESCUE project on the 22 July 2011 case
consist of:
• a collection of 2.2 million tweets acquired from Gnip, Twitter’s
enterprise API platform, representing the Norwegian Twitter-sphere
from 20 July to 28 August 2011 (see Chapter 1 for a further
presentation and discussion of this data);
• qualitative interviews with survivors from Utøya and content from their
Facebook accounts (see Frey, 2018 and Chapter 2 in this volume for a
further presentation and discussion of this data);
• qualitative interviews with Norwegian information ofﬁcers and key
communicators in the relevant sectors, and with journalists (see
Hornmoen et al., 2018 and Chapter 4 in this volume for a further
discussion and presentation of this data);
• qualitative interviews with journalists who worked on 22 July 2011 (see
Konow-Lund & Olsson, 2017 and Chapter 7 for a further presentation
and discussion of this data); and
• content from Norwegian online and print newspapers on 22 and 23
July 2011 (see Ottosen & Bull, 2016; Steensen & Eide, forthcoming
2018, for a further presentation and discussion of this data).
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KEY FINDINGS
The ﬁndings of the case study of social media activity during and after the
22 July terrorist attacks in Norway are fully presented and discussed in
various journal articles, book chapters, and in the chapters of this volume.
These publications will be referred to in the following summary of key
ﬁndings, divided into three sections: (1) ﬁndings from the analysis of the
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Norwegian Twitter-sphere and newspaper content; (2) ﬁndings from interviews with survivors from Utøya and (3) ﬁndings from interviews with
journalists, information ofﬁcers and other key communicators.

FINDINGS FROM THE ANALYSIS OF THE NORWEGIAN
TWITTER-SPHERE
The terrorist attacks prompted a 200 per cent increase in Twitter activity
in Norway on 22 July 2011; the Norwegian Twitter-sphere was dominated by the event. Hashtags were used to structure and make sense of the
otherwise chaotic communication, and the 10 most used hashtags during
22 and 23 July were all related to the attacks, accounting for 60 per cent
of all hashtag use over those two days. The most popular hashtags were
#prayfornorway, #Utøya and #Oslo, while the hashtag #osloexpl was the
most used during the critical hours on 22 July (see Chapter 1 for a further
presentation and discussion of these ﬁndings).
Although hashtags were used more during the critical hours of 22 July
(15.25 21.00) than during the following days, less than half the tweets
posted in these hours contained hashtags. Furthermore, many of the hashtags used early on were misleading and it took more than 30 minutes after
the bomb blast before the Twitter-sphere had established a hashtag
(#osloexpl) that made it possible to monitor Twitter appropriately for
updates about the crisis situation (see Chapter 1).
Given the delay in identifying the perpetrator, the Twitter-sphere was
vulnerable to rumour and speculation. In the early phase, rumours about a
possible al-Qaida attack circulated in the Norwegian Twitter-sphere, and
a large number of tweets blamed radical Muslims. This was, to a certain
extent, accompanied by hostility to immigrants and Muslims in general,
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though this tendency was also criticised by others, warning about a blame
game before the facts were on the table (Ottosen, 2015).
The Norwegian Twitter-sphere was not dominated by just a few key
communicators. The top 10 most active tweeters during the attack only
accounted for 4 per cent of all Twitter activity in Norway during the
same period; none of the most active tweeters were previously established as public ﬁgures. The most active tweeter was a young ﬁlm critic
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and journalist, and the Norwegian Twitter-community was dominated
by young girls seeking the attention of international pop idols such as
Justin Bieber, whose Twitter account was by far the most mentioned
both during and after the attacks. Tweets containing the hashtag #prayfornorway and referring to @justinbieber constituted the most common
combination of hashtag and reference in the Norwegian Twitter-sphere
during and after the attacks (see Chapter 1). As to where the information posted on Twitter came from, Steensen and Eide (forthcoming
2018) found that 14 per cent of all tweets posted between 15.25 on 22
July and 11.00 on 23 July contained hyperlinks, and that more than
one-third of these tweets linked to national or international news media.
Contents from traditional news media were much more important as
sources on Twitter than social media were important as sources for traditional news media.
The Norwegian authorities and public bodies were not particularly
visible on Twitter during and after the attacks. Of the 8,290 different
Norwegian Twitter accounts posting at least one tweet between 15.25
and 21.00 on 22 July, only nine came from public bodies. These nine
accounts posted in total 22 tweets during the critical hours; the ofﬁcial
account of Oslo Airport was the most active with eight tweets containing updates on how the terrorist attack was affecting trafﬁc to and
from the airport. The operating police departments, the Norwegian
Security Police (PST), the ﬁre departments or other public emergency
ofﬁces were absent from Twitter, even though they were mentioned
several times by other Twitter users who wanted them to communicate
on the social medium. There is, however, one notable exception to
this lack of communication on Twitter from public bodies: Oslo
University Hospital used Twitter successfully to attract and coordinate
blood donors (see Chapters 3 and 4).
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FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS WITH SURVIVORS FROM UTØYA
As part of the case study, eight survivors from Utøya were interviewed indepth about their social media use and experience prior to, during and
after the terrorist attack. All of them were users of social media. Three of
them actively used social media during the attack, while some did not even
consider using their phones because they were too preoccupied with simply
surviving (all ﬁndings reported here and later are presented and discussed
Downloaded by Åbo Akademis bibliotek At 03:36 17 December 2018 (PT)

in Frey, 2018).
Facebook was their preferred social medium for contacting their near
and dear ones, and for giving and receiving information, especially after
the perpetrator had been apprehended by the police. One of the interviewees had a large follower base on Twitter and tweeted information on
what was going on during the attack. This interviewee found Twitter more
efﬁcient than contacting the police, which she/he also did, but without the
sense that they were taking him/her seriously. Another of the interviewees
used Facebook to update his/her network about the shootings, and understood from comments that those outside the island were not aware of the
extent of the shooting. The active social media users all muted their
phones and checked Twitter, Facebook and online news media for updates
as a way of acquiring SA. One learned via social media that the shooter
was dressed as a policeman, which was important information. Another
was told there was only one terrorist, whom she/he later learned had been
captured by the police.
However, all interviewees told how young people on the island
experienced many practical obstacles: their mobile phones were running
low on battery power, or they lost their phones when ﬂeeing or swimming. Some were afraid that the terrorist(s) was monitoring social
media. Nevertheless, young people on Utøya used Facebook and Twitter
to tell outsiders not to call them, afraid that the sound and light of
mobile

phones

ringing

could

attract

the

terrorist’s

attention.

Furthermore, all the interviewees remarked on the difﬁculty of ascertaining whether something on social media is a rumour or misinformation,
when under attack, although one interviewee pointed out that it is possible to verify Twitter accounts.
Once rescued, all the interviewees used Facebook to contact friends
and family to let them know they were safe. A few also tweeted. In the
event of being caught up in another crisis situation, six of the eight would
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use social media, probably Facebook and Snapchat, or a new, as yet
unknown social medium. They stressed that people under attack would
beneﬁt from having genuine two-way communication with crisis authorities on social media.

FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS WITH JOURNALISTS,
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INFORMATION OFFICERS AND OTHER KEY COMMUNICATORS
As part of the RESCUE-project, we interviewed key communicators in crisis management organisations (NGOs and public agencies), ﬁrst responder
organisations (ﬁre brigade, police and emergency units), the PST and journalistic institutions. Some of these ﬁndings are reported in Hornmoen
et al. (2018) and reveal that the key communicators generally see great
potential in using social media to create SA and improve management of
risks and crises. However, they point to several deﬁciencies in current uses
of social media in emergencies. Interviewees in both crisis management
organisations and journalistic institutions point to lack of personnel, problems with organisational routines and coordination and insufﬁcient
training.
The three groups of communicators differ slightly in their views on
what the beneﬁts and challenges of using social media in crises are. Crisis
communication managers tend to view dialogical communication as a way
of correcting public misconceptions during crisis situations. The ﬁrst
responder communicators largely see postings from social media users as
containing potentially vital information, enabling them to act swiftly and
effectively in acute situations. The journalist group also sees the potential
value of communicating information in their news stories that originates
from social media users present at crisis scenes. However, a challenge with
social media pointed out by all informants was how to monitor efﬁciently,
and verify, user-generated content during a crisis.
Key police and health communicators in government agencies in
Norway were also interviewed (see Chapter 4 in this volume) about their
use

or lack of use

of social media during and after the 22 July

attacks. The police interviewees stressed how their unpreparedness in
social media use in 2011 alerted them to the urgent need to include
social media in their emergency communication. Routines they later
established show their recognition of the importance of engaging with
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social media in daily communication in order to strengthen their public
presence and thereby be prepared for effective use of social media in crises. Although police interviewees stress that social media can contribute
to saving lives and resolving crises, they do not believe that social media
communication would have had any impact on the emergency operations on the island of Utøya.
In comparison with the police interviewees, the health communicators
we interviewed actually used social media

particularly Twitter, when
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the crisis unfolded. However, those health interviewees with different roles
and functions in crisis management stressed the need for a better coordination between different actors and agencies in their own sector, and
equally importantly

between the different sectors’ emergency services. It

is vital that the different emergency services coordinate and strengthen
their plans for using social media in crises in order to prevent escalating a
crisis through social media use.
Konow-Lund and Olsson (2017) interviewed 17 Norwegian journalists a couple of months after the terrorist attacks in 2011 and found that
they predominantly used social media as sources of information in line
with any other source of information during the crisis. However, as the
response to the event moved into a phase of grief and collective sadness,
journalists became open to increased audience participation and the
potential incorporation of social media use into their coverage. KonowLund and Olsson conclude that the journalists were driven by how the
public used social media, and that they quickly adapted their professional practice rather than sticking rigidly to their own norms and
routines.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the case study ﬁndings presented earlier, we can conclude that:
1. Twitter was an important medium in acquiring SA for at least some of
the victims, for the public, and potentially also for the police, other
emergency institutions, governmental bodies and public ofﬁces during
the attacks on 22 July 2011;
2. Key governmental bodies and public ofﬁces did not use social media as
important sources of information and channels of communication
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during the attacks. This obstructed proper situation assessment for
members of the public and for the authorities themselves, for instance,
by allowing rumours and speculation about the identity of the terrorist
to ﬂourish and
3. A lack of resources, and social media routines and strategies made it
difﬁcult for key communicators in ofﬁcial crisis management and
response institutions, to a certain degree also in journalistic
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institutions, to use the potential of social media as crisis
communication tools.
In 2011, Facebook and Twitter were the two dominant social media in
Norway and elsewhere. Since then, the breadth of social media has
increased, and it is today difﬁcult to foresee what social medium will be
the most important, or if various groups within the public will turn to different kinds of social media, during future crisis situations. It is, therefore,
important for key communicators to understand and master social media
monitoring tools and cross-social media features such as hashtags.
Furthermore, such tools and features need to be embedded in the routines
of everyday professional practice, otherwise they run the risk of being forgotten and seen as conﬂicting with already established communication
routines. Our ﬁrst recommendation is therefore:
Recommendation 1: Acknowledge social media as important
and master monitoring and management of features across
social media
Key communicators and crisis communication institutions
should acknowledge that social media are important channels of
information dissemination and communication in crisis
situations; they should implement social media monitoring tools
in their daily communication routines and learn to understand
and master cross-social media features like hashtags.
As our case study shows, hashtags were an important feature in structuring communication on Twitter during the terrorist attacks. However, it
took time for a relevant and much-used hashtag to be established, and the
majority of tweets about the attack did not contain hashtags. Eyewitnesses and victims who post important information are not likely to be
skilled communicators and therefore might not consider using hashtags.
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Furthermore, during the ﬁrst crucial and chaotic minutes after the bomb
blast in Oslo, several misleading hashtags were in use.
This delay in agreeing on a common hashtag and the lack of hashtag
use on Twitter during the attacks might have something to do with the
absence of strong communicative leadership in the micro-blogging service
and the absence of the authorities and well-known journalists among the
top communicators. Even though the Norwegian Twitter-sphere was the-
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matically dominated by the terrorist attacks during 22 and 23 July, it was
not dominated by a few, important communicators. The most active tweeters were unexpected actors like a young ﬁlm critic/journalist, a local politician and several young girls. The victims on Utøya did not know which
accounts to follow and who they should direct their social media emergency alerts to.
There is, therefore, a need for key communicators in crisis management
and response institutions to synchronise their communication and to establish common social media accounts. The authorities in Kenya managed
successfully to do exactly that during the Westgate Mall terrorist attack in
2013; they established a standard operating procedure (SOP) to synchronise communication and used WhatsApp for that purpose (Simon,
Goldberg, Aharonson-Daniel, Leykin, & Adini, 2014).
This leads us to the following four recommendations:
Recommendation 2: Synchronise communication and establish
a standard operating procedure
Ofﬁcial crisis management and response institutions should
establish a clear standard operating procedure (SOP) on who
communicates what, where and with whom during a crisis, and
how communication to and from the various institutions should
be synchronised.
Recommendation 3: Establish and make known a joint social
media emergency account
Authorities involved in crisis management and response should
have a joint social media emergency account which is well
known to the public, similar to emergency numbers like 911 in
the US and 112 across the EU countries.
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Recommendation 4: Participate, interact and take the lead
This joint emergency social media account should be active in
everyday communication routines, thereby securing a large base
of followers; this will enable the account to become a key
communicator during crisis situations. Being a key
communicator in social media means participation and
interaction, and it involves (1) active and rapid communication
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in all relevant social media; (2) a dialogical approach (involving,
for instance, retweets and replies, addressing rumours and false
information) towards the audience and (3) taking the lead as
quickly as possible in establishing relevant hashtags for all social
media communication about the unfolding crisis.
Recommendation 5: Be aware of non-hashtagged content
Authorities, journalists and other potential key communicators
should not base all monitoring of social media content during a
crisis on hashtag-based searches only, especially not in the
critical minutes after a crisis has occurred.
A problem with social media communication during emergencies for all
parties involved

victims, the public, the authorities, NGOs, etc.

is

how to know what information to trust. In our case study, the youngsters
at Utøya addressed this problem, as did the journalists and key communicators in ofﬁcial emergency management and response institutions. Many
resources are currently being invested (in research, commercial software
development and in professional communicative practices) in social media
veriﬁcation tools and practices (see for instance Brandtzaeg, Lüders,
Spangenberg, Rath-Wiggins, & Følstad, 2016; Chen et al., 2017; Fletcher,
Schifferes, & Thurman, 2017). Such veriﬁcation tools and practices need
to address the growing importance of visual images and videos (both
recorded and live streamed), which are becoming increasingly popular as
ever more social media communication is based on visual communication.
In 2011, the image sharing social media network Instagram had not yet
been fully launched; third party image sharing services were necessary to
share images on Twitter, and Facebook had not yet launched its video
streaming function.
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This social-media-based escalation of what Manovich (2001), at the
turn of the millennium, described as an on-going move from a textual to a
visual culture is especially important in crisis assessment, as images can
convey information crucial to the acquisition of SA. This, therefore, leads
us to our sixth recommendation:
Recommendation 6: Implement veriﬁcation tools and practices
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Authorities, journalists and other potential key communicators
need to get training in
development of

and actively take part in the

social media veriﬁcation tools and practices.

Such tools and practices should be specially equipped to identify
and help verify relevant visual content.
One interesting, and perhaps surprising, ﬁnding from our analysis of the
Norwegian Twitter-sphere during and after the terrorist attacks on 22 July
2011 was the role played by international celebrities such as Justin Bieber.
Youngsters, especially girls, used Twitter to get the attention of such celebrities and clearly directed their need for comfort to them. Social media
have clearly narrowed the communicative gap between fans and celebrities, and those growing up with social media experience a more personal
and direct relation to their idols than previous generations. In her analysis
of adolescents’ interactions with celebrities on Twitter, Bond (2016) found
that feelings of connectedness and even friendship were common, especially among those who had experienced direct contact in the form of a
retweet or reply from their idol. It may, therefore, not necessarily come as
a surprise that young people, who connect more with celebrities than with
politicians, journalists and other public ﬁgures, reach out ﬁrst and foremost to their idols during a crisis. This cultural phenomenon should be
acknowledged and taken seriously by ofﬁcial crisis management and
response communicators, especially when the crisis situation involves
young people, as was the case on Utøya. This leads us to our seventh and
ﬁnal recommendation:
Recommendation 7: Engage with and learn from celebrities
Authorities, journalists and other potential key communicators
should acknowledge the importance of celebrities in social media
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during crisis situations and the ways in which young people in
particular turn to their idols in times of crisis.

CONCLUSION
This chapter has summarised the ﬁndings of a case study on social media
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activities during the 22 July 2011 terrorist attacks in Norway. Based on
these ﬁndings, we offer seven recommendations for key communicators in
ofﬁcial crisis management and response institutions, NGOs, journalistic
institutions and, to a degree, also the public and victims: (1) acknowledge
social media as important and master cross-social media monitoring and
features; (2) synchronise communication and establish a SOP; (3) establish
and make known a joint social media emergency account; (4) participate,
interact and take the lead; (5) be aware of non-hashtagged content; (6)
implement veriﬁcation tools and practices and (7) engage with and learn
from celebrities.
We believe that implementing these recommendations is crucial for the
authorities in particular, but also for NGOs, journalistic institutions and
others who might have a role as key communicator during a crisis.
Underpinning these recommendations is a recognition of the important
role played by social media in the conﬁguration of SA during and after a
crisis situation. As our case study of the terrorist attacks in Norway shows,
social media will be used as vehicles for conﬁguring SA, even if the authorities are not taking part in the process. Acknowledging this means acknowledging that SA conﬁguration during a crisis situation has become a
collaborative and networked process, in which the authorities, journalists
and other traditional key communicators need to take a different role than
perhaps used to be the case.

NOTES

1. Based on a list of terrorist attacks on Wikipedia (accessed 23 July
2017): https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_battles_and_other_violent_
events_by_death_toll#Terrorist_attacks
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2. The analysis of social media activity during the 22 July 2011 terrorist
attacks in Oslo and on Utøya is one of three case studies in the RESCUEproject (REsearching Social media and Collaborative software Use in
Emergencies).
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