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“Harnessing the Power of Social Media for Disaster Risk Reduction and the Mitigation 
Planning Process” 

Social media has become an integral part of disaster response in recent years, driving short-
term preparedness activities and inspiring communities to rally and provide recovery assistance 
in the aftermath of disaster. This prolific technology improves disaster response and allows 
affected populations to take control of their situation while also feeling empowered. However, 
social media has not yet been widely used in hazard mitigation, despite being the most 
promising tool available. Through social media, individuals are able to connect and 
communicate with a wide audience with diverse views and experiences, including the most 
vulnerable populations—e.g. people of color, low-income, elderly, and non-native speakers. 
This chapter strives to expedite this process by exploring how social media can be used by 
communities to reduce their long-term risk through the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency’s (FEMA) nine-step mitigation planning process. These nine tasks are applicable 
outside the U.S.; they provide a basic framework that can be adapted and used by any 
community or organization anywhere in the world. 

While disasters often have long-term consequences on communities’ economic, social, and 
environmental well-being, disaster response and preparedness activities are usually short-term. 
Social media platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter, have become vital tools driving short-
term preparedness activities as community leaders and agencies have a direct line of 
communication through which to deliver life-saving information. Social media also provides 
opportunities for individuals to play a role post-disaster, either through private efforts or those 
led by organizations. For example, Facebook allows non-profit charities to raise money by 
adding a “Donate Now” button to ads and account pages. However, people often have an “out-
of-sight, out-of-mind” attitude, meaning concern with disasters is often short-lived, limited to the 
time during which dramatic events dominate headlines. Trend analysis shows that while the 
U.S. public showed a greater interest in key terms such as “disaster preparedness” and “sea 
level rise” in the immediate aftermath of hurricane Sandy, interest quickly waned (Kahn 2013). 
Concern first decreased in areas that weren’t physically impacted, but soon after, people who 
were impacted also lost interest.  

Because of fleeting interest and capricious attitudes, hazard mitigation—the long-term approach 
to reducing disaster risk—is a hard sell. It’s difficult to break through the constant barrage of 
everyday information to motivate communities and individuals to safeguard for an event that 
hasn’t yet happened, or may never happen in one’s lifetime. As the future sustainability of a 
community frequently depends on actions taken now, new approaches are warranted that 
inform and engage the public, building community-level resilience and sustainability mindsets.  

With the sweeping changes of the digital age, a key to getting the word on the street about the 
value of mitigation and the mitigation planning process is through social media. Social media 
offers invaluable avenues and tools to engage the public in dialogue, explore their concerns, 
gather ideas, and drive the process of inclusive risk reduction planning. While many 
communities, agencies, and organizations may focus on using social media to push out general 
emergency management information updates, these platforms also offer endless creative 
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opportunities to drive home the long-term risk reduction message and support mitigation 
planning activities. 

The Power of Social Media 

Social media platforms allow users to share information and create communities through online 
networks of people. “Social media” is an umbrella term that defines various activities that 
integrate technology, social interaction, text, picture, video, and audio. In the past decade, social 
media has become a dominant form of communication. The basic forms of social media include: 
social networks (e.g. Facebook); blogs (i.e. online journals); photo and video-based platforms 
(e.g. YouTube, Instagram); and microblogging (e.g. Twitter). Social media provides a wide 
reach, but it is fragmented, as there are many platforms available and new ones crop up 
routinely. However, even the more popular platforms being used to engage the public, including 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, and Instagram, need to be evaluated regularly as they—
and their users—evolve over time.  

These key platforms have made the world seem smaller. No matter where users are located, 
they have the opportunity to connect with others and share information. People who are active 
on Facebook and Twitter may have hundreds or even thousands of digital connections. But they 
often lack real-life human contacts in their own neighborhood. In fact, across the Western world, 
people feel increasingly disconnected from their neighbors (Dunkelman 2014; Pinker 2014). And 
when people don’t know their neighbors, it is less likely they will turn to them in cases of 
emergency (Cheshire 2015).  Aware of this need for building local connection, the social media 
application Nextdoor was launched in 2010. Its mission is to “build, safer, stronger, and happier 
communities, all over the world” (Nextdoor n.d.). According to Joseph Porcelli, Senior City 
Strategist and “professional neighbor,” currently eight out of ten U.S. neighborhoods use 
Nextdoor to connect, communicate, and be of service to one another. Members receive critical 
life-saving communication from many of Nextdoor’s government partners (of which there are 
2,500) who utilize a free government interface, Nextdoor for Public Agencies. “During Hurricane 
Harvey, in the greater Houston Area, 136 of these government partners shared more than 1,200 
updates to keep residents informed,” explained Porcelli (personal communication, October 12, 
2017). Aside from Nextdoor, other community and neighborhood-based initiatives have grown in 
use in recent years. One example is Facebook Community Pages, dedicated to topics or 
experiences of interest to the connected community.  

These social media platforms allow agencies, organizations, and neighborhoods to get a 
message in front of the right people in the right places. By targeting a specific audience, the 
sender is able to obtain immediate feedback on planning initiatives, query users on issues and 
concerns, drive out messages, and sustain engagement over time. Social media can also reach 
a larger audience and an immensely wide geographic range, which is useful for mitigation 
purposes. Furthermore, using social media has relatively low operating costs, an important 
consideration for cash-strapped community-based organizations and agencies. With constant 
on-the-go lifestyles, individuals can access information via their mobile devices from anywhere 
they have a signal. These platforms are instant, highly scalable forms of communication.  

The differences between social media and traditional media—e.g. printed newspapers, radio, 
and television—include the dramatic increase of speed at which information is disseminated. 
Users are able to filter information through easy search mechanisms, such as the use of a 
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hashtag, a word preceded by the hash mark (#) to signify a topic of interest that can be clicked 
to find related posts or tweets. Hyperlinks to original or additional sources can offer more 
detailed information for those interested, while shared information can instantly be updated and 
accessed from anywhere there is internet access, expanding flexibility and nimbleness for both 
senders and receivers.  

Who is Using Social Media? 

According to the Pew Research Center (2017), around 70 percent of Americans use social 
media to connect with others, share information, and engage with news content. Historically, 
young adults (18-29 years of age) use social media at high levels; however, usage by older 
adults has increased significantly in recent years, especially among the 50-64 and 65+ groups. 
Survey data emphasize that there are no notable differences by racial or ethnic group: 74 
percent of Hispanics, 69 percent of Whites, and 63 percent of Blacks use social media. The 
same is true in terms of gender: 72 percent of women and 66 percent of men use at least one 
social media site. Income and education level, however, do make a difference: 60 percent of 
adults who have an income below $30,000 use social media, compared to 78 percent of adults 
who have an income above $75,000. The percentages are almost identical when examining 
education level: 59 percent of adults with high school or less are using social media compared 
to 78 percent of college graduates. Those living in rural areas are slightly less likely to use 
social media than those in urban and suburban areas, although it should be noted that the 
percentage of rural social media users has grown significantly since 2009.  

When social media was born in the late 1990s, its purpose didn’t go beyond enabling people to 
create a profile and make friends online. Social media has since matured and an ever-
increasing number of people rely on these platforms for their daily news. Today, according to 
the 2017 Pew survey (Bialik and Matsa 2017) of trends in social and digital news media, 67 
percent of Americans get at least some news on social media. While this is only a slight 
increase compared to 2016’s 62 percent, the growth was driven by a sharp increase among 
older Americans (50-64 and 65+). Equally interesting is that 74 percent of nonwhites get news 
on social media sites, a ten-percentage-point jump from 2016. Similarly, social media use also 
increased from 60 to 69 percent among those with less than a bachelor’s degree.  

One group that lags behind when it comes to social media use—and more generally, digital 
technology use—are individuals with disabilities. Disabled Americans (more than 56 million 
people according to the U.S. Census Bureau) are three times less likely to go online than their 
peers without a disability, according to a 2016 Pew Research Center survey (Anderson and 
Perrin 2017). However, the disabled population is disproportionately comprised of seniors, and 
this is an age group that has much lower levels of digital adoption than the nation as a whole. 
Still, the gap remains visible when looking at younger disabled Americans. The survey indicates 
that 67 percent of disabled Americans between the ages of 18 and 64 say that they own a 
laptop or desktop computer, compared with 84 percent of their peers who do not have a 
disability.  

These statistics emphasize that social media is used widely among groups at highest risk and 
most vulnerable to the impact of disaster, such as the elderly, people of color, the poor, 
undocumented workers, and those less educated. Historically these groups weren’t easy to 
reach, but social media has changed that. The aforementioned statistics do not only indicate 
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that the majority of American adults are using social media, adults from diverse socioeconomic 
and racial backgrounds are increasingly using this technology to access news reports and share 
thoughts and concerns. Social media has enabled people who were never heard in the past, to 
speak up and get involved. Nevertheless, not everyone has benefitted equally in the digital age. 
The group most vulnerable to the impact of disasters, the disabled, appears much less likely to 
go online than those without disabilities. When utilizing social media for disaster mitigation, this 
must be kept in mind.  

Social Media Strategies 

As with all communications outreach, when information is disseminated through a variety of 
social media platforms, a wider audience is reached since not all community members or 
groups prefer the same social channels. Messages are delivered in different formats, reflecting 
the social media outlet’s unique protocols (e.g. lengthy and sometimes complex narrative 
dialogues on Facebook as opposed to short message bursts on Twitter or supported by visually-
captivating imagery on Instagram). Time of day that individuals might choose to access their 
social feeds may also differ, which allows for flexibility in outreach targets. Post content now 
often includes rich data, such as interactive maps with extensive data layers. These unique 
qualities of social media platforms serve to greatly benefit the sender who utilizes a combination 
of multiple channels—whether for a campaign or single message distribution.   

Social platforms are increasingly being used to poll attitudes. Nextdoor, for example, describes 
innovative ways for using community polls as part of local outreach and engagement (Porcelli et 
al. n.d.). For example, the Norfolk Department of Emergency Preparedness and Response 
asked residents if they had flood insurance. A healthy conversation arose “about the value of 
having flood insurance from neighbors in high and low flood hazard areas” (p. 5).  

Mitigation Planning and the Whole Community Approach 

“In 2013, the Washington Post reported that between 2007 and 2013, 243 million Americans 
were affected by weather disasters. According to NOAA, as of July 2017, there have been nine 
weather and climate disasters, costing over $1 billion each. Despite this reality, the Ad Council 
reports that 69% of Americans do not have a family emergency plan in place” (Porcelli et al. 
n.d., 2).   

After so much disaster loss in recent years, the world is turning new eyes to building long-term 
resilience—and mitigation is core to this movement. While many mitigation actions are focused 
on an individual’s home, business, or commercial building, mitigation measures are also 
designed to protect systems of natural and built environments. Community-level mitigation often 
requires “big picture” thinking, political buy-in, resources, and widespread support. 

Long-term risk reduction gained national prominence in the U.S. with a FEMA initiative entitled 
Project Impact in the late 1990s, which created incentives for communities to think about future 
risk. This community-driven effort had long-lasting impacts on the community mindset and led to 
important legislation, the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000. Subsequently, DMA 2000 established 
the Pre-Disaster Mitigation Program (PDM), a competitive grant program that funded the 
planning and implementation of mitigation projects for states and local governments prior to the 
event of a disaster. The whole community approach advocating inclusive community 
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engagement was later introduced by FEMA Administrator Craig Fugate (also a major advocate 
of social media) under the Obama administration. This approach emphasizing mitigation and 
resilience encouraged involving all federal, state, local, tribal, and territorial governmental 
partners, non-governmental organizations such as faith-based, volunteer and non-profit groups, 
the private sector and industry, and most importantly, individuals, families, and communities.  

An overall cultural transition is slowly moving from a reactive (response) to a proactive focus. In 
FY2007, reflecting the original intent of the DMA 2000, in order to apply for the competitive PDM 
funding, local applicant communities were required to develop and maintain a FEMA-approved 
Hazard Mitigation Plan. This planning process has now become a foundational basis for building 
resilience at the community and regional level. 

SIDEBAR: What Do Hazard Mitigation Activities Look Like? 

Mitigation activities include:  

§ Identifying actions for risk reduction agreed upon by stakeholders and the public.  
§ Focusing resources on the greatest risks and vulnerabilities.  
§ Building partnerships by involving citizens, organizations, and businesses.  
§ Increasing education and awareness of threats and hazards, as well as their 

risks.  
§ Communicating priorities to state and federal officials.  
§ Aligning risk reduction with other community objectives.  

What do mitigation actions and concepts look like when implemented?  

§ Outreach programs that increase risk awareness. 
§ Projects that protect critical facilities. 
§ Removal of structures from flood hazard areas.  
§ Land use plans.  
§ Building codes that go beyond “life safety” to allow for operation after an event. 

Additionally, mitigation can help accomplish other community objectives, such as 
leveraging capital improvements, infrastructure protection, open space preservation, and 
economic resiliency. 

Integrating Social Media into Mitigation Planning Activities 

Social media has increasingly played a role in engaging widespread target audiences. Since 
online platforms enable risk managers to more effectively expand their reach, or hyper-localize 
their target audience, communities, agencies and organizations are now more readily 
embracing social platforms to inform, question, monitor, and gain critical feedback that enables 
them to craft more targeted strategies and plans.  

While developing coastal post-disaster reconstruction guidelines for the Maui County (Hawaii) 
Department of Planning, The Frew Group (risk resilience and communication consultants) used 
social media to communicate with high-risk populations in remote locations on multiple islands, 
including outreach to local native Hawaiian populations living on deeded homesteads. Of 
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paramount importance was a need to reflect cultural sensitivity, honor local preferences, and 
engage with elderly and youth. Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram posts were successfully 
integrated into the communications strategy. 

INTERNATIONAL SNAPSHOT: Australia and New Zealand 

Crisis consultant Peter Rekers offers insight to how social media has helped Australia 
and New Zealand, both well-known for their respective disaster vulnerabilities: "In 
Australia, the State of Victoria's Emergency Management Victoria is using social media 
to reach communities vulnerable to bushfire to help them devise local resilience building 
solutions. Many of these communities learnt the hard way in 2010 when they were 
devastated by the Black Saturday fires and are now much more focused on resilience 
building. One of the key strengths of using social media in building resilience in 
communities is its ability to reach audiences who, too often, don't want to listen. This is 
particularly valuable in areas of high and complex risk such as New Zealand. The Alpine 
Fault 8 (AF8) project is planning for an earthquake of a magnitude 8 or greater in the 
South Island. The AF8 project is communicating specific as well as general advice and 
case studies through social media, reaching a vast variety of audiences” (personal 
communication, October 12, 2017). 

Some industry experts advocate more needs to be done with agency-led mitigation in order to 
create richer content needed for successful social media engagement. As observed by George 
Whitney, a former government disaster management official now in the private sector, mitigation 
planning activities are often not much more than a program designed to complete a local hazard 
mitigation plan that is “hardly or never implemented, but updated every five years to meet 
a FEMA requirement." (personal communication, October 11, 2017). The result—there is little to 
share on social media. If emergency managers want to capitalize on the power of social, it is 
imperative to supply ongoing content that is actionable, accessible, and appealing to a wide 
audience. Doing so will undoubtedly accelerate the quality and success of the programs, plans, 
and activities. 

FEMA offers an excellent example framework for how to conduct a planning process in nine 
tasks. U.S. communities are encouraged to follow these steps. This structure is noteworthy as 
guidance for communities and organizations anywhere in the world wishing to reduce risks and 
build resilience. The first three tasks focus on the process of mitigation planning, including who 
needs to be involved and how to involve them. The remaining tasks address what is 
accomplished during the planning process. How, when, and where can social media fit into the 
planning process? This may best be explained by identifying each planning task (or step) and 
considering social media activities that would help drive success.  

Determining Planning Areas and Resources (Task 1) 

One of the first actions to take in the planning process is to define the planning area, which 
refers to the geographic area covered by the plan. Geographic Information System (GIS) maps 
of these areas are often created to visually show the area, especially valuable for multiple 
jurisdictional planning for areas facing the same threats.  
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A critical action at the outset is to identify a plan’s resource needs. Would you need support to 
inform a community about the planning activities on social media? Consider posting requests on 
local geo-targeted platforms for social media and technology expertise. Resources could include 
outside technical assistance or local high school or college students who might know the 
technology or are social influencers on the platforms most actively used by a wide range of 
users (and by different age groups) in the local jurisdiction.  

Building the Planning Team (Task 2) 

Involving various representatives from throughout the community and other jurisdictions is 
critical to inclusive planning. The process will greatly benefit by including team members 
experienced with social media and familiar with the community’s demographics and preferences 
for online engagement. Such support can be found in many places and crafted through varying 
relationships, for example with formal team members or volunteers, such as digital volunteers 
assisting a Virtual Operations Support Team that supports local social media activities following 
a disaster (read more about VOSTs at https://vosg.us). Social media outreach can be used to 
further engage planning members, such as GIS specialists who create and analyze map data to 
communicate complex information that can then be distributed via social platforms.  

Creating an Outreach Strategy (Task 3) 

Transparent public dialogue and engagement are necessary for an effective mitigation planning 
process—and a good plan. All community members need to understand how resilience 
decisions are reached and deserve an opportunity to have their voices heard. Mitigation 
planning outreach strategies identify what a community wants to accomplish through the 
outreach efforts, whom to involve in the process, as well as how to engage the community and 
when. When integrated into sundry traditional and online outreach methods, online social 
engagement offers a robust communications solution. The challenge is to keep thinking “out of 
the box” to find new and unique ways to reflect a community’s personality and preferences.  

There are numerous ways in which social media can support mitigation planning outreach: 
distributing links to literature; offering informational tidbits; serving as pointer to other online 
resources (e.g. website or a main source that hosts mitigation information); soliciting risk 
reduction solution ideas; promoting planning meetings; educating on vital details for which 
decisions are being made; soliciting input through surveys; and gaining feedback.  

Social engagement can open a door to community members who are passionately involved and 
committed to their neighborhoods. For those with driving passion, social media offers a steady 
bullhorn for advocating viewpoints and rallying support behind concerns. For those unable to 
attend a key event, social feeds can offer streaming of real-time discussions, and solicit 
feedback. Key points of contacts can be continually promoted to answer questions or provide 
comments. Since all communities struggle with dwindling dollars, posted messages offering 
downloadable resource links to plans, critical updates, public notices, and press releases can 
ease pressures on staffing responsibilities. 

SNAPSHOT: Clark County, Kansas Emergency Management  

Clark County, Kansas, created the Clark County Emergency Management Facebook 
page. They posted video clips, interviews with stakeholders, and photos of activities 
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during their mitigation planning process. Innovatively, they held a drawing for an Apple 
iPod Shuffle 2GB MP3 Player posting that “all those that participate and provide 
feedback via this Facebook page will be entered in the drawing” (2010). 

Reviewing Community Capabilities (Task 4) 

The next step is assessing a community’s existing authorities, policies, programs, and 
resources that help mitigate risks. Resilience building is best done when jurisdictions clearly 
identify and understand the local and state capabilities that enable mitigation strategies to 
succeed. Important questions might be: Does a community have the capabilities it needs to 
implement a mitigation strategy? Are there opportunities for improving what’s in place already? 
Do local plans increase social vulnerabilities of high-risk community members, such as non-
documented workers, LGBTQ, or those with access and function needs?  

Social media provides a range of avenues to individually question community capabilities as 
well as conduct online research through crowd sourcing approaches. As a “push” information 
mechanism, social media increases a community’s ability to educate on a wide range of local 
plans and planning efforts that affect resilience, such as transportation, capital improvement, 
economic development, and policies and laws.  

Conducting a Risk Assessment (Task 5)  

Assessing a community’s hazards and vulnerability clarifies the community’s risk level. The risk 
assessment enables a better understanding of the potential impacts of hazards to a 
community’s people, its economy, and constructed and natural environments. It empowers 
planners to prioritize actions. While many plans have traditionally focused on vulnerabilities to 
physical properties and infrastructure, there has been a growing focus on the safety and well-
being of the community’s high-risk populations, as discussed earlier in the book. Social media 
offers new creative means for sharing important data as well as gathering through data mining 
tools and crowd sourcing activities. 

Key components of a risk assessment include: 

• Hazard Assessment: describing natural, technological, and human-caused hazards that 
affect the jurisdiction.  

• Community Assets Identification: identifying community assets that are at risk, 
particularly to people, economy, built environment, and natural environment 

• Risk Analysis: evaluating vulnerable assets, describing potential risks, and estimating 
losses for each hazard.  

• Vulnerability Analysis: summarizing the hazards, vulnerable assets, and potential 
impacts and losses to understand and rank significant risks and vulnerabilities. 

Using social media in these activities can be overlooked by planners, and may not traditionally 
be considered, outside of pushing meeting information out to the public.  

The Hazard Assessment, a baseline of those hazards to which a community may be exposed, 
depends on informed research requiring extensive data gathering of a wide range of information 
located in many sources. These elements include state and local plans, historical 
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documentation of disasters, flood insurance rate maps, community policies, and financial data. 
Social media/online tools can support the assessment. For example, GIS hazard maps provide 
vivid graphical data visualizations that are easily understood and can be widely and rapidly 
distributed through social media. Data for the assessment and map development can be crowd-
sourced through social media outreach. Maps, building inventories, related reports, community 
surveys, and other feedback can be gathered, and the documents (or hyperlinks to the source 
documents) distributed through social media. 

 
Figure 1: The National Weather Service builds state-level hazard risk understanding by posting 
on its Twitter feed a link to a visually-appealing interactive map graphic on FEMA’s Readygov’s 
kid’s website.   

 

Community Assets Identification is built upon data collection and display. Online surveys can be 
used to better understand the people served and facilities used, as well as gather community 
sentiments to such issues as sensitive habitats and use of open space, and other quality of life 
indicators.  

The Risk Analysis informs the community on their greatest risks. To conduct the analysis 
requires qualitative and quantitative evaluation of all of the gathered data. While participatory 
planning is best done in real time, sometimes that is not possible. Online discussion threads can 
support and expand the development of these planning discussions.  

When a Vulnerability Analysis is conducted, issues of greatest concern can be made accessible 
and understandable, and allow for interactive dialogue through social media.   

Developing a Mitigation Strategy (Task 6)  
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A completed Risk Assessment, and all of the work leading up to it, crystallizes what a 
community can lose if and when disaster hits, also paving the road to making informed 
decisions on what needs to be done to mitigate the risks—the mitigation strategy. It reflects the 
community’s goals, risk reduction actions, and specifies how it will implement the actions it has 
chosen.   

Online resource links imbedded in social media posts enable followers to learn more about the 
strategy, specific mitigation measures, planning partners, and tools. Perhaps one of the most 
important services social media messages can provide is a notice or direct link offering the 
public an opportunity to review and provide comment on the final draft of a community’s 
mitigation plan prior to its adoption. 

SNAPSHOT: Morris County, New Jersey 

“During both Hurricane Irene and Superstorm Sandy, Morris County, New Jersey, 
experienced an astronomical increase in interactions on its social media channels. The 
public was desperate for information and we were able to provide it because we were 
embedded in the EOC [Emergency Operations Center],” explained Carol A. Spencer, 
Digital & Social Media Manager for Morris County, NJ, at the time.  “After these two 
events, we reached out to those same people via social media, soliciting input for our 
2015 Hazard Mitigation Plan. In late November, we posted on both Twitter and 
Facebook about mitigation, explaining what mitigation is, why it’s important, asking for 
input via our online survey, and including a link to the survey. We wrote about the 
importance of mitigation on our OEM Public Information blog,” she added (personal 
communication, June 21, 2013). Pointing out that there were nearly half a million social 
media interactions over six days during Hurricane Irene, a number repeated during 
Superstorm Sandy, Spencer cited the expanded reach for mitigation input using Twitter, 
Facebook, and OEM’s blog. 
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Figure 2: Morris County, New Jersey, used Twitter and Facebook to gather public input for 
assessing community priorities for mitigation investments (personal communication, June 21, 
2013). 

Social media is best used in conjunction with whatever traditional mitigation development tools 
are currently being used. For example, when holding community meetings, public notices, press 
releases, and informational materials can be sent out online beforehand. During the meetings, 
active online discussions (e.g. “Tweetchats”) enable off-site stakeholders to add their voice to 
the discussion, asking questions and providing answers in real-time, which underscores the 
power of timely feedback loops. Media outlets, bloggers, and social influencers can access 
images and videos of the events underway, potentially encouraging more immediate coverage 
and furthering an event’s social reach. All of these online engagement opportunities can point 
followers to related websites for more in-depth information and educational opportunities, thus 
further sustaining engagement.  

Social media is a vital element of the plan itself, not just in creating or promoting the plan. 
Mitigation plans include communication strategies and tactics related to many types of hazard-
related information, including time-critical emergency alerts and warnings, availability of flood 
insurance, and data visualization of floodplains. By both pulling and pushing information, social 
media tools increase understanding of community strengths and shortfalls, and provide a clear 
picture of planning efforts. 

The most inclusive education and awareness efforts include an integrated strategy that use a 
variety of educational distribution channels and mechanisms, of which social media platforms, 
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local influencers, and campaign development should be included. Tulsa, Oklahoma, included in 
its strategy additional measures for socially vulnerable populations that supported alerts and 
warnings, evacuations, and medical response, described Bob Roberts, prior Emergency 
Manager of Tulsa Public Schools (personal communication, July 14, 2015). 

Keep the Plan Current (Task 7) 

At some point, all plans need to be updated to assess goals and activity progress, and make 
adjustments. FEMA requires a 5-year update. Status updates and community feedback on 
priorities and the level of success of the actions can be driven by social media outreach. The 
public needs to be involved with monitoring, evaluating, and updating the plan. The online 
community can be tapped to provide feedback on changes in the conditions due to disaster 
events, and changes in community needs and resources, potential partners, and capabilities. 
Through social media posts with questions, links to questionnaires, or driving traffic to a specific 
website to give feedback, platforms offer a fast, inexpensive way to reach out and learn about 
what worked and what didn’t.  

When local policies and ordinances are being evaluated or reevaluated, collecting input online 
can reinforce and (or) build wider support for planning decisions. Additionally, social media can 
target particular neighborhoods for engagement on key issues.  

Understanding and monitoring online sentiment is paramount for meeting the challenges related 
to highly political issues. When using tax dollars to protect critical infrastructure or restore and 
preserve wetlands and wildlife habitats that might not only serve to protect local housing but 
also support the quality of life of residents, knowing where key stakeholders stand on such 
issues better prepares one for going into public meetings. Additionally, the public can offer new 
ideas of resources, potential partnerships, and possible funding sources. Once a plan is 
developed, obtaining public feedback is critical before finalization, and interested stakeholders 
can be offered a chance to review and provide input from the comfort of home.  
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Figure 3: State of Utah retweets a partner’s YouTube footage to visually document the impact 
of flooding on a community’s existing structural mitigation measure.  

 

Review and Adopt the Plan (Task 8) 

Once a plan is developed, it needs to be reviewed by the key stakeholders. Social media can 
make the document widely accessible, with information on how to review the plan and provide 
required public comment. Links to a document open for comment can be located on a 
community’s website. Innovative online communication outreach strategies will penetrate the 
community across sectors, geographic areas, languages, and cultures more effectively than by 
only posting on a website or using traditional media. Once a plan is adopted, links to the final 
community mitigation plan can be widely used, along with language encouraging downloading 
and printing for public consumption at widely accessible public venues, such as libraries. 

SNAPSHOT: City of San Francisco, CA 

“In San Francisco, we really wanted to make sure we gave the public the opportunity to 
weigh-in on our hazard mitigation plan, so we used our existing outreach mechanisms 
including social and traditional media, to get the word out that we wanted to know their 
thoughts on this important topic. We encouraged residents to share their feedback with 
us on Facebook, Nextdoor, and Twitter. We drove home the message that we wanted 
this plan to incorporate San Francisco’s values. Engaging in this dialogue with our 
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stakeholders, which includes the general public, is why our hazard mitigation plan was 
the first of its kind to cover climate change (sea level rise, temperature rise, and 
precipitation changes),” said Kristin Hogan, San Francisco Department of Emergency 
Management, External Affairs (personal communication, October 21, 2014) 

 

 
Figure 4: City of San Francisco DEM regularly utilizes social media alongside traditional media 
to engage the public. 

Create a Safe and Resilient Community (Task 9) 

The mitigation strategy and planning effort doesn’t stop at creation, or upon plan 
implementation. Ongoing, online engagement fosters sustained involvement. It keeps the plan, 
the planning process, and community interest in resilience alive and moving into the future. It 
ensures the public stays informed. It helps planners gather additional ideas and provide 
feedback when needed. 

Social outreach can keep the conversations active and engaging when the mitigation actions 
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are successfully achieved. Having platforms for celebrating and promoting successes is a 
perfect use of social media. And after an event occurs, keeping the public informed and 
connected will set them up to be more prepared and likely to assist in a response and recovery 
effort.  

 

SNAPSHOT: Firewise 

“Firewise opened its Twitter account around 2009 and later developed a Facebook 
page,” explained Michele Steinberg, Division Manager, Wildland Fire Operations, 
National Fire Protection Association (personal communication, March 21, 2017). “We 
started out simply trying to drive users to our website, but found the benefits of social 
media to be much broader than simply traffic to the site. My observation about one of the 
great benefits of social, and in this case, I’m thinking about our LinkedIn group in 
particular, is that it seems to really build trust with our audiences and partners. When an 
organization like ours can show that we are trustworthy, thoughtful and transparent by 
having a proactive presence on social media, it helps us build societal resiliency when 
we then work to persuade communities to take wildfire safety action.” 

 
Figure 5: Firewise retweets an educational graphic and partner appreciation message for a safe 
defensible space in urban wildland interface fire zones.  

Looking Towards the Future 

Social media has “grown up” in its role of emergency management. Long past simply being a 
fun way to share photos of great meals and socializing with friends and family (though still 
important for that as well), platforms now serve as vital tools in the disaster risk-reduction 
toolbox. The dynamic nature of social media’s constant changing platforms and new 
technologies demand users to stay nimble with its use and application, and updated with its 
changes. It is an unpredictable lightening rod that thrusts open the doors of access, breaks 
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down traditional information hierarchy, and sheds light on new pathways to hear a range of 
voices that have long gone unheard. Just as climate change carves sobering new profiles in the 
earth’s face, physical and cyber-terrorism create ever-growing concerns, and deeply disturbing 
political shifts pose unforeseen challenges, social media simultaneously gives rise to 
unexpected strength and opportunity to build resilience.  

The roles and character of social media will undoubtedly change the risk communications 
landscape in the years to come. They will impact how communities engage across the digital 
divide, break diverse public and private sectors out of insulated silos, encourage innovative 
partnerships and exchange, and enable cash-strapped agencies and communities to more 
effectively build community risk resilience. Despite the growing pains inevitable to rapidly 
changing technologies, these social tools deliver unprecedented opportunity for empowering the 
whole community to improve their quality of life for every member by actively joining in a social 
movement to reduce their own disaster risks, at a most fundamental and personal level. The 
social media revolution in resilience building is here to stay, and that is fortunate for us all.  
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