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Crisis communication in the era of public participation



The new era of public participation

Admiral Thad Allen: 

“We all have to understand that there will never 

again be a major event in this country that 

won’t involve public participation. And the 

public participation will happen whether it’s 

managed or not.”
Interview, Harvard Business Review, November, 2010.



The crowd and the response

Situation awareness

Active involvement in response

Crowd driven media reporting

Crowd event and response reporting

Crisis mapping--Japan



The “tweet” and “twitpic”



The Spill



Social media from the get go



Communication Management

Single platform 

to manage 

multiple 

communication 

functions

-Web content

-Info 

development

-Multi-mode 

distribution

-Interactive mgt

-Monitoring

-reporting



The web as focal point

• A few numbers

Inquiries received via site: 

68,000Inquiries responded to: 

65,000+

Hits: 155million

Unique visitors: 5 million+

Mail List: 60,000+

Approx Email Dist: approx 

200,000 per day (180+ days) 

30+m distributions

More than 100 users--typically 45 

users per day at peak: virtual and 

JIC



Interactivity

• Web Inquiries

• JIC calls

• Social Media

• Response 

Suggestions

• Claims

• Gov Relations

• Community 

Relations



Media coverage

• Monitoring and 

reporting

• 500k + tracked

• Tonality 

Financial Times: March 2011



Media drives political response

• Media “blame game”

• Initial inoculation strategy

• Second strategy

• Media coverage

Admiral Allen is a disgrace. He’s done 

nothing. He should be fired. Billy 

Nungesser, Anderson Cooper’s 

“expert”



NIMS PIO Confusion



This….



Or this….or…..



….This!



Communications a very different game



Conclusions

• In a major event with high public interest, WH will drive/control 

communications

• Media will inflame, outrage and blame

• Internet supports direct (unmediated) communication

• Technology (web, social media, live video, etc.) essential

• Interactivity with multiple audiences

• Media, elected officials, and public will influence response mgt

• Communicators provide the interface between an engaged public 

and official response
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