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Executive Summary 

Quite a bit is known about the public’s social media habits, including 

the public’s expectations concerning emergency management 

agencies’ use of social media. For example, 76 percent of adults 

responding to a 2012 American Red Cross survey expect help to 

arrive in less than three hours if they post an emergency-related 

request on social media. However, what is not well known are the 

perspectives of emergency managers toward social media. Do they 

feel emergency management agencies should be monitoring social 

media? Do their agencies’ capabilities for social media align with 

public expectations?  

To date, much of the data on social media and emergency 

management is limited to anecdotal accounts or case studies. Thus, 

CNA, in partnership with the National Emergency Management 

Association (NEMA), funded the development and nationwide 

distribution of a 56-question survey to state, county, and local 

emergency management and response agencies in late 2012 to 

answer questions about social media use in emergency 

management. By taking a survey approach, we were able to provide 

a broader, complementary perspective to existing anecdotes and 

case studies. This report provides the key results of that survey. 

Approach 

The web-based survey was available from August 3 to September 

12, 2012. Through NEMA, we sent the survey link to Public 

Information Officers (PIOs) at all 50 state emergency agencies. 

Additionally, we asked state PIOs to provide the survey link and 

encourage participation from corresponding county and local 

emergency management agencies. In total, over 500 individuals 

submitted responses, including responses from 426 departments 

and agencies. For the analysis, we separated responses into three 

sample groups: state, county, or local agencies. The state-level 

agency response rate was 82 percent. In contrast, response rates 

for county and local agencies were low; for counties, the response 

rate was approximately 8 percent. Thus, readers should use caution 
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if tempted to generalize county and local survey results across the 

nation. However, this data still represents the most comprehensive 

set of survey data to date from emergency management agencies 

on the topic of social media. 

Key Findings 

The survey findings tie to five areas of interest, each aligned to a 

section of the survey questionnaire. The sections discuss agencies’ 

social media familiarity; general capability; use in real-world events; 

value and trustworthiness of information posted by the public on 

social media platforms; and ongoing development of the capability. 

The survey addressed key questions about social media usage, 

including the following: 

How knowledgeable are emergency management agencies 

regarding social media? 

Findings: On average, respondents from state, county, and local 

levels all considered themselves at least “moderately familiar” with 

social media. Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube have become 

commonly associated with social media. However, other key 

concepts (e.g., crowdsourcing), tools (e.g., Nixle), and stakeholders 

(e.g., Ushahidi) remain unfamiliar, particularly at county and local 

levels. 

Do emergency management agencies use social media? What 

goals do they have for social media? 

Findings: Of those surveyed, all state emergency management 

agencies use social media in some capacity, as do 68 percent of 

county emergency management agencies and 85 percent of local 

response agencies. Responsibilities primarily reside with the Public 

Information Officer; thus, the most frequently selected goal for 

agencies was to maintain a Twitter account, Facebook page, or 

website to convey information to the public. This goal represents a 

more modest use of social media when compared to 

groundbreaking crowdsourcing and crisis-mapping activities 

conducted by digital volunteers in large-scale events such as the 

2010 Haiti earthquake. In addition, approximately one-fifth and one-

third of the local and county agencies surveyed, respectively, had 

not identified a goal for social media operations. 
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What are current capabilities for using social media? 

Findings: We asked respondents to characterize their agency’s 

social media capability along four dimensions: 

Governance: Commitment and buy-in from senior leadership and 

political officials at the state level is more than double that at the 

county and local levels. 

Technology: Technology used for other purposes in an agency is 

often used in an ad hoc fashion to support basic social media 

operations, such as posting status updates. 

Data/Analytics: Data-extraction efforts at all levels are still reliant 

upon manual review, making monitoring efforts difficult to scale-up 

during large disasters. 

Processes: Formally defined and tested processes and procedures 

lag behind social media use.  

Do emergency management agencies have experience using 

social media in real-world events?  

Findings: Of those surveyed, nearly all of the state emergency 

management agencies, half of the county emergency management 

agencies, and three-fifths of the local response agencies have used 

social media in response to a real-world event, primarily to push 

information out to the community. Over 90 percent of the events 

cited were from 2011 or 2012, underscoring the recent adoption of 

social media. Nearly all respondents indicated that their agencies 

were, in their view, at least partially successful in their use of social 

media, with limited reach and insufficient resources most frequently 

cited as reasons for limited success. 

Are agencies prepared to conduct social media operations in 

large-scale events? 

Findings: Although the ability to use social media for public 

messaging is relatively unaffected by the scale of an event, 

monitoring-based tasks will be negatively affected by the volume of 

posts occurring in large-scale disasters. Less than one in six 

agencies surveyed that use social media have dedicated social 

media personnel. Meanwhile, data extraction is reliant on manual 

review. Less than one-quarter of state agencies responding, and 
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even fewer county and local agencies, indicated that their data-

collection and analysis capabilities could sufficiently scale for large 

events. Furthermore, although online volunteer communities, such 

as Humanity Road, can help address difficulties with staffing, 

familiarity with and integration of these communities is still 

underdeveloped. 

What are emergency managers’ attitudes toward social media? 

Findings: Of those surveyed, 59 percent of state emergency 

management agencies, 55 percent of county emergency 

management agencies, and 41 percent of local response agencies 

trust social media less than traditional media sources. Nearly all 

respondents agree that, on receiving information from social media 

sources, their agency would attempt to verify this information. Of 

note, more than three-quarters of respondents believe that their 

agency would not take action on social media information unless it 

was first verified by a response agency or other trusted source. 

Additionally, more than two-thirds of respondents indicated that they 

expect social media to have at least a moderate impact on future 

response efforts. 

What are the main challenges to social media use by 

emergency management agencies? What can the Federal 

Government do to facilitate its use? 

Findings: Survey results indicate that the primary barrier to 

emergency management agencies’ use of social media is a lack of 

dedicated personnel. While most respondents indicated that they 

would not necessarily look to the Federal Government to play a 

large role in supporting the development of their agency’s social 

media capabilities, they identified prime areas for potential support, 

including grant funding, training on how social media could be used, 

and the provision of guidance and standards. 

Next Steps  

Emergency managers should use the survey results to identify gaps 

in their agencies and inform actions to develop social media 

capabilities. In addition, the survey should be refined and reissued 

periodically to track trends and better understand social media 

development.  
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Introduction 

“Social media is imperative to emergency management because the public uses these communication 

tools regularly. Rather than trying to convince the public to adjust the way we at FEMA 

communicate, we must adapt to the way the public communicates by leveraging the tools that people 

use on a daily basis. We must use social media tools to more fully engage the public as a critical 

partner in our efforts”[1]. 

—Craig Fugate, FEMA Administrator  

Out of nearly 314 million people in the United States, approximately 

296 million are internet users (94 percent), 160 million are Facebook 

users (51 percent), and 140 million are Twitter users (45 percent), 

many of whom access the Internet on a mobile device. Widespread 

social media usage, which was virtually nonexistent just a decade 

ago, has changed the type and speed of information available to 

emergency management agencies, and, consequently, has also 

changed citizens’ expectations of those agencies. In a 2012 phone 

survey of 1,018 adults, conducted by the American Red Cross, 70 

percent of respondents said that emergency response agencies 

should regularly monitor their websites and social media sites so 

that they can respond promptly to any posted requests for help. In 

response to this changing landscape, emergency management 

stakeholders at all levels of government are exploring ways to adapt 

their agency processes and personnel to best use social media 

technologies and the information available through them. 

Congress has also taken an interest in the use of social media in 

emergency management. On May 5, 2011, the U.S. Senate held a 

hearing on “Understanding the Power of Social Media as a 

Communication Tool in the Aftermath of Disasters,” with the goal of 

identifying ways to nurture social media’s use in emergency 

management. However, without first establishing a benchmark of 

where the nation’s emergency management agencies are with 
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respect to social media use,1 federal efforts run the risk of being 

misplaced. 

Although examples of best-practices have surfaced of how 

individual emergency management agencies are using social media 

in response to real-world events, a broader accounting of the current 

capabilities and goals of emergency management agencies across 

the nation has been absent. Given the current era of diminishing 

resources to support emergency management initiatives, this 

knowledge seems critical. Therefore, CNA partnered with the 

National Emergency Management Association (NEMA) to conduct a 

national survey of state, county, and local emergency management 

agencies to help address existing gaps in knowledge about the use 

of social media within agencies, and to identify effective ways to 

nurture capability growth. This report provides the results of the 

survey. 

Scope of  the Report 

The report addresses five major areas—aligning to sections of the 
survey questionnaire—that stem from concepts and issues 
discussed at the NEMA 2011 Social Media in Emergency 
Management (SMEM) Camp:2  

• Social Media Familiarity gauges survey respondents’ 

knowledge of social media, as well as their interpretations of 

what social media means through word associations. 

• Social Media Capability: General provides insights on 

current use of and capabilities for social media in emergency 

management agencies. 

                                                      
1
 Creation of a baseline was one of the six recommendations outlined in 

the 2011 Social Media + Emergency Management Camp report [2]. 
2
 NEMA and the SMEM Initiative, in collaboration with CrisisCommons, 

hosted this event on March 24, 2011. More than 150 members of the 

U.S. emergency management community convened, including 

representatives from FEMA, the American Red Cross, Twitter, state and 

local emergency management agencies, private-sector interests, and 

various volunteer technology communities. It was the first time members 

of the emergency management community convened on such a large 

scale to discuss how social media and emergent technologies are 

affecting response operations. 
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• Social Media Capability: Real-World Events explores social 

media activities, performance, and roles and responsibilities in 

the context of large-scale events. 

• Social Media Value and Trustworthiness addresses survey 

respondents’ views on social media relative to more traditional 

forms of media, and their perspectives on its current and 

future value. 

• Social Media Development identifies barriers to social media 

use and prioritizes the types of support the Federal 

Government can provide to help address these barriers. 

Although the survey was open to anyone who accessed the survey 

questionnaire link,3 this report only discusses responses from state 

and county emergency management agencies and local emergency 

response agencies. In particular, the analysis concentrates on state-

level emergency management agencies, for which we obtained the 

highest response rates.  

Overall, the report:  

• Reveals potential misconceptions that the emergency 

management community and others may have about social 

media;  

• Frames social media capability along four dimensions of use 

(governance, technology, data/analytics, processes);  

• Presents lessons learned from using social media in real-

world events;  

• Identifies avenues for additional inquiry and research; and  

• Outlines areas in which federal support would be most useful.  

In addition, the survey results establish a baseline for future 

comparison. 

                                                      
3
 CNA made the survey publicly available from August 3, 2012 to 

September 12, 2012 using the Checkbox Survey website. 
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Organization of  the Report 

Following the Introduction, the Approach section details the 

design and administration of the survey. The Data section provides 

descriptive statistics on the responses to the survey questionnaire. 

The bulk of the report is then organized according to the five 

aforementioned sections of the survey questionnaire (Social Media 

Familiarity, Social Media Capability: General, Social Media 

Capability: Real-World Events, Social Media Value and 

Trustworthiness, and Social Media Development). Each section 

highlights important findings, identifies key questions from the 

questionnaire, and discusses survey results. The Conclusion 

summarizes what the survey accomplished, and presents 

recommendations for moving forward. We end with 

Acknowledgements, References, and a series of Appendices, 

including a glossary of key terms.  
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Approach 

Study Population and Recruitment 

The main targets for the study were state emergency management 

agencies. Since this amounts to a population of 50 agencies, we 

elected to sample the entire population.
4
 Additionally, we collected 

data from county and local emergency management agencies. 

Our recruitment strategy leveraged NEMA’s pre-existing 

relationships with state emergency management agencies. NEMA is 

the professional association of and for emergency management 

directors from all states and territories. In surveying emergency 

management personnel, we were cognizant of the large demands 

on their time and distrust of unsolicited email communications. 

Through NEMA’s involvement, we were able to distinguish our 

information request from other data-collection efforts and increase 

the legitimacy of the survey. Additionally, NEMA possesses a 

complete, up-to-date list of points of contact for all state emergency 

management agencies. NEMA distributed the link for the 

questionnaire to state public information officers and asked each 

state emergency management agency to fill out the survey 

questionnaire. NEMA also requested that the state Public 

Information Officers (PIOs) forward the questionnaire to their 

respective county and local jurisdictions—an indirect method of 

                                                      
4
 Because we are dealing with such a small population, we already would 

have had to sample 43 states to achieve a ± 5 percent accuracy rate at a 

95 percent confidence level. 
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recruitment akin to a modified snowball sampling technique.
5
 For 

this initial survey, however, we focused on achieving an adequate 

response rate for state emergency management agencies. 

We directed the questionnaire to the individual “most 

knowledgeable” about social media use within the agency. We used 

PIOs as the initial point of entry for the survey because of their 

general involvement with social media. Moreover, we wanted to 

reduce the number of transfers necessary before surveying the 

appropriate person.
6
 Even if the PIO was not the most 

knowledgeable person, we felt he or she would know where to direct 

the questionnaire and would be motivated enough to forward on the 

request. 

Questionnaire Development and Administration 

We developed questions from concepts and issues discussed at the 

NEMA 2011 SMEM Camp. To reduce errors associated with 

question wording and to solicit potential ideas for additional 

questions, we subjected the questionnaire to an internal round of 

review at CNA, and then solicited input from various subject matter 

experts within the emergency management community.  

We elected to conduct a web-based survey on the assumption that 

the select population in question has Internet access. Using 

Checkbox Survey, we constructed a 56-item study questionnaire 

that included a definition for social media, enforced that respondents 

answer certain questions to progress through the questionnaire, 

contained conditional routing through the survey based on 

                                                      
5
 There were two main reasons why we did not pursue a more focused 

sample of counties and localities based on random selection. First, while 

we would have preferred obtaining individual email contact information, 

we were cognizant of potential sensitivity to making these requests of 

state  

PIOs. Second, we were relying on NEMA to handle communications to 

enhance the survey’s credibility, but we were concerned about the 

additional burden that addressing county and local jurisdiction non-

response rates would place on NEMA.  
6
 Each individual in the chain of transfers may forget to forward on or elect 

not to further distribute the survey questionnaire link.  
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respondent answers, and allowed respondents to save responses 

and return to the questionnaire.
7
 The questionnaire used various 

response formats, including checklists, categorical, ranking, 

“yes/no,” and five-point scales. Where appropriate, the presentation 

of question answers was randomized to reduce selection biases 

associated with the presentation order.  

In designing the questionnaire, one of our biggest concerns was the 

associated cost, based on time spent participating. To address this 

issue, we had test users track the amount of time necessary to 

complete the questionnaire and reduced the number of questions so 

that completing it took less than 30 minutes. An introductory 

statement accompanied the questions, which included a broad 

appeal to the reader, a statement regarding data confidentiality, and 

an estimated time of completion. We organized the survey into 

separate sections by topic and provided a progress bar to indicate 

the respondent’s progress. Four individuals took the survey in a final 

verification step prior to its release. 

The questionnaire was accessible to anyone who received the 

questionnaire link. To categorize respondents appropriately, the 

questionnaire contained questions that asked for basic identification 

information, specifically: agency name, level of government, and 

position within the agency. The questionnaire also provided an 

option for respondents to indicate whether they were willing to 

participate in follow-up inquiries and, if so, to provide their email 

contact information. The survey questionnaire was available 

between August 3, 2012 and September 12, 2012. 

NEMA played a critical role in the survey roll-out and follow-up 

communications. On August 3, NEMA circulated an initial email 

message to all state PIOs. The message included a copy of the 

introductory statement from the questionnaire, along with details 

regarding the survey, and it encouraged PIOs not only to respond to 

the survey, but also to forward the email to their county and local 

emergency management agencies. The following week, NEMA 

emailed state directors to make them aware that their PIOs had 

received the survey and to exhort them to support the survey. 

                                                      
7
 The survey is available to interested readers upon request. 
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As Figure 1 (below) shows, growth in the number of survey 

responses began to decline in the third week of the survey.
8
 This 

prompted an email reminder to states, which NEMA issued on 

August 28. By the original survey deadline (August 31), we obtained 

a total of 28 responses from state emergency management 

agencies. To improve the response rate, we extended the deadline 

for responses to September 12, while NEMA issued a final email to 

and personally called the 22 states that had not yet responded to 

the survey. 

Figure 1. Timeline of  activities for the administration of  the survey questionnaire; gray bars 

indicated weekends, when we expected activity to be minimal 

 

 

 

                                                      
8
 On August 21, 2012, a blogger for Emergency Management posted a link 

to the survey. However, an incorrect link was initially used, which 

referenced the blogger’s survey answers, resulting in some confusion for 

individuals accessing the survey from the blog post. Unfortunately, during 

this period, individuals who responded to the survey from the blog post 

simply overwrote one another. A correct link was posted on August 27, 

2012, which may have also contributed to the bump in responses in the 

following days. 
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Data 

Sample Size 

We received a total of 505 fully completed questionnaires. The 

average time for completion was approximately 17 minutes.9 

Our analyses used a subset of the responses, which we arrived at 

using the criteria below. We focused on responses from individuals 

who classified themselves as associated with a state, county, or 

local government agency (see Figure 2).10 The final samples sizes 

are listed in parentheses.   

• States (n = 41): A total of 77 individuals from state agencies 

responded to the questionnaire. A number of responses, 

however, corresponded to state agencies other than the state 

emergency management agency (e.g., public health). Three 

states also had multiple respondents from their emergency 

management agencies.11  

• Counties (n = 234): A total of 303 individuals from county 

agencies responded to the questionnaire. However, 41 

corresponded to agencies other than the county emergency 

management agency, 21 could not be linked to a specific 

                                                      
9 This excludes 21 outliers, which took longer than 1 hour. 
10 Thirty-one respondents elected to select the “Other” option and provided 

an alternative description. Some examples include two federal agencies, 

six private-sector/nonprofit agencies, and four tribal nations. 
11 To prevent multiple entries from the same state, we selected the 

response corresponding to the PIO position, as over 80 percent of 

responses from state emergency management agencies came from 

PIOs. Other personnel who responded to the survey included agency 

directors, training personnel, and planning staff members. 
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state, and 7 involved multiple responses from the same 

agency.12 

• Localities (n = 85): A total of 94 individuals from local 

agencies responded to the questionnaire. Of these, seven 

could not be linked to specific states, and two involved 

responses from the same agency. 

Figure 2. Ninety-four percent of  respondents to the questionnaire 

classified themselves as associated with a state, county, or local 

government agency. 

 

 

 

At the state and county levels, we elected to use only responses 

from emergency management agencies. At the local level, however, 

we discovered that a significant portion of responses came from 

local government, fire, and police departments (see Figure 3). Since 

these entities could be responsible for emergency management 

activities at the local level, we decided not to filter out these other 

types from the sample set.  

Unless otherwise indicated in tables and figures, results presented 

throughout the report for each of these three groups are based on 

the aforementioned final sample sizes. 

 

 

                                                      
12 To prevent multiple entries from the same county, similar to what was 

done for state emergency management agencies, we selected 

responses corresponding to the PIO position. 
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Figure 3. Comparison of  county- and local-level responses 

County Local 

 

Response Rates 

We obtained responses from 41 out of 50 state emergency 

management agencies (82 percent), corresponding to a sampling 

error of approximately of ± 7 percent at the 95-percent confidence 

level. Given the high response rate obtained for state emergency 

management agencies, we do not believe non-response error 

should be problematic.13 

Corresponding response rates for county and local agencies were 

low. For example, if we assume that all state PIOs forwarded the 

                                                      
13 “Nonresponse error” results from systematic differences—with respect to 

attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, and characteristics—in the population of 

individuals who respond to a survey, and those that do not. While 

nonresponse error is not a direct function of low response rates, it does 

tend to become a larger issue when a smaller portion of the sample 

population responds. The degree to which it affects the data is likely 

different for each question in the survey results. 
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survey link to their respective county-level counterparts (hence, 

sampling the entire population of county emergency management 

agencies), the response rate is approximately 8 percent.14 In theory, 

the number of responses results in a sampling error of 

approximately ± 6 percent at the 95-percent confidence level. 

However, given the low response rate, error due to selection bias is 

probably much higher. For example, the percentage of counties 

responding to the survey varied significantly among states (see 

Figure 4).15 In all likelihood, not all states delivered the survey 

request to county and local levels. Moreover, state PIOs may have 

added language to the original request, with some states merely 

mentioning the survey questionnaire and others stressing or even 

requiring its completion. This is in addition to typical biases one 

might associate with poor response rates; for example, individuals 

with little or no social media capability might be less inclined to fill 

out the questionnaire. 

                                                      
14 This estimate is based on the number of counties in the United States  

(n =3,069; www.naco.org). However, this represents an idealized 

situation, since it is unlikely that the nine states that did not fill out the 

survey forwarded the survey to corresponding county and local level 

agencies. 
15 Only 20 states had responses from any of the county emergency 

management agencies in their state. 



 

 17

Figure 4. Breakdown of  states by the percentage of  their coun-

ties that responded to the questionnaire 

 

From an analysis standpoint, two important considerations arise 

because of the low response rates from county and local agencies. 

First, we do not recommend generalizing county and local results to 

their respective overall populations (i.e., these results should not be 

taken as nationally representative). Second, we generally avoid 

quantifying relationships (e.g., correlations) between results, as 

these may be an artifact of selection bias. Instead, we identify 

connections or trends that are relevant to practitioners and may be 

worth confirming in additional studies. 
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Social Media Familiarity 

This section presents survey respondents’ knowledge of social 
media, as well as their interpretations of what social media means 
through word associations. 
 

Highlights 

• On average, emergency management respondents at state, county, and local levels of  government 
considered themselves to be at least “moderately familiar” with social media. 

• Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube were the terms most commonly associated with social media. 

• Terms such as “crowdsourcing” and “Ushahidi” were unfamiliar to many survey questionnaire 
respondents, particularly at county and local levels of  emergency management.16  

Key Questions 

• On a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = unfamiliar; 5 = extremely familiar), 

how knowledgeable are you about social media? 

• Which of the following terms do you associate with social 

media? Are any of these terms unfamiliar to you? 

Results and Discussion 

We began by asking respondents to self-assess their knowledge of 

social media on a five-point Likert scale. Averages for the three 

sample groups are below:  

• State level = 4.1 

• County level = 3.7 

• Local level = 3.9 

For the state-level sample group, the confidence interval is between 

3.8 and 4.4.
17

 

                                                      
16

 In Appendix A, we provide a glossary describing these terms. 

17
 This is at the 95 percent significant level. 
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In addition, since social media has become somewhat of a catch-all 

phrase for a broad mix of terms, concepts, and tools, we wanted to 

explore whether differences exist in how the three sample groups 

defined social media. Our approach was to use word associations 

as a proxy for familiarity, since individuals often strongly tie their 

concept of social media to tools such as Facebook or Twitter. 

Specifically, we asked respondents to scan through a list of 19 terms 

and determine which ones they associated with social media (see 

Figure 5). Terms ranged from those that describe specific social 

media conventions (e.g., hashtags) to those that were broad in 

nature (e.g., World Wide Web). In selecting these terms, we 

purposefully included some terms frequently used to describe social 

media and some that are not, to see how expansively or narrowly 

emergency managers view social media. Respondents could also 

list any other terms they associated with social media that were not 

among the 19 terms.
18

  

Figure 5. Word cloud of  terms that respondents associated with social media; 

consists of  19 pre-identified terms (in red) and other terms submitted by 

respondents (in gray) 

 

 

Within each sample group, the spread in the number of terms 

selected was broad, underscoring the broad interpretation of what 

                                                      
18

 In Appendix A, we provide a glossary describing these terms.  
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constitutes social media within the emergency management 

community. For example, at the state level, no respondents selected 

fewer than four terms, and two respondents selected all 19 (see 

Figure 6). The median numbers of terms selected by respondents 

from state, county, and local sample groups were 12, 7.5, and 10, 

respectively.
19

 Figure 6 shows the distribution of the total number of 

terms selected by state-level emergency management agencies. 

Figure 6. The total number of  terms selected by state-level emergency management agencies was 

highly variable. 

 

 

When examining which of the 19 terms were most strongly 

associated with social media, we identified a distinct cluster of seven 

terms that respondents selected more than 80 percent of the time in 

one or more of the sample groups (see Figure 7). Within this cluster, 

only two terms—Facebook and Twitter—were selected by all three 

study groups. 

                                                      
19

 We used medians since the data was not normally distributed. 
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Figure 7. Plot showing the decrease in the percentage of  respondents 

selecting a term in rank order; the area highlighted in pink 

represents the cluster of  terms respondents’ most strongly 

associated with social media. 

 

 

In contrast, when examining terms weakly associated with social 

media, we could not identify a distinct cluster of terms. In Figure 8, 

we show the relative positions of terms that respondents strongly 

and weakly associated with social media—corresponding to 

selection frequencies of above 80 percent and below 25 percent,20 

respectively. If terms were outside of the thresholds in the other 

sample groups, we plotted their position in gray, adding dotted lines 

to guide the eye in tracking terms across the three groups. 

 

                                                      
20 Since no threshold was readily apparent, we selected an arbitrary 

threshold of 25 percent for the purposes of this analysis. 
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Figure 8. Relative positions of  strongly and weakly associated terms across state, county, and local 

sample groups. Diamonds in blue indicate terms either selected by more than 80 percent 

of  respondents or fewer than 25 percent of  respondents. If  a term is outside of  these two 

ranges, a gray-colored diamond indicates the percentage of  respondents selecting the 

term. Dotted lines are shown to guide comparisons of  these terms across the three 

sample groups, with red used for terms strongly associated with social media (greater 

than 80 percent) in one or more sample groups, and blue used for terms weakly associated 

with social media (less than 20 percent) in one or more sample groups. 

 

The data presented in Figure 8 reveal several items of interest. For 

terms strongly associated with social media, we observe a 

consistent V-shape pattern of behavior among state, county, and 

local groups, with the county group having the lowest percentage of 

respondents selecting each term. This pattern holds fairly consistent 

throughout the questionnaire—respondents from county agencies 

consistently selected options that indicated their agencies’ social 

media operations were less mature than state and local 

counterparts. By contrast, we observed inconsistent patterns of 
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behavior for terms weakly associated with social media—e.g., 

“crowdsourcing” and “Reverse 911.” This may indicate influences 

specific to an individual term that are affecting its selection 

percentage. For example, unlike some of the other terms, “Reverse 

911” operations occur predominantly at local and county levels, 

which may cause these agencies to view this service differently than 

state emergency management agencies.  

Additionally, lack of familiarity with some terms may be responsible 

for lowering the frequency with which respondents selected them. 

Respondents from state agencies more frequently associated the 

terms “Hashtags” and “Flickr” with social media, compared with 

respondents from county and local agencies. Unlike respondents 

from state agencies, a large percentage of respondents from county 

and local agencies were unfamiliar with these terms (see Table 1). 

Moreover, four of the five terms weakly associated with social 

media—“Ushahidi,” “Nixle,” “crowdsourcing,” and “open source 

data”—were among the top-five terms with which respondents were 

least familiar (see Table 1).
21

 In all three study groups, more than 

two-thirds of respondents reported being unfamiliar with Ushahidi, 

whose crowd-mapping application was used to map requests for 

help received via text-message and social media in the aftermath of 

the 2010 earthquake in Haiti [3]. 

  

                                                      
21

 The exception was “Reverse 911.” 
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Table 1. Terms unfamiliar to 10 percent or more of  survey group respondents; terms in red corre-

spond to terms that respondents also weakly associated with social media. 

State Level 
(n = 41) 

County Level 
(n = 234) 

Local Level 
(n = 85) 

• Ushahidi (68%) 

• Nixle (27%) 

• Crowdsourcing (24%) 

• Open Source Data (10%) 

• Ushahidi (84%) 

• Crowdsourcing (71%) 

• Hashtags (46%) 

• Nixle (39%) 

• Open Source Data (35%) 

• Flickr (31%) 

• Podcasts (25%) 

• LinkedIn (16%) 

• Blogging (11%) 

• Google+ (10%) 

• Ushahidi (79%) 

• Crowdsourcing (55%) 

• Nixle (42%) 

• Open Source Data (31%) 

• Hashtags (27%) 

• Flickr (19%) 

   

 

Summary 

Regarding self-assessed familiarity levels with social media, 

respondents across all three levels of government indicated a high 

degree of familiarity with social media, along with a broad 

conception of what constitutes social media. However, more 

socialization is necessary to familiarize emergency managers with 

additional terms, such as “crowdsourcing,” and their relationship to 

social media. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 26

Social Media Capability: General Highlights 

This section provides insights on emergency management agencies’ 

current use of—and capabilities for—social media. 

Highlights 

• All state emergency management agencies, 68 percent of  county emergency management 
agencies, and 85 percent of  local response agencies reported using social media. 

• While all state emergency management agencies surveyed use social media, less than 60 percent 
have a social media policy in place for their employees. 

• Social media responsibilities primarily reside with the Public Information Officer. Operations and 
Planning sections also carry out social media activities. 

• Less than one in six agencies surveyed that use social media have dedicated social media personnel. 

• Commitment and buy-in from senior leadership and political officials at the state level appear to be 
more than double than that at county and local levels. 

• Data-extraction efforts are still reliant on manual review, making monitoring efforts difficult to 
scale during events. 

• Less than one-quarter of  state emergency management agencies surveyed, and even fewer county 
and local agencies, have standard operating procedures in place to process information received 
from social media. 

 

Key Questions 

• Based on the definition provided, does your agency use social 

media? 

• What types of social media does your agency monitor? 

• In the context of the Incident Command System structure, 

where do your agency’s social media activities primarily lie? 

• Does your agency have a dedicated social media position 

(separate from a PIO)? 

• Does your agency have a goal in mind for social media 

operations? 

• Relative to your agency’s goal(s), how mature do you feel 

your social media capabilities are? 



 

 27

Results and Discussion 

Social Media Use 

Following the first section of the questionnaire, we presented 

respondents with the following definition of social media to help 

standardize responses for the remainder of the survey: 

Social media are technologies that enable mass collaboration and 

can be used to monitor, disseminate, and exchange information in 

ways that are both accessible and permanent [2]. 

Based on this definition, 100 percent of state emergency 

management agencies, 68 percent of county emergency 

management agencies, and 85 percent of local response agencies 

reported using social media. For those agencies using social media, 

we asked respondents if their agency used social media for routine 

activities, planned events, or no-notice events. Table 2 lists the 

results. Across all three groups, the highest percentages of use 

were for planned events. Additionally, the percentage of agencies 

using social media for all three categories was at 88 percent for 

states, 56 percent for counties, and 72 percent for localities. Thus, 

for state and local agencies, if an agency was using social media for 

no-notice events, it was also generally using it for routine and 

planned events. 

Table 2. Percentage of  respondents who indicated that their agencies were using social media for 

routine activities, planned events, and/or no-notice events 

Social Media Use 

State Level 

(n = 41) 

County Level 

(n = 160) 

Local Level 

(n = 72) 

Routine activities 93% 73% 90% 

Planned events 98% 81% 93% 

No-notice events 90% 74% 76% 

However, the development of formal policies for social media use 

appears to be lagging. When asked if their agencies had a social 

media policy in place for their employees, only 59 percent of 

respondents representing state emergency management agencies 

answered affirmatively. Corresponding values for the county and 

local levels were 56 percent and 72 percent, respectively. The 

absence of social media policies for employees may be because 
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agencies are empowering only select individuals (mostly PIOs) to 

use social media. 

If respondents indicated that their agencies used social media, they 

were subsequently asked to select the types of social media the 

agency monitors for information, if they monitored any at all.
22

 The 

majority of survey respondents indicated that their agency monitors 

one or more social media channels. When asked what types of 

social media they monitor, only 10 percent of respondents from state 

emergency management agencies, 11 percent of respondents from 

county emergency management agencies, and 9 percent of 

respondents from local response agencies selected the option 

stating that they do not monitor any social media. Respondents 

could also select one or more of five pre-identified social media 

channels—namely, online news sources, YouTube, Facebook, 

Twitter, and LinkedIn—as well as an “Other” option. YouTube and 

LinkedIn were selected the least in all three groups.23 Over 80 

percent of state emergency management agencies reported 

monitoring online news sources, Facebook, and Twitter, whereas 

local response agencies responding to the survey were over 60 

percent. For the county group, survey values were lower—online 

news and Facebook were both approximately 40 percent, while 

Twitter was at less than 30 percent.  

Of note, the majority of agencies have taken on responsibilities for 

social media activities without increasing their personnel. Only 7 

percent of state emergency management agencies responding to 

the survey questionnaire have a dedicated social media position in 

addition to a PIO. Surprisingly, this is less than county emergency 

                                                      
22

 Monitoring social media is one of several social media activities that 

emergency management agencies can carry out. Some other examples 

of social media activities are listed in Table 4. 
23 LinkedIn touts itself as a tool for developing and using professional 

networking; thus, its value in an emergency situation appears limited. 

Moreover, YouTube presents the challenge of efficiently extracting data 

from video; the absence of automated extraction tools and necessary 

context results in significant user burden for agencies that elect to 

monitor YouTube. 
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management agencies (15 percent) and local response agencies 

(13 percent). 

A related question that arose in the 2011 SMEM Camp was where 

social media activities should reside in the Incident Command 

System (ICS) (see Figure 9).24 With one exception, respondents 

from state emergency management agencies reported that social 

media activities resided primarily with the PIO. Responses obtained 

for county-level emergency management agencies were more 

mixed—the top three answers were Public Information Officer (73 

percent), Operations (12 percent), and Planning (10 percent). For 

local response agencies, the corresponding percentages were 82 

percent, 11 percent, and 1 percent, respectively.
25

 Over 60 percent 

of respondents in all three groups indicated that social media 

activities took place in only one location in the ICS structure. 

However, when social media activities took place in another area of 

the ICS, they took place in one of these three areas. Of those 

identifying multiple locations for social media activities, over 80 

percent had at least some degree of coordination (see Table 3). 

                                                      
24 As discussed in the National Response Framework, the National 

Incident Management System serves as the common incident-

management doctrine for the nation and has institutionalized use of the 

Incident Command System to achieve unity of effort during activities 

requiring incident management. 
25

 Since social media are also used in a non-response-related context, 

some respondents added non-ICS entries, such as Training and 

Exercises; Assessment; Watch; Education and Outreach; and 

Intelligence. 
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Figure 9. There are five major components to the ICS structure (in blue); 

the PIO is a member of  the command staff. 

 

 

Table 3. Respondents’ assessment of  the degree of  coordination between 

areas within the ICS structure concerning social media use 

Degree of  Social Media Co-
ordination among ICS Areas 

State Level 
(n = 16) 

County Lev-
el 

(n = 65) 

Local Level 
(n = 33) 

Extensive coordination 31% 18% 30% 

Some coordination 69% 65% 61% 

No coordination 0 17% 9% 

 

Social Media Goals and Current Capability 

We asked respondents to identify what their agencies’ goals are 

concerning social media use. The survey questionnaire pre-

identified eight options that respondents could select (see Table 4), 

along with an “Other” option.26 Approximately one-fifth (21 percent) 

of local response agencies and one-third (36 percent) of county 

emergency management agencies have not identified a goal for 

social media use. This is somewhat surprising considering that more 

than two-thirds of agencies in both groups are already using social 

media. 

                                                      
26

 Options were based on types of capability discussed at the 2011 SMEM 

Camp.  
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Table 4. Percentage of  respondents whose agencies have established one or more of  eight potential 

goals for social media operations 

Goals for Social Media Operations 
State Level 
(n = 41) 

County Level 
(n = 234) 

Local Lev-
el 

(n = 85) 

No goal 2% 36% 21% 

Maintain a Twitter account, Facebook page, or public website to 

convey information to the public 

95% 50% 69% 

Monitor real-time information during an event 88% 47% 60% 

Perform regular daily monitoring of  real-time information 71% 33% 53% 

Maintain a Twitter account, Facebook page, or public website to 

build relationships with the community (e.g., a weekly chat 

session) 

61% 24% 47% 

Aggregate and analyze open source information using various 

tools 

46% 11% 19% 

Construct geographic information system (GIS) maps that 

incorporate open source information 

24% 15% 21% 

Perform crowdsourcing (i.e., leveraging the community to help 

complete response-related tasks) 

17% 11% 17% 

As listed in Table 4, the various goals represent a degree of 

increasingly advanced social media capabilities as you read down 

the first column. Note that there is a generally consistent decline in 

percentages when proceeding down the table. Overall, these results 

underscore that agency social media goals are more modest relative 

to some of the more advanced capabilities of social media, as 

highlighted in response to such events as the 2010 Haiti earthquake 

[4]. 

We also asked respondents to rate themselves on a scale of 1 to 5 

as to how mature they felt their social media capabilities were 

relative to their goals (1 = nonexistent; 5 = completely mature). 

Averages were 3.3, 2.8, and 3.2 for state, county, and local sample 

groups, respectively, indicating moderate progress toward achieving 

social media goals (see Figure 10). 
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Figure 10. Self-assessment of  the maturity of  an agency’s social media ca-

pabilities relative to its goals, based on a five-point rating scale 

 

 

Dimensions of  Social Media Capability 

Drawing from existing frameworks such as the SAFECOM 

Interoperability Continuum [5],27 we identified four dimensions—

governance, technology/infrastructure, data/analytics, and 

processes—with which to further explore the current status of social 

media capability in emergency management agencies. The intent of 

this framework is not to pressure development of standardized 

quantitative metrics to evaluate social media effectiveness, but to 

provide additional context as to what underlies the self-assessment 

scores respondents selected in Figure 10. For each dimension, we 

identified four or five statements representing different levels and 

types of capability. Respondents were able to select all statements 

that applied to their agency. 

                                                      
27

 The SAFECOM Interoperability Continuum is a tool designed to aid the 

emergency response community and local, tribal, state, and federal 

policymakers to ensure that they address critical elements for success as 

they plan and implement interoperability solutions. These elements 

include governance, standard operating procedures, technology, training 

and exercises, and usage of interoperable communications. For more 

information, visit http://1.usa.gov/10m9pmc. 
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Governance 

Governance provides a means for stakeholders to collaborate and 

make decisions that achieve common objectives. More advanced 

uses of social media require partnerships and common 

understanding among emergency response organizations across all 

levels of government and multiple jurisdictions, as well as with 

citizens and nongovernmental organizations.  

As listed in Table 5, the options provided in the governance category 

span the transition from individual champions and informal 

structures to more formal structures (e.g., memoranda of 

understanding) that address not only social media use within an 

emergency management agency, but across other agencies and 

organizations. Additionally, one option addresses buy-in from senior 

leadership and political officials, which several participants at the 

2011 SMEM Camp stressed as critical for success.   

Table 5 lists the respondents’ evaluations of agency social media 

capability relative to governance issues. The option describing 

informal collaborations with other agencies and organizations was 

selected most frequently across all three sample groups. A 40 to 70 

percent drop-off occurs when transitioning from informal to formal 

collaboration options. In addition, respondents from county and local 

agencies indicated low levels of commitment and buy-in from senior 

leadership and officials relative to respondents from state 

emergency management agencies. 

Table 5. Evaluation of  agency social media capability relative to the governance dimension 

Governance Descriptions 

State  
Level 
(n = 41) 

County  
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local  
Level 
(n = 85) 

Individual champions working independently 37% 16% 29% 

Coordination (e.g., policy, guidance) within the emergency man-

agement agency 

51% 30% 40% 

Informal collaboration with social media efforts taking place in 

other agencies and organizations 

66% 36% 44% 

Formal collaboration with social media efforts taking place in 

other agencies and organizations 

34% 12% 26% 

Widespread commitment and buy-in from senior leadership and 

political officials 

61% 15% 28% 
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Table 5. Evaluation of  agency social media capability relative to the governance dimension 

Governance Descriptions 

State  
Level 
(n = 41) 

County  
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local  
Level 
(n = 85) 

Survey response: All state emergency management agencies selected at least one option (median = 3). Of  the respondents 

representing county emergency management agencies and local response agencies, 38 percent and 21 percent, respectively, 

did not select any of  the above options (median = 1). For both groups, this is 6 percent higher than the number of  

respondents that indicated their agencies did not use social media. 

Technology 

As defined in the survey questionnaire, social media are 

technologies. Therefore, to access and make use of social media, 

emergency management agencies require basic resources such as 

internet access, computers, and mobile devices. As social media 

operations mature, agencies must decide whether to purchase 

additional equipment or leverage existing resources. Moreover, 

software selected or developed for searching, extracting, 

aggregating, and analyzing information must be scalable not only to 

support day-to-day activities, but also large-scale disasters. These 

levels of capability are reflected in the four options provided for the 

technology dimension. 

Table 6 lists respondents’ evaluations of their agency’s social media 

capability relative to technology. The most frequent selection was ad 

hoc use of existing systems to support basic social media 

operations, with a large drop-off occurring between ad hoc and 

dedicated resource options. Surprisingly, 61 percent of state 

emergency management agencies selected the most advanced 

technology option—namely, that they had the capacity, technology, 

and infrastructure to support surge operations for large-scale 

events. This is despite the fact that only 37 percent of state agencies 

had dedicated technology and space for social media operations. 

We can think of two possible explanations for this discrepancy. First, 

certain social media operations, such as public messaging, scale 

quite easily with limited resources. Second, because monitoring 

efforts in large-scale events still rely heavily on manual review of 

posts, manpower (and not technology) is the current bottleneck in 

supporting large-scale events. 
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Table 6. Agency evaluation of  social media capability relative to the technology dimension 

Technology Descriptions 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

Basic infrastructure to support social media operations is lacking 

(e.g., internet access) 

17% 12% 13% 

Technology used within the emergency management agency for 

other purposes can be used in an ad hoc fashion to support basic 

social media operations (e.g., computers, mobile devices) 

81% 50% 47% 

Dedicated technology and space for social media operations 

exist within the agency 

37% 11% 35% 

Capacity, technology, and infrastructure exist which can support 

surge operations for large-scale events 

61% 15% 35% 

Survey response: All state emergency management agencies selected at least one option (median = 2). Of  the respondents 

representing county emergency management agencies, more than one-third (36 percent) did not select any of  the options 

provided under the technology category. Approximately one-quarter (26 percent) of  respondents from local response 

agencies did not select any of  the options. For both county and local agencies, the median number of  options selected was 

one. 

Data/Analytics 

Since social media provide mechanisms to share large quantities of 

information, we dedicated a section of the survey to gauging the 

ability of agencies to analyze this information and use it to inform 

their decisions. On a basic level, agencies can review social media 

posts and address them individually. Agencies can also create more 

advanced analytic products, such as maps of geo-coded social 

media data, which aggregate large volumes of information and 

display this information in an easily understood, geographically 

referenced, and visual format. Only a small portion of social media 

posts, however, contain useful information concerning situational 

assessment [6].28 As the rate and number of social media posts 

increase, manual review becomes increasingly challenging, 

necessitating the use of tools to help scan for relevant posts. For 

large-scale events, a bottleneck in social media operations may 

                                                      
28 In her dissertation, “Situational Awareness in Mass Emergency: A 

Behavioral and Linguistic Analysis of Microblogged Communications,” 

Sarah Vieweg conducted an analysis of four emergency events and 

found that only 8 to 20 percent of the tweets generated provided 

situational awareness. 
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result from an agency’s inability to digest the amount of data 

generated [7].29  

Table 7 lists respondents’ evaluation of their agency’s social media 

capability relative to the data/analytics dimension. The results 

confirm an existing challenge with social media operations, namely 

that data extraction efforts are still largely reliant on manual review. 

Because of this reliance, the sharp decline in the percentage of 

agencies that believe their analytical processes can be applied to 

large-scale events is not surprising. Moreover, less than one-fifth of 

respondents in each group indicate that their agencies are able to 

construct advanced analytic products, such as GIS maps. The 

mapping of citizen-supplied data has driven much of the excitement 

surrounding the use of social media for emergency response [4], but 

the absence of capability in this area for emergency management 

agencies represents a firm reality check. Virtual Operations Support 

Teams (VOSTs)—which are teams of trusted agents (e.g., 

emergency managers, volunteers) that can lend support via the 

internet to state, county, and local agencies on-site that may 

otherwise be overwhelmed by the volume of data generated during 

a disaster—present a potential solution to this challenge [8].30 

Previous VOST-supported real-world events include Hurricane 

Irene, the Shadow Lake wildfire in Oregon, the January 2012 

northwest floods, and Hurricane Sandy.31 However, as discussed in 

the next sub-section (“Processes”), awareness of VOSTs is still 

limited. Overall, the inability to analyze and collate social media data 

in readily understood formats may limit an argument in the value 

proposition for social media integration in emergency management 

operations. 

                                                      
29 According to Twitter, between October 27 and November 1, 2013, 

people sent more than 20 million tweets about Hurricane Sandy. 
30 A list of current active teams is available at http://vosg.us/active-vosts/. 
31 VOSTs are only one realization of the concept of digital volunteers to 

support response efforts. For example, digital volunteer communities 

have surfaced to link humanitarian organizations with volunteer and 

technical networks. For examples, visit the Digital Humanitarian Network 

(http://digitalhumanitarians.com/), the Standby Volunteer Task Force, and 

GISCorps (http://www.giscorps.org). 
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Table 7. Agency evaluation of  social media capability relative to the data/analytics dimension 

Data/Analytics Descriptions 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

Ad hoc, labor-intensive (e.g., manual review) 61% 33% 33% 

Tool-supported data collection and aggregation 44% 9% 25% 

Construction of  advanced analytic products (e.g., GIS maps 

that incorporate open source data) 

17% 10% 17% 

Data collection, aggregation, and analysis are robust toward 

event scale 

22% 10% 13% 

Survey response: Ninety-five percent of  state emergency management agencies selected at least one option. Of  respondents 

representing county emergency management agencies and local emergency response agencies, 47 percent and 38 percent, 

respectively, did not select any of  the options. This is 15 percent and 23 percent higher, respectively, than the number of  

respondents that indicated their agencies did not use social media. The median number of  options selected in all three 

groups was one. 

Processes 

Standard operating procedures enable individuals involved in social 

media activities to coordinate these activities and direct information 

received via social media inputs to where it is most beneficial. Given 

the potential need to react rapidly to information posted during 

disasters, adequate social media policies and procedures empower 

PIOs and other staff involved in social media operations to react 

quickly, but not hastily. In the questionnaire, we provided four 

options for this dimension, which describe varying levels of 

structure, specificity, and verification.  

Table 8 lists respondents’ evaluations of their agency’s social media 

capability relative to the processes dimension. Respondents in all 

three agencies indicated a large reliance on ad hoc processes. 

Since the majority of agencies in all three sample groups have 

already used social media in at least one real-world event (see next 

section of the report), we were surprised to see such low 

percentages for the more advanced options. However, the recent 

time frame in which some agencies have employed social media 

may be to blame for the lack of codified policies and procedures. 

Table 8. Agency evaluation of  social media capability relative to the processes dimension 

Processes Descriptions 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

Process social media information in an ad hoc fashion 54% 40% 40% 
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Table 8. Agency evaluation of  social media capability relative to the processes dimension 

Processes Descriptions 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

General policies in place for processing social media 56% 18% 33% 

Formal standard operating procedures in place for 

processing information received via social media 

24% 8% 11% 

Effective integration of  social media procedures with 

emergency management operations has been tested and 

refined via exercises or real-world events 

29% 10% 17% 

Survey response: All state emergency management agencies selected at least one option. However, a sizeable portion (41 

percent) of  respondents from county emergency management agencies did not select any of  the options. Of  the local re-

sponse agencies surveyed, 28 percent did not select any of  the options. This is 9 percent and 13 percent higher than the 

number of  respondents representing county and local agencies, respectively, that indicated that their agencies do not use 

social media. The median number of  options selected for all three groups was one. 

Summary 

Results indicate that social media use within emergency 

management agencies is becoming pervasive, particularly at the 

state level. Emergency managers more frequently use social media 

for planned events than for routine activities and no-notice events. 

However, use for all three event types was above 70 percent for 

each level of government. Notably, despite high levels of social 

media use among those surveyed, significant numbers of agencies 

at county and local levels have no goal for the use of social media. 

To provide a more nuanced view of capability maturity, we queried 

respondents with respect to four dimensions of the social media ca-

pability within their agency. Responses indicate at least some ma-

turity within each of the dimensions, with room to grow in coming 

years. In particular, responses for the data/analytics and processes 

dimensions indicate significant opportunities with respect to creating 

advanced analytic products; developing data collection and analyti-

cal processes that work effectively for large-scale events; formaliz-

ing social media operating procedures; and refining procedures 

through exercises and real-world events. 
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Social Media Capability: Real-World Events 

This section explores social media activities, performance, and roles 

and responsibilities in the context of large-scale events. 

Highlights 

• Nearly all state emergency management agencies have used social media in response to a real-
world event, primarily to push information out to the community. 

• Nearly all respondents indicated that their agencies were at least partially successful in their use 
of  social media in past events, with limited reach and insufficient resources most frequently cited 
as reasons for limited success. 

• Familiarity and integration of  volunteer technology communities is relatively immature, but the 
majority of  agencies surveyed appear open to their use. 

Key Questions 

• Has your agency ever used social media in response to a 

real-world event? 

• How would you characterize your agency’s use of social 

media during that event? 

• Would your agency be able to effectively incorporate social 

media activities into a large-scale disaster? 

• During a large-scale disaster, what level of emergency 

management agency should be responsible for monitoring 

social media channels? 

• Have you previously worked with any volunteer technology 

communities (e.g., CrisisCommons, Humanity Road)? 

Results and Discussion 

Breakdown of  Past Events 

We began this section of the questionnaire by asking respondents if 

their agencies had ever used social media in response to a real-

world event. Over 95 percent of the responses from state 

emergency management agencies were affirmative, as were 52 
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percent of the responses from county emergency management 

agencies, and 61 percent of the responses from local response 

agencies.  

For those who answered “yes,” we asked them to identify what they 

considered the largest real-world event in which their agency had 

used social media, and to provide basic information about the type 

of event and when it occurred.32 Figure 11 shows a breakdown of 

answers that state-level respondents provided.33 Regardless of 

sample group, the majority of all events that respondents cited were 

weather-related natural hazards. Moreover, over 90 percent of 

events were from 2011 or 2012, underscoring the relatively recent 

adoption of social media use.  

Figure 11. Breakdown by event type of  the largest real-world event in 

which state emergency management agencies used social media 

(n = 39) 

 

 

                                                      
32 While beyond the scope of this report, we can use this information to 

determine the volume of posts (e.g., tweets associated with certain 

hashtags) that emergency management agencies have had to address 

during an event. 
33 Since hazards are specific to geography, we elected not to show data for 

county and local agencies, as these will be strongly biased by 

nonresponse error. 
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In addition, we asked respondents to characterize the ways in which 

their agency used social media during the response. We provided 

four options based on ideas presented at the 2011 SMEM Camp 

(see Table 9), as well as an “Other” option. Respondents most 

frequently selected the option regarding use of social media to push 

information out to the community, consistent with previous 

observations that agencies primarily use social media as another 

mechanism for public information and warning. Respondents 

selected the three more labor-intensive options less frequently. In 

addition to these four options, other ways in which agencies used 

social media were to communicate with the media, collaborate and 

share information with state and federal partners, stream live video, 

engage in rumor control, and respond to inquiries. 

Surprisingly, one-fifth to one-third of respondents indicated that their 

agencies already use social media to leverage citizens as force 

multipliers. At the 2011 SMEM Camp, this was originally put forth as 

an advanced application of social media, along the lines of using 

citizens to provide local situational awareness or structured 

crowdsourcing of tasks.34 As examples of these activities are rare, 

even among agencies championing social media use, we believe 

respondents interpreted this option more broadly. Moreover, some 

respondents may consider posts from citizens as a crowdsourcing of 

potential situational awareness information. These types of 

activities, while useful, are general in nature; however, and do not 

help organize, assign responsibility, or ensure accountability for 

tasks. 

Table 9. Ways in which agencies used social media for the largest real-world event they had experi-

enced to date 

Social Media Uses during Real-World Events 

State  
Level 
(n = 39) 

County  
Level 
(n = 121) 

Local  
Level 
(n = 52) 

Push information out to the community 100% 89% 96% 

Monitor information posted by citizens 82% 58% 60% 

                                                      
34

 For example, in the aftermath of the February 2013 blizzard, Tom 

Menino, the Mayor of Boston, used Twitter to encourage individuals to 

help elderly and disabled neighbors. 



 

 42

Table 9. Ways in which agencies used social media for the largest real-world event they had experi-

enced to date 

Social Media Uses during Real-World Events 

State  
Level 
(n = 39) 

County  
Level 
(n = 121) 

Local  
Level 
(n = 52) 

Enhance situational awareness by gathering, filtering, and 

analyzing information 

64% 42% 44% 

Leverage citizens as a force multiplier (e.g., deliver food, 

clear roadways, engage in search and rescue efforts) 

33% 21% 27% 

We also asked survey respondents to characterize from their own 

viewpoint their agency’s use of social media in the identified event 

as either “Unsuccessful,” Partially Successful,” or “Successful.” In all 

three groups, over 90 percent of respondents selected either 

“Successful” or “Partially Successful” (in a roughly 60:40 split). No 

state emergency management agencies or local response agencies 

responding to the survey questionnaire indicated that the efforts 

were unsuccessful. For responses from county emergency 

management agencies, 2 percent indicated that they were 

unsuccessful.  

For those agencies that were unsuccessful or partially successful, 

we asked respondents what prevented their agencies from being 

successful. Using content analysis, we classified more than four-

fifths of the 75 responses received into one or more of 10 categories 

(see Table 10). Two categories dominated the responses. First, 

respondents discussed their limited reach through social media, with 

60 percent citing issues such as a lack of followers on Twitter. 

Second, respondents identified limited resources as the cause of 

their lack of success; in particular, three-quarters cited insufficient 

staff to support monitoring activities during the event. 

Table 10. The rationales that respondents provided regarding why attempts to use social media were 

unsuccessful or partially successful 

Category (# of  Respons-
es) Discussion 

Limited reach (22) Nearly 60 percent mentioned a lack of  followers on Twitter or “likes” on 

Facebook; the remainder addressed a lack of  public awareness of  agency social 

media sites, citizens not using social media, and/or citizens unable to access 

social media. 

Insufficient resources (21) Seventy-five percent dealt with insufficient staff  to support monitoring activities 

during an event; the remainder addressed the lack of  a dedicated social media 

position and/or insufficient time and tools. 
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Table 10. The rationales that respondents provided regarding why attempts to use social media were 

unsuccessful or partially successful 

Category (# of  Respons-
es) Discussion 

Limited use of  social media 

(9) 

Comments included not fully incorporating social media into operations, not 

using social media in an interactive fashion (i.e., push only), and mention of  

more advanced uses of  social media (e.g., crowdsourcing, GIS-mapping). 

Timeliness (6) Comments addressed both the need to initiate social media activities sooner and 

the frequency of  posts. 

Inexperience with social me-

dia (5) 

Respondents commented on “trial and error” and first-time use. 

Power loss (4) Power outages did not allow for citizens to monitor postings or post 

information. 

Insufficient organization/ 

coordination (3) 

Lack of  organization and coordination were cited. 

Insufficient policies and pro-

cedures (3) 

Ad hoc operations and a lack of  established policy, roles, and processes were 

cited. 

Small scale (3) Either the event or the use of  social media occurred on a small scale. 

Late identification (2) Two instances occurred in which awareness of  a citizen post or rumor did not 

occur in a timely fashion. 

Survey response: In total, 91 survey responses selected either “unsuccessful” or “partially successful.” Of  these, 16 respond-

ents elected not to submit an explanation, and 13 explanations did not fall into any of  the above categories. 

 

The next series of questions in the questionnaire explored how the 

size of a disaster affects social media operations. Large-scale 

disasters result in potentially enormous volumes of posts, 

exacerbating challenges in monitoring social media. For example, in 

just six days, individuals sent more than 20 million tweets about 

Hurricane Sandy [7]. Yet, surprisingly, the majority of respondents in 

all three groups indicated that they could effectively incorporate 

social media activities into a large-scale disaster.35 All respondents 

from state emergency management agencies, 65 percent of 

respondents from county emergency management agencies, and 84 

percent of respondents from local response agencies answered 

affirmatively. This is despite some of the challenges that 

respondents already identified in their agencies’ prior use of social 

media and the general lack of effective data collection, aggregation, 

and analysis capabilities for large-scale events (see Table 7 in the 

previous section of this report).  

                                                      
35

 In the survey questionnaire, we defined a large-scale disaster as one in 

which federal-level assets need to be mobilized. 
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As discussed earlier, one potential mechanism for agencies to 

address their manpower difficulties in large-scale disasters is 

through use of VOSTs and other volunteer technology communities 

(VTCs).36 However, of the survey respondents:  

• Only 59 percent from state emergency management 

agencies, 27 percent from county emergency management 

agencies, and 39 percent of local response agencies were 

familiar with the concept of a VOST or its counterpart, a Virtual 

Operations Support Group37;  

• Less than 10 percent of respondents for all three groups had 

any experience working with VTCs; and 

• Even fewer agencies had taken steps to formalize 

agreements (i.e., memorandum of agreement) with VTCs.38 

The majority of questionnaire respondents, though, believe that their 

agencies would be open to the use of VOSTs and VTCs. When 

asked if their agencies would be comfortable receiving and using 

data that was compiled and analyzed by a third-party group or 

platform,39 71 percent of respondents from state emergency 

management agencies, 52 percent of respondents from county 

emergency management agencies, and 72 percent of respondents 

from local response agencies answered affirmatively. 

                                                      
36 In the questionnaire, VTCs were described as follows: “In contrast to 

traditional organizations that mobilize on-the-ground volunteers, VTCs 

exist to remotely support response efforts through the use of technology 

and open source data.” The questionnaire also listed two examples of 

VTCs—CrisisCommons and Humanity Road. 
37 A Virtual Operations Support Group represents a higher level of 

organization established to coordinate the works of multiple VOSTs to 

maintain span of control. 
38 Several of those listing a VTC cited HAM radio operators, which are a 

related community of volunteers, but falls outside the realm of the more 

recent communities that have emerged specifically to deal with social 

media and other open source datasets. 
39 Examples provided in the questionnaire included Ushahidi, 

CrisisCommons, Humanity Road, Crowdmap, and the Standby Volunteer 

Taskforce. 
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Given the poor capability to conduct data collection and analysis for 

large-scale events, the issue of insufficient personnel, in addition to 

the incomplete penetration of VOST and VTC concepts, we believe 

that it is necessary to caveat respondent claims that their agencies 

could effectively incorporate social media activities into a large-scale 

disaster. These claims may result, in part, due to the still-prevalent 

application of social media in emergency management as a public 

information and warning tool—a purpose that is easily scalable. 

However, as described earlier, many other beneficial social media 

operations—such as rumor control and situational awareness—

require monitoring posts, which, in turn, generates significant 

staffing demands.  

In progressing from dissemination to engagement activities, 

additional resources are necessary for setup and maintenance [9]. 

Several tools exist that can filter social media data, allowing a single 

or a few individuals to keep pace with a smaller-scale event. 

However, analyzing the volumes of posted information associated 

with a catastrophic event using just these tools is unrealistic. The 

current championing by some individuals in the SMEM community 

with respect to digital volunteers is recognition of this reality. Even 

so, Patrick Meier—former Director of Crisis Mapping at Ushahidi 

and co-founder of Crisis Mappers, Digital Humanitarians, and the 

Standby Task Force—articulated the continuing challenge that large-

scale disasters present in his March 20, 2013, iRevolution blog post: 

OCHA [United Nations Office of Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs] activated the Digital Humanitarian Network [DHN] to ask 

them to carry out a rapid damage assessment by analyzing the 

20,000 tweets posted during the first 48 hours of Typhoon Pablo. 

In fact, one of the main reasons digital volunteer networks like 

the DHN and the Standby Volunteer Task Force exist is to 

provide humanitarian organizations with this kind of skilled surge 

capacity. But analyzing 20,000 tweets in 12 hours (mostly 
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manually) is one thing; analyzing 20 million requires more than a 

few hundred dedicated volunteers [10].40 

Responsibility for Social Media 

Two questions in the survey questionnaire addressed respondent 

opinions as to who has responsibilities for monitoring social media 

channels in large-scale disasters. The first was a Yes/No question 

asking respondents if they believed their agencies had this 

responsibility. The second asked respondents to identify which, if 

any, of the various jurisdictional levels of emergency management 

agencies (i.e., local, county, state, and federal) should be 

responsible. 

Ninety-three percent of respondents from state emergency 

management agencies, 68 percent of respondents from county 

emergency management agencies, and 81 percent of respondents 

from local response agencies believed that their agencies had a 

responsibility to monitor social media channels during a large-scale 

disaster. Interestingly, for state and county-level sample groups, 

which focused exclusively on emergency management agencies, 

these values—70 percent and 45 percent, respectively—were 

significantly higher than the corresponding percentages selected for 

the question of what jurisdictional levels of emergency management 

agency should be responsible (see Table 11).41 This raises the issue 

of whether or not agencies that currently have the responsibility to 

monitor social media want to continue shouldering this burden.  

Table 11 lists the respondents’ perspectives on what levels of 

emergency management agencies should be responsible for 

monitoring social media channels during a large-scale disaster. 

Respondents from the state sample group selected all jurisdictional 

levels more frequently than respondents from either the county or 

local sample groups (differences were especially pronounced 

                                                      
40 To address information flows at such scales, researchers and 

programmers are developing tools that take advantage of micro-tasking 

and natural language processing techniques.  
41 The data set of local responses includes agencies other than emergency 

management agencies (e.g., fire departments, police departments). 

Therefore, we did not perform the comparison in this sample group.  
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between state and county sample groups). In addition, each sample 

group selected their jurisdictional level most frequently. Moreover, all 

three sample groups selected federal responsibility for monitoring 

social media data less than other jurisdictional levels.  

A sizeable percentage of respondents from all three sample groups 

indicated that emergency management agencies—regardless of 

level (local, county, state, or federal)—should not be responsible for 

monitoring social media channels during a large-scale disaster. 

Even in the state-level sample group, nearly one-quarter of 

respondents selected this option. 

Table 11. Respondents’ selections on what levels of  emergency management agencies should be re-

sponsible for monitoring social media channels during a large-scale disaster 

Levels of  Emergency Management Agencies 
Responsible for Monitoring Social Media Channels 
during a Large-Scale Disaster 

State  
Level 
(n = 33) 

County  
Level 
(n = 204) 

Local  
Level 
(n = 65) 

None 24% 36% 29% 

Local agency 64% 36% 52% 

County agency 64% 45% 42% 

State agency 70% 36% 40% 

Federal agency 52% 22% 26% 

Survey response: Some responses showed inconsistencies in respondents’ selection. Specifically, a few respondents selected 

both the option that emergency management agencies—regardless of  whether they are local, county, state, or federal—

should not be responsible for monitoring social media channels during a large-scale disaster, as well as one or more of  the 

other available options assigning responsibility to emergency management agencies at these levels. These responses were 

removed from the data set (approximately 16 percent of  the total sample set). 

 

Summary 

The majority of agencies surveyed have already used social media 

in response to a real-world event, with the most frequent use being 

to push information out to the community. Survey results suggest, 

however, that many agencies will encounter problems in large-scale 

events conducting other types of social media operations, such as 

monitoring. Assignment of responsibility for social media monitoring 

in a large-scale disaster was mixed in the three sample groups. 

Notably, responsibility for social media monitoring in each group was 

spread across all agency levels, making procedures for coordination 

and decision-making around social media during real-world events 
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even more important. Finally, use of digital volunteers remains an 

underdeveloped area in terms of capability. 
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Social Media Value and Trustworthiness 

This section addresses survey respondents’ views on social media 

relative to more traditional forms of media, and their perspectives on 

its current and future value. 

Highlights 

• More than three-quarters of  agencies surveyed would not act on unverified information received 
via social media. 

• Nearly all agencies surveyed trust social media about the same or less than traditional media 
sources. 

• More than two-thirds of  respondents indicated that they expect social media to have at least a 
moderate impact on future response efforts. 

Key Questions 

• What is your agency’s policy on using information received via 

social media? 

• Compared with traditional media outlets, how much does your 

agency trust information received via social media? 

• What is your opinion on the current impact of social media on 

your agency’s ability to respond? The potential future impact? 

Results and Discussion 

Questionnaire responses affirm the importance of verified 

information. Nearly all respondents to the survey agreed that upon 

receiving information from social media sources, their agency would 

attempt to verify this information. More than three-quarters of 

agencies responding to the questionnaire would not take action on 

information received unless it was verified first by a response 

agency or other trusted source. Only a few respondents indicated 

that their agencies would act immediately on information received 

via social media (see Table 12). 
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Table 12. Respondents’ attitudes toward using information received via social media 

Potential Attitudes 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

We would not act on this information. -- 3% -- 

We would not act on this information unless it was verified by a 

response agency or other trusted source. 

85% 83% 75% 

We would act on this information only if  other response de-

mands were already met. 

5% 9% 9% 

We would not hesitate to act on this information. 10% 5% 15% 

Survey response: Potential discrepancies of  1 percent from a total of  100 percent in each column are due to rounding error. 

In comparison to traditional media outlets, almost all respondents 

trusted social media about the same or less (see Table 13). Any 

number of factors may be responsible, including a relative lack of 

familiarity with social media versus traditional media, the pace of 

information flow, greater faith in news reported by professional 

journalists, and backlash from false information reported in past 

events42 [11]. As social media use in emergency management 

agencies continues to mature, attitudes toward social media sources 

may shift. 

Table 13. Trust in social media versus traditional media outlets 

Levels of  Trust 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

Trust social media more 2% 2% 5% 

Trust social media about the same 39% 43% 54% 

Trust social media less 59% 55% 41% 

 

We also asked respondents to provide their opinion on the current 

and future impact of social media on their agency’s response 

operations. Table 14 and Table 15 list the pre-identified options 

                                                      
42 For instance, Shashank Tripathi spread false information via Twitter 

during Hurricane Sandy under the handle @ComfortablySmug. However, 

this incident also underscored the ability for public correction to take 

place, as other users commented on and uploaded pictures in response 

to the inaccurate information posted. (For more information, see 

http://www.cnn.com/2012/10/31/tech/social-media/sandy-twitter-hoax/). 
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available in the questionnaire, ranging from no impact to significant 

or even revolutionary effects.  

Table 14 lists the results regarding current impact. Respondents 

from state emergency response agencies most frequently selected 

the option that social media has had “some impact” on their current 

response operations. At 41 percent, this option is nearly double that 

of the next most-frequently selected option (“little impact”). In 

contrast, respondents from county and local agencies were less 

certain, on average, about the impact social media had on their 

agencies’ current response efforts. While more than one-quarter of 

respondents from these groups selected the option that social media 

had some impact on their agencies’ response, a larger percentage 

(33 percent and 38 percent for the county and local levels, 

respectively) selected the option that they were unclear what impact 

social media has had on their agencies’ response efforts. 

Table 14. Respondents’ assessments of  the current impact of  social media on their agency’s response 

efforts 

Levels of  Current Impact 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

Social Media has a significant impact on our response. 15% 6% 9% 

Social media has some impact on our response. 41% 26% 28% 

Social media has little impact on our response. 22% 21% 20% 

Social media has no impact on our response. 5% 14% 5% 

It is unclear what impact social media has had on our response. 17% 33% 38% 

Survey response: Potential discrepancies of  1 percent from a total of  100 percent in each column are due to rounding error. 

When asked about potential future impacts of social media on 

response, more than two-thirds of respondents indicated that they 

expected social media to have at least a “moderate impact” on 

response operations. Respondents from county emergency 

management agencies more frequently indicated that social media 

would have “little” or “no impact” than respondents from local or 

state agencies (see Table 15). 
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Table 15. Respondents’ views of  the potential future impact of  social media on their agency’s re-

sponse efforts 

Levels of  Future Impact 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

Social media will revolutionize how we conduct our response. 10% 6% 2% 

Social media will have a significant impact on our response. 42% 29% 40% 

Social media will have a moderate impact on our response. 39% 37% 46% 

Social media will have little impact on our response. 10% 21% 11% 

Social media will have no impact on our response. -- 8% 1% 

Survey response: Potential discrepancies of  1 percent from a total of  100 percent in each column are due to rounding error. 

Summary 

Survey results in this section underscore the different views that 

respondents have between how social media currently impacts their 

agencies’ response efforts and how social media could potentially 

impact response efforts in the future. Right now, a large percentage 

of respondents trust social media less than traditional media 

sources and are either unclear as to its current impact or believe it 

has little or no impact on response efforts. However, the majority in 

all three groups expect that, in the future, social media will have at 

least a moderate impact on emergency response efforts. 
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Social Media Development 

This section identifies barriers to social media use and prioritizes the 

types of support the Federal Government can provide to help 

address these barriers. 

Highlights 

• The primary barrier to social media use by emergency management agencies is a lack of  dedicated 
personnel. 

• Nearly one-quarter of  respondents from state emergency management agencies indicated that 
there was no primary barrier to their agency’s use of  social media. 

• The majority of  agencies surveyed indicated that federal support of  social media would be at least 
somewhat helpful. 

• Two of  the top ways for the Federal Government to support social media use in emergency 
management are: grant funding; and training on how social media could be used. At the local level, 
agencies also strongly desire federal support in developing guidance and standards. 

Key Questions 

• Relative to your agency’s goals, what is the primary barrier for 

your agency in its use of social media? What are other 

significant barriers? 

• Have social media training opportunities been made available 

within your organization? 

• Has the use of social media been incorporated in any of your 

agency’s exercises? 

• To what degree do you feel that Federal Government support 

is necessary for your agency to reach its social media goals? 

• What type(s) of support from the Federal Government would 

your agency find worthwhile? 



 

 54

Results and Discussion 

Barriers to Social Media Use 

We asked respondents to identify the primary barrier for their 

agency in its use of social media. The questionnaire presented eight 

options: 

• Absence of leadership backing 

• Insufficient funding 

• Lack of dedicated personnel 

• Lack of established policies 

• Lack of knowledge 

• Personnel lack sufficient training 

• Other barriers 

• No barriers 

In addition, a subsequent question asked respondents to identify 

other significant barriers.  

Nearly one-fourth (24 percent) of state emergency management 

agency respondents indicated that there are no primary barriers to 

their agency’s use of social media. The percentages for respondents 

representing county and local agencies are smaller—7 percent and 

12 percent, respectively. Figure 12 shows results for six of the pre-

identified options. The bar charts show both the primary barrier (in 

red) for agencies to use social media identified by respondents, as 

well as the percentage of additional respondents that identified each 

option as a significant barrier (in orange). In all three groups, 

respondents identified the need for dedicated personnel as the 

predominant barrier to their agency’s use of social media. Among 

the three sample groups, respondents selected this option from 2 to 

7 times more frequently as the primary barrier than the next most-

frequent option, and no other option was selected by more than 50 

percent of respondents in each group. 
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Figure 12. Comparison of  respondent selections regarding the primary barrier (in red) and other 

significant barriers (in orange) for their agency to use social media 

Across all three groups, 30 respondents selected the “Other” option 

provided in the questionnaire, either as the primary barrier or as a 

significant barrier. Over one-third of the “Other” barriers that 

respondents described fell into one of two categories. First, 

restrictive information-technology policies currently prevent some 

agencies (particularly at the county level) from accessing social 

media. Second, respondents introduced several concerns relating to 

their communities, including relationship-building; access to and use 

of social media by residents; and outreach to educate residents on 

how to provide more useful information. Other challenges include 

information-verification, lack of interest in using social media, the 

need to build relationships with digital volunteers, inadequate 

integration into operations, and insufficient resources.43  

Training and Exercise Opportunities 

Although few respondents identified training as the primary barrier to 

social media use in their agencies, over 30 percent of respondents 

in each sample group selected insufficient training as a significant 

barrier. We asked respondents if social media training opportunities 

had been made available within their organizations. Of those 

agencies that are currently using social media, 66 percent of 

respondents from state agencies, 43 percent of respondents from 

                                                      
43

 Five respondents further underscored their lack of personnel, with two 

respondents noting that only one, part-time employee staffed their 

emergency management agency. 
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county agencies, and 58 percent of respondents from local agencies 

reported having available opportunities for social media training. For 

example, in fiscal year 2012, FEMA began offering IS-42: Social 

Media in Emergency Management, an independent study course 

that is available for free online and addresses the topic of social 

media and emergency management [12]. The course provides 

participants with best practices—including tools, techniques, and a 

basic roadmap—to build social media capabilities in emergency 

management organizations. FEMA also offers PER-300: Social 

Media for Natural Disaster Response and Recovery through the 

National Disaster Preparedness Training Center, which includes:  

• Current tools, methods, and models to properly make use of 

social media for crisis communication;  

• Classroom instruction on social media and its uses; and  

• Instructor-facilitated activities using Facebook and Twitter [13].  

Training opportunities are also available at professional and 

practitioner conferences. 

With respect to exercise opportunities, 63 percent of respondents 

from state agencies, 25 percent of respondents from county 

agencies, and 46 percent of respondents from local agencies 

reported that social media activities were incorporated into at least 

one agency exercise. For respondents answering “Yes,” we asked 

them to identify the types of social media operations tested during 

these exercises. Respondents could select one or more of four 

possible options, as well as an “Other” option. Results are listed in 

Table 16. 

Table 16. Percentage of  respondents whose agencies have tested various social media operations in 

an exercise 

Types of  Social Media Operations Tested in Exercises 

State 
Level 
(n = 26) 

County 
Level 
(n = 59) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 39) 

Push information out to the community 92% 75% 82% 

Monitor information posted by citizens 54% 53% 44% 

Produce analytical products from social media data that en-

hance situational awareness 

15% 14% 15% 

Implement procedures that use social media data to adapt oper-

ations during a response 

12% 12% 18% 
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The first three options listed in Table 16 roughly correspond to 

options provided in an earlier question on social media use in real-

world operations. In all cases, the percentages of agencies 

exercising these social media capabilities were less than the 

percentages of agencies using these capabilities in real-world 

events. Moreover, in all three sample groups, more than three-

quarters of respondents exercised social media in the context of 

issuing public information. Furthermore, roughly half of respondents 

in each group indicated that their agencies exercised monitoring 

operations. We found that one reason for the low selection 

percentages for more advanced capabilities is the challenge of 

testing these functions in a realistic manner (e.g., simulating 

information content and volume). 

Federal Support 

The final set of questions in the questionnaire addressed state, 

county, and local emergency management perspectives on the need 

for federal support in encouraging social media use and, if needed, 

the types of federal support that would be most fruitful. 

We began by asking respondents to characterize the extent to which 

they believed federal support was necessary to encourage social 

media use in emergency management. Results are shown in Table 

17. In all three sample groups, respondents most frequently 

selected the response of “somewhat helpful.” However, 17 percent 

of respondents from state agencies, 18 percent of respondents from 

county agencies,44 and 24 percent of respondents from local 

agencies found federal support to be irrelevant. 

 

 

                                                      
44 Responses were similar between respondents representing county 

agencies currently using social media, and those that were not. 
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Table 17. Respondent attitudes toward federal government support of  social media in emergency 

management 

Potential Attitudes 

State 
Level 
(n = 41) 

County 
Level 
(n = 234) 

Local 
Level 
(n = 85) 

Irrelevant 17% 18% 24% 

Not very helpful 5% 11% 13% 

Somewhat helpful 54% 32% 31% 

Very helpful 20% 25% 27% 

Instrumental 5% 13% 6% 

Survey response: Potential discrepancies of  1 percent from a total of  100 percent in each column are due to rounding error. 

 

Next, we asked respondents to identify types of support that their 

agency would find worthwhile. In addition to an option indicating 

they did not need support, we allowed respondents to select one or 

more of the following eight pre-identified needs: 

• We need to learn more about how social media could be 

applied. 

• We would like guidance and standards to be developed. 

• We need technical assistance to help establish the systems. 

• We need help with modifying existing response plans to 

account for social media. 

• We need educational support to train an individual or group of 

individuals to carry out this function. 

• We need the backing of the Federal Government to make our 

leadership realize how important social media is. 

• We need help addressing potential legal issues. 

• We need grant funding to support this endeavor. 
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In addition to checking all that applied, we asked respondents to 

prioritize the importance of the needs.45  

Results are shown in Figure 13, Figure 14, and Figure 15, with 

options sequenced in order by the percentage of respondents 

selecting that particular option as the number one priority. The 

median number of options selected by all three groups was two. In 

general, respondents representing county agencies had the most 

extensive need for federal support, with more than 40 percent of 

respondents selecting four options.  

As the figures below indicate, priorities differed depending on the 

sample group. For example, grant funding46 and learning more 

about how social media could be applied were among the top 

options most frequently selected in all three groups and were given 

high priority. While not ranked first by many agencies, educational 

support to train an individual or group of individuals to carry out this 

function and support in addressing legal issues were both options 

selected more frequently. Finally, of lesser importance to 

respondents from state agencies—but emphasized by respondents 

from county and local agencies—was the need for the Federal 

Government to develop guidance and standards. 

 

                                                      
45 Although the survey required that respondents rank each item selected, 

it did not enforce that the rankings be in consecutive order beginning with 

“1.” Eight percent of all responses in total—1 state, 23 county, and 6 local 

respondents—input rankings that were not in consecutive order. Many of 

these instances (87 percent) took place when respondents had selected 

only one item, suggesting that these respondents may have interpreted 

the question as a rating exercise, as opposed to a ranking exercise. 
46 Earlier in the questionnaire, when asked to identify different barriers to 

social media use in emergency management, insufficient funding was 

not identified as a key barrier relative to other options. However, when 

respondents selected this option, we asked them to identify the particular 

area in which funding was necessary. The top three categories were as 

follows: Nearly half (47 percent) of the respondents would use the 

funding to support additional staff; 21 percent would use it for equipment, 

including computers, system/site upgrades, and portable devices; and 11 

percent would use it to support training. 



 

 60

Figure 13. State emergency management agency ranking of  importance for types of  federal support 

 

Figure 14. County emergency management agency ranking of  importance for types of  federal sup-

port 

 

Figure 15. Local response agency ranking of  importance for types of  federal support 
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Summary 

Survey results indicate that the largest barrier to social media use by 

emergency management agencies is a lack of dedicated personnel. 

Agencies in all three groups prioritized grant funding and learning 

more about how social media could be applied as areas in which 

federal support is desirable. 
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Conclusion 

The idea for this survey arose in part because we were unable to 

find answers to what we felt were basic questions about the current 

status and future of social media in emergency management. By 

taking a survey approach, we were able to provide a broader, 

complementary perspective to existing anecdotes and case studies.  

Based on the survey results, penetration of social media in state, 

county, and local emergency management agencies remains 

incomplete. Although Facebook and Twitter have become 

ubiquitous, many aspects of social media are still “new” to many 

emergency management professionals, especially when it comes to 

using social media to support real-world events. A relatively strong 

demand exists to learn more about how social media could be 

applied, and to receive educational support to train individuals to 

carry out these functions. This demand is unlikely to recede given 

the constantly changing landscape of social media platforms and 

tools. 

Furthermore, several of the perspectives shared by 2011 SMEM 

Camp participants were borne out in the survey data. For example, 

we saw evidence that agencies are primarily treating social media 

as simply another means to push information out.  

In addition, an environment still exists in which policies and 

procedures have yet to catch up with agencies’ use of social media. 

The more advanced uses of social media that are highlighted in 

anecdotes, such as crisis-mapping, are more ambitious than those 

currently used at state emergency management agencies.  

Right now, the main barrier to social media use in emergency 

management agencies is the lack of personnel to take on these 

additional responsibilities. Emergency management agencies, 

primarily PIOs, have had to shoulder the burden without additional 

resources. It is clear that issues with insufficient staffing and 

expertise could ultimately cause the system to break when stressed 

by larger-scale events. Digital volunteers can also help alleviate 
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some personnel issues, but they remain a powerful, yet largely 

untapped resource for the emergency management community. 

Moreover, even as research in crowdsourcing, micro-tasking, and 

natural language processing attempt to address social media 

operations in large-scale events, the questionnaire responses 

underscore the importance of active outreach in the emergency 

management community to ensure awareness and integration of 

these new tools and advances. 

This survey represents only the first iteration of surveys aimed at 

collecting emergency managers’ perspectives on social media. 

From the data obtained, there are clearly additional areas that 

require probing in future research. For example, because of the 

range of activities that constitute social media operations, any future 

surveys should include questions specifically targeted to public-

messaging, monitoring, and crowdsourcing activities. We welcome 

inputs for future surveys.  

Finally, as social media operations mature through additional 

training, guidance, and experience, we look forward to seeing 

whether the frequency of answers to some questions changes. For 

example, it will be interesting to see how attitudes about trust and 

crowdsourcing change as social media becomes a more mature 

information source and as whole community efforts to incorporate a 

broad range of emergency management stakeholders become more 

ingrained in emergency preparedness. Also, as familiarity with the 

survey results gains traction, we will seek to explore more rigorous 

sampling methods to characterize social media use across county- 

and local- level emergency management and response agencies.  

Ultimately, we believe that the initial results we have presented will 

serve as a launching point for future efforts and will help spur 

additional support for social media issues related to practitioner 

needs. 
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Appendix A: Glossary of  Terms 

Blogging The act of maintaining or adding content to a discussion 

or informational site on the World Wide Web; content 

entries are typically displayed in reverse chronological 

order 

Crowdsourcing The practice of obtaining needed services, ideas, or 

content by soliciting contributions from a large group of 

people, especially from an online community 

Facebook A social networking service 

Flickr An image-hosting and video-hosting website, web 

services suite, and online community 

Foursquare A social networking tool that allows users to post their 

location at a venue (i.e., “check-in”) 

Google+ A multilingual social networking and identity service 

owned and operated by Google, Inc. 

Hashtags A word or phrase prefixed with the symbol “#” that is 

used as a metadata tag to provide a means of grouping 

messages on services such as Twitter 

Hootsuite A dashboard tool that allows users to integrate and 

manage multiple social media accounts and networks  

Instagram A social networking service that allows users to take 

pictures, apply digital filters to them, and share them   

LinkedIn A social networking service mainly used for professional 

networking 

Microblogging Blogging using entries of very short length (e.g., Twitter) 

Micro-tasking Distribution of small, discrete, short-duration tasks to 

online workers  

MySpace A social networking service with a strong music 

emphasis 
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Natural language processing Field of study concerned with interactions between 

computers and human languages 

Nixle A service that allows verified government agencies to 

deliver messages to local residents via phone, email, 

and web 

Open source data Data that is freely available to everyone for use and re-

publication, without restrictions from copyright, patents, 

or other mechanisms of control 

Picassa Software that allows for organizing, editing, and sharing 

of digital photographs 

Pinterest A digital pinboard that allows individuals to organize and 

share images, videos, and other items  

Podcasts A type of digital media comprising episodes of audio and 

video files subscribed to and downloaded, or streamed 

online to a computer or mobile device   

Reverse 911 A public safety communication system that can deliver 

recorded emergency notifications to a selected set of 

telephone service subscribers 

RSS feeds RSS stands for Rich Site Summary or Really Simple 

Syndication; allows publishers to automatically 

syndicate their content and readers to obtain updates 

and aggregate information from multiple websites in one 

place  

SMS Stands for Short Message Service; allows for short text 

messages to be sent from one cell phone to another 

Tweetdeck A customizable dashboard application that allows users 

to manage Twitter accounts 

Twitter An online social networking service and microblogging 

service that enables its users to send and read text-

based messages of up to 140 characters, known as 

“tweets” 

Ushahidi A nonprofit organization that develops free and open 

source software for information collection, visualization, 

and interactive mapping 
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Ustream A platform that allows users to stream live video 

YouTube A website on which users can upload, view, and share 

videos 
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Appendix B: List of  Acronyms 

DHN Digital Humanitarian Network 

GIS Geographic Information System 

ICS Incident Command System 

NEMA National Emergency Management Association 

PIO Public Information Officer 

SMEM Social Media in Emergency Management 

VOST Virtual Operations Support Team 

VTC Volunteer Technology Community 
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