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First Informers in a
Facebook World

How New Media Is Changing Emergency Management

Greg Licamele / GW EMSE / Oct. 20, 2008

Me in Three Seconds
• Professional

• Public Information Officer/Web Content Director,
Fairfax County Government

• Previous: GW University Relations and Emergency
Management Office

• Academic

• Master’s, Homeland Security & Emergency
Management

• Master’s, Media and Public Affairs

• BA, Journalism

+Web/New Media
+Public

Affairs/Government

+Journalism
+Emergency
Management

I’m Conflicted!
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What’s New Media?

Traditional Media
• Newspapers

• TV

• Radio

• Books

What’s New Media?
• Anybody can publish new media.

• Social media has no limitations on length/quantity.

• Web 2.0 is interactive and provides real-time
feedback.

• New media is linkable
and easily reused.
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New Media Examples
• Facebook

• YouTube

• Twitter

• Flickr

• Wikipedia

• Blogs

• Citizen Journalism

Traditional vs. New
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The future as generations shift?

Q: Who’s a
First Informer?
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A: Government, Media
Before 2004

A: Everyone
Today

“... the old, linear model for
information dissemination of

authorities-to-public relations-to-media
is outmoded...”

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

information, but also in providing
information to each other...”

- Palen and Liu, 2007

Virginia Tech Shooting

• Video/audio captured from a cell phone camera
shows the emergency as it’s happening; video
submitted to CNN iReport.



7

Virginia Tech Shooting
• Studies
examined
tragedy and
Facebook

Virginia Tech Shooting
• Facebook users started compiling list of
victims throughout the day

• “Passive Indicators of Presence”
• “Collective Intelligence”

Virginia Tech Shooting
• Facebook users questioned official sources:

• They relied on its “socially produced
accuracy” instead of rumor-mongering or
waiting for official college or media.
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Virginia Tech Shooting
• Traditional
media
covered
what
happened on
Facebook:

Virginia Tech Shooting
• Research plotted
official vs. new media
timelines of
information

• Media reported
this, too:

“The Internet reacted to the event immediately -- and more quickly than Virginia
Tech administrators, who took two hours to warn students, via e-mail, about a
first shooting.  The Web site of VT's student newspaper, the Collegiate Times,

crashed when students flooded it after the first shooting.”
- Forbes,  April 17, 2007

Virginia Tech Shooting
• Facebook also had downsides, too:

• VT student with picture of gun collection
was originally identified as a potential suspect
by some Facebook users.

• Traditional media reported it.

• Student received death threats.
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California Wildfires
• Always a challenging story for traditional
media to cover because of the wide and
sometimes remote areas.

• People want real-time information in case they
need to evacuate or if they already have
evacuated (is their property OK?)

California Wildfires
• Media bias for large metropolitan areas and
for celebrity homes.

California Wildfires

• Online photo sharing site; used extensively
during wildfires and other emergencies.

• During 2007 wildfires, Yahoo! News and local
media outlets used Flickr photos as eyewitness
accounts -- this legitimizes Flickr (photos and
members) as an authoritative source.
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California Wildfires

California Wildfires

Katrina & Flickr
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California Wildfires
• Local media and government (traditional
authoritative sources) started to use new media
platforms and technologies in an effort to keep
up with information dissemination.

California Wildfires

California Wildfires

“You shared information with each other on
the blog and on our fire forums and corrected
us when we were wrong. In the process, you
helped us cover the news for everyone.”
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California Wildfires

• Social media Web application that allows
people or organizations to share information in
140 characters or less, similar to phone text
messages. This concept is otherwise known as
microblogging.

• In the last 12 months, Twitter use has grown
412 percent, according to Nielsen Online.

California Wildfires

• May 2007, LAFD began using Twitter.

• Asked people near fires to Twitter updates --
“helped the department tailor its fire-fighting
strategy.”

• LAFD PIO: “We can no longer afford to work
at the speed of government. We must remain
relevant to the people we serve.”

Twitter

• Microblogging becomes an intelligence tool:

• If people were Twittering about bombs
going off first in New York, then Chicago,
then Denver, the LAFD might conclude the
danger was heading west.

• LAFD PIO: “The people who Twitter become
our reporters in the field.”
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Twitter

Twitter

Twitter
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Twitter

Fairfax County
• Facebook

• YouTube

• MySpace

• Looking at Twitter
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Fairfax County
• Resident as First Informer

Government & New
Media Challenges

• Budget

• Staffing

• Legal Issues

• Lack of
Understanding/
Acceptance

• Digital Divide

Traditional Media &
New Media Challenges

• Staffing

• Dwindling Circulation and Ad Revenue
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New Media Platforms

New Media Platforms

• 3.3 billion cell phones in the world

• Hand-held computer nearly
anywhere

• Access to new media technologies

• 1 billion computers in the world

• At your desk or wirelessly in many
places

• Access to new media technologies

New Media Platforms
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New Media Platforms

Discussion
Questions:
Impacts on
Emergency

Management

Emergency Management

• Authorities

• Media

• Public

Traditional Information Flow

• What does the information flow look
like today?

• How do government and media need
to change?
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Emergency Management
• What’s the best way to integrate new

media information into ICS structure?

Emergency Management
• During a major disaster, can 911 handle the

calls? How can new media help?

Emergency Management
• What are the budgetary impacts for

governments and media? Is it possible,
realistic and/or expected that these
traditional first informers engage heavily in
new media?
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First Informers in a
Facebook World

• What have you experienced or noticed?

• Other questions, concerns and ideas?

• Resources and links:
https://sites.google.com/site/emse232newmedia/


