
 

U.S. Department of Education 
Office of Safe and Drug-Free Schools 

Emergency Management for Higher Education 

FY 2101 Final Grantee Meeting  Atlanta, GA  June 23 – 24, 2011  
 

 

 

Social Media’s Application for University Emergency Management 
Preparedness and Response  

 
Kim Stephens 

 Social Media Designer, Researcher and Editor 
 

Kim Stephens has a Master’s in Public Administration from Texas A&M University and her career in 
emergency management has been spent as a researcher and a practitioner. Her experience has spanned federal, 
local and non-governmental organizations from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to the Tennessee 
Montgomery County Office of Emergency Management, and the American Red Cross. Her work has included 
all aspects of the disaster continuum: planning, response, recovery, and mitigation.   
 
Currently Ms. Stephens is a research associate with a focus on social media’s application to emergency 
management practices. In addition, Ms. Stephens assists with the Recovery Diva blog, which was designed to 
bridge the gap between researchers and practitioners with commentary and context on current disaster and 
disaster recovery news. Furthermore, she is managing an effort to create and market for production a real-time 
digital version of the previously developed Disaster Time Line Series, currently only available in hard copy.  
 
Ms. Stephens is also the assistant to both the Managing Editor and the Business Manager of the Journal of 
Homeland Security and Emergency Management (JHSEM). In this capacity, she manages JHSEM’s social 
media outreach, such as Facebook, in order to engage and increase readership for the Journal. She also 
developed and implemented JHSEM’s marketing strategy to attract potential sponsors. 

  



Social Media’s Application For University
Emergency Management

Preparedness & Response

Kim Stephens

iDisaster.wordpress.com

Tuesday, May 31, 2011



Agenda
How are Universities currently using social 
media?
How do we engage students in emergency 
preparedness through social media?

What are some social media best practices?

What is crowdsourcing and how could it be utilized for 
preparedness?

How is social media used for crisis response?

How do we listen to the crowd?

Conclusion
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Fun, non-controversial content
thousands of “fans”

Customized Facebook Pages
feature an informal format  

Universities are adept at using social media
for public relations.
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List of Safe Havens

Web 1.0 in a 2.0 world.
Traditional Preparedness Fact Sheet

Information is buried
in webpage. 

Last updated: 2003

Does anyone read this? 
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iPhone App

2.0 and Beyond
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How do we engage students in
Emergency Preparedness

 through social media?
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Social Media is currently used
as an extension of one-to-many PR & 
emergency communications system.

Broadcast Messaging
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Schools use text alerts and twitter messages to
notify students of emergency situations.

Sign Up
for 

Emergency
Alerts

YouTube to disseminate 
preparedness information.

Facebook for engagement.
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Introduce Fast Follow: 
No Twitter Account needed.

Text to: 
40606

follow @myuniversityEMA
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“Social Media is obviously about more than how we 

reach out to the public and educate the public...It’s 

about the public talking to us. 

It’s also about the public talking to the public.”

Nathan Huebner, CDC

Peer-to-Peer Communications
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Goal is to encourage:

Information sharing

Collaboration

Interactivity

CDC creates social media tools 
INTENTIONALLY DESIGNED to be shared 

peer-to-peer.

Best Practices
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Preparedness 101: Zombie Apocalypse 

Information Sharing  

Blog post on CDC.gov May 16, 2011.

http://blogs.cdc.gov/publichealthmatters/2011/05/preparedness-101-zombie-apocalypse/
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Interactivity

Gabe Zicherman,  Gamification Blog

Tuesday, May 31, 2011



Interactivity

Gamification is: the process of 
using game thinking and game 
mechanics to solve problems 

and engage users.

Gabe Zicherman,  Gamification Blog
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WIDGETS

Social Media Tool is designed to be 
added to a Web page or blog.

Buttons and Badges

Buttons are offered to be added to 
anyone’s personal or any public Web 
site.

E Cards

Cards are designed by CDC to be sent with 
personal messages to friends & family.

Collaboration
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3 lessons learned from their experience.

3.  Track each applications’ metrics: 
Are you reaching your audience?

1. Clearly define your goals & objectives.

2. Understand your audience.
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Limited funds

Limited staff

Limited IT 
experience

How do we bridge the gap?

Photo courtesy FEMA Photo Library
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Crowdsourcing

“the act of taking a job traditionally performed
by a designated agent and outsourcing it to an

undefined, generally large group of people
in the form of an open call” (Howe, 2006)
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Utilize Student Talent

Clear objectives

Appropriate incentive 
structure

Open data
(e.g. crime statistics)

Success
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Apps for Democracy

The first edition of Apps for Democracy: 

47 web, iPhone and Facebook apps 

in 30 days. 

Innovation contest that awarded cash prizes  
to technology developers using DC 

government data to create products for 
citizens. 

$2,300,000 value to the city at a cost of $50,000
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Crowdsourced Product
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How can social media be 
used in a

crisis?

Tuesday, May 31, 2011



Why would we want to listen to the crowd?

•  Situational Awareness

Web 2.0 Technologies provide rapid 
way to share information. 

•  Understand Message Penetration

•  Determine & Stop Misinformation
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How do we listen? 

Monitor

Become the “go to” source.

Participate
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The News Media is listening.

“When a storm hit the region, instead of staff
making phone calls to sheriffs’ offices in remote
counties, the station received instant feedback

about storm damage via Twitter from its viewers
region-wide.” Fox News Anchor

Situational Awareness
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Use Social Media to ask questions

What do you know?
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Monitor Social Networks

Person asks:  What do we know? 
Do we have a hashtag?

A student answers with correct information. 

Message Penetration? 
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Bust Myths and Rumors

Participate 

Determine and Stop Misinformation
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Become the “go to” source

Update as often as possible

People will rally around your SM 
presence. 

164,000 People “like” this site.
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Social Media are also about the 
public talking to the public.

Public to Public
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“The Ushahidi Platform allows 
anyone to gather distributed data 
via SMS, email or web and 
visualize it on a map or timeline. 

Our goal is to create the simplest 
way of aggregating 
information from the public for 
use in crisis response.”
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Contributing allows people to help others & themselves.

Ushahidi Map ChristChurch, NZ
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Crowdsourcing: Bound

Bound crowdsourcing refers to gathering info 
from trusted agents. 

Veracity is high.

ProfessorsGraduate Assistants

Resident Advisors Staff
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Train trusted agents.   

All 150 students 
acctd for in 

BLDG 5. Minor 
Bldg damage. Will 

send pic1. Each message is date and time     
stamped, sometimes with geo-

location data. 

2. Txt and tweets data are easier 
to import/export for processing.

3. Less tax on bandwidth.

Advantages of texting or twitter :

Collect Data
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Conclusion

2. Use available talent to your advantage.

3.  Research best practices.

4. Embrace changing technology to benefit your 
organization and your campus.

1. Set goals, establish policies, practice procedures.
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Photo Credits

• Slide 9:  http://lazycrazy.deviantart.com/gallery/#/d2gwla8 

• Slide 11: http://blogs.cdc.gov/publichealthmatters/2011/05/preparedness-101-zombie-apocalypse/ 

• Slide 21: FEMA photo library

• Slide 22: Photo by Martin Luff: Damage to building in New Brighton. Licensed under Creative 
Commons. http://www.flickr.com/photos/23934380@N06/5474235937/

•  Slide 25: Photo by KingBob86: Trapped Woman 2  http://www.flickr.com/photos/
kingbob86/5342341008/sizes/l/in/photostream/

Where to go for additional help?

• iDisaster 2.0 blog by Kim Stephens about social media and emergency management. See bibliography for 
list of resources. http://idisaster.wordpress.com/bibliography/

•  Social Media for Emergency Management.org. Clearing house of information.  SM4EM.org
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