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Social Media’s Application
For University

Emergency Management
Preparedness & Response

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?

What tools exists to collect, filter, verify & aggregate data?

Conclusion

Universities are adept at using social media
for public relations.



Fun, non-controversial content
thousands of “fans”

Customized Facebook Pages
feature an informal format  

List of Safe Havens

Web 1.0 in a 2.0 world.

Traditional Preparedness 
Fact Sheet

Last updated: 2003

Information is buried
in webpage. 

iPhone App



How do we engage students in
Emergency Preparedness

 through social media?

Social Media is currently used
as an extension of one-to-many public 

relations & emergency broadcast system.

Broadcast Messaging

Schools are using text alerts and messages to
notify students of emergency situations.

And YouTube to disseminate 
preparedness information.

Facebook for engagement.

Sign Up
for 

Emergency
Alerts



“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

Goal is to encourage:

 Information sharing

 Collaboration

 Interactivity

CDC creates social media tools INTENTIONALLY 
DESIGNED to be shared peer-to-peer.

Best Practices

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.



3 lessons learned

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

1. Clearly define your objectives.

2. Understand your audience.

Limited funds

Limited staff

Limited IT experience

How do we bridge the gap?

Photo courtesy FEMA Photo Library

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 from of an open call” (Howe, 2006)



Utilize Student Talent

Clear objectives

Appropriate incentive 
structure

Open data
(e.g. crime statistics)

Success

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

Crowdsourced Product



How is social media being 
used for

crisis response?

Why would we want to listen to the crowd?

Improve Situational Awareness

Web 2.0 Technologies 
provide rapid 

way to share information. 

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

Photo courtesy: FEMA Photo library



How do we keep from drowning
in information? 

 Develop and implement a methodology for
data collection & visualization 

prior to an event.

Plan

Filter  

Verify 

Aggregate 

Policies, procedures, and resources need to be 
developed in order to.. 

Questions to consider

Collect

What Tools
Already Exist?

Several non-profit organizations as well as the 
Federal government have developed collection, 

visualization & aggregation tools designed to gather 
data for both citizens and public safety personnel.



Data is collected from the public to determine 
macroseismic intensity.

  People enter zip code and answer  standardized 
questions.

  Almost instant feedback regarding intensity and 
damage.

  Replaced old system where questionnaires were 
mailed to post offices in earthquake regions.

Did you Feel It?

Health Data Visualization Tool 

ProMED Mail

World Health Organization

Google News

CDC

Eurosurveillance

H1N1 Visualization Tool

Aggregates social media health resources and news. 



“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.”

Map of Haiti 
Damage

Mathematical models have been created to 
filter, categorize & “weight” data.

Crowdsourcing: Unbound
Gathering data from all sources, known, or 

unknown, including general public.  Veracity of data 
has to be determined.



Long stretch of beach with 
tar balls, some over a foot wide. 

Info: Verified
Date: 7/7/2010 

Contributing allows people to give “visible testimony”.

Crowdsourcing: Bound

Bound crowdsourcing refers to gathering info from 
trusted agents. 

Veracity is high.

ProfessorsGraduate Assistants

Resident Advisors Staff

Train trusted agents   

All 150 students 
acctd for in 

BLDG 5. Minor 
Bldg damage. Will 

send pic

1. Each message is date and time     
stamped, sometimes with location data. 

2. Non-essential items can wait for 
processing.

3. People will not jam 911 with non-life 
threatening issues.

Advantages of texting:



Conclusion

1. Use available talent to your advantage.

2.  Research best practices.

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