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1.  Introduction 

 

This Deliverable provides a summary of the topics discussed and the results of the 1st 

CARISMAND Stakeholder Assembly conducted in Bucharest, Romania on 14-15 April 2016. In 

order to promote cross-sectional knowledge transfer, the audience consisted of a wide range of 

practitioners that are typically involved in disaster management, e.g., the emergency services, 

paramedics, nurses, environmental protection, Red Cross, firefighters, military, and 

professionals responsible for media coordination in disasters. The participants, who varied 

between 40 and 601, were recruited via invitations sent to various Romanian organisations and 

institutions, and via direct contacts of the SMURD Foundation (Mobile Emergency Service for 

Resuscitation and Extrication) who is one of the Romanian partners in the CARISMAND 

consortium. 

The event consisted of a mix of presentations and working groups for these participating 

practitioners, in order to combine dissemination with information gathering (for the detailed 

schedule/programme please see Appendix 6). After an initial general assembly where the 

CARISMAND project and its main goals were presented, the participants of the Stakeholder 

Assembly were split into small groups2 in separate breakout rooms where over the course of 

the two days they discussed the following topics: 

 Working Group 1: “Internal” risk communication: Corporate and institutional cultures 

in disaster management; 

 Working Group 2: “External” risk communication: Practical experience of cultural 

aspects in communication between disaster managers and citizens; 

 Working Groups 3 & 4: Traditional and social media in risk and disaster communication; 

 Working Group 5: Culture and trust in risk and disaster communication; 

 Working Group 6: The role of cultural leaders in risk and disaster communication. 

After each working group session, panel discussions allowed the participants to present the 

results of their working group to the rest of the audience. After each panel discussion, keynote 

speakers gave presentations related to the respective working group topic. This time schedule 

was designed to ensure that participants are provided with detailed information about recent 

                                                      
1 The composition of the audience changed over the course of the 2-day event, as some practitioners could, for 
work reasons, only attend one day, morning/afternoon sessions only. Overall 80 practitioners participated in the 
event. 
2 The composition of the working groups changed over the course of the Assembly to ensure that each topic is 
assessed from various sides and new ideas could be brought up. 
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developments in disaster management, e.g. related to the use of social media, but without 

influencing their attitudes and perceptions expressed in the working groups.  

The main focus of these working groups was the relationships between culture and risk/disaster 

communication. This topic was chosen in order to provide a sound basis for the following 

CARISMAND events (Citizen Summits), i.e. exploring issues of risk perception and culture in the 

context of disasters at the very point where practitioners and citizens interact. The location of 

this first Stakeholder Assembly was selected to make use of the local professional network of 

SMURD, but also due to Romania and, in particular Bucharest, being a location where various 

“types” of disasters are prevalent and have occurred in the recent past.  

All documents related to the Working groups, i.e. discussion guidelines and consent forms, were 

translated into Romanian. Accordingly, all presentations as well as the group discussions were 

held in Romanian, aiming to avoid any language/education-related access restrictions and 

allowing participating practitioners to respond intuitively and discuss freely in their native 

tongue. For this purpose, simultaneous interpreters as well as professional local moderators 

were contracted via a local market research agency (Mercury Research3) who also provided the 

transcripts and summarised the results as presented in this report. 

It is important to note that the discussions within these working groups reflect the participants’ 

perceptions and may or may not reflect the realities of how communication actually occurs in 

disaster situations. 

  

                                                      
3 http://www.mercury.ro/ 
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2.  Definitions and Perceptions of the Key Concepts 

 

2.1. Disaster 

 

Participants of the focus groups of the internal (Working Group 1) and external themes 

(Working Group 2) communication of risk represented the institutions involved in the field of 

disaster management. In terms of the perception and understanding of the term disaster, 

although there were some differences in the views expressed, some features on the definition 

of this concept were common in the perception of most specialists. Thus, according to the 

opinions expressed, disaster: 

 Is a wide-scale event that affects a large part of the population 

 Produces material damage and a large number of victims 

 Requires the mobilization of a large number of specialized resources for the 

management and stabilization of the situation 

 Requires an emergency response 

 Is defined primarily by the number of human lives lost/at risk 

 Has a return to normalcy that is longer lasting compared to emergency situations 

 Involves higher costs than in the case of emergency situations to return to a normal 

state 

 Is unanimously perceived as synonymous to a calamity 

 Is a situation placed in terms of severity between collective accident and state of 

emergency 

 Is a negative event significantly affecting, for example, a community, ecosystem, 

infrastructure (e.g. railway lines destroyed by landslides), or other systems (e.g. 

refining system destroyed in an explosion) 

 Implies a moral obligation to inform/educate potential victims, but also the rest of the 

population. 

According to practitioners, on a scale of situations that may cause adverse effects on the 

population, disaster lies on the last step, whilst emergency situations which may vary in the 

level of severity are located prior to it. Participants' views were however inconsistent about the 
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number of victims that might define an emergency vs. a disaster or in regarding a clear 

delineation between the two situations. In summary, the more an emergency situation has 

consequences at a larger scale (affects a greater number of the population or a more extended 

area) and requires more resources to remedy (requires the involvement of several 

organizations dealing with disaster management), the closer it gets to what a disaster means; 

otherwise, it remains only a correctable emergency situation. By “extend” participants meant 

that a particular emergency situation extends to a national or even European level. 

 

Organizations involved in disaster management are perceived as generally steering clear of 

using the name disaster or of communicating to the outside/the public/the media this notion, 

so as not to exacerbate the meaning or emotional connotation of an event. At the same time, it 

underlines the importance of delineating some situations in terms of seriousness and means of 

intervention: the difference between collective accident, emergency and disaster. In one of the 

focus groups it was stated that “the word disaster is not spoken before the affected area is at 

the national level".  

According to other opinions expressed, also with the aim of more clearly defining the term, the 

participants argued that the term of disaster should not be used in the absence of victims. It 

was perceived by the participants that the improper use of the term “disaster”, instead of 

“emergency”, may induce a state of panic.  

With respect to exemplifying disaster situations, a few distinct categories were mentioned by 

the participants: natural disasters (floods, earthquakes, landslides), man-made disasters (war, 

armed conflict, revolution), as well as situations which combine natural and man-made 

disasters (e.g. the Fukushima nuclear disaster in Japan:, caused by a tsunami, could potentially 

have been prevented or mitigated by man; the protective dike was designed to withstand 

waves 13 meters high, but the tsunami was greater in height; the disaster could have been 

avoided if the dike had been designed with a greater height, its height was a human error). The 

difference between the two categories of disasters (natural and man-made) would pertain to 

the presence of the hazard element. In principle, it was perceived as being difficult to predict 

everything concerning natural disasters while, whilst in the case of human error, although 

hazard is present, it can be more easily countered by managing the estimated risk.  

Collective 
accident

Emergency 
situation

Disaster
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As examples, in the category of disasters were included: earthquakes (a situation which 

Romania underwent in 1977, with an earthquake with a magnitude of 7.2 on the Richter scale 

being the example most often cited as a disaster in Romania), tsunami (in Japan), marine 

pollution, epidemics, chemical, nuclear, and biological accidents of major impact. In the context 

of emergency situations some examples provided were landslides, floods, extreme weather 

phenomena (isolation during winter), and technological issues - the failure of utilities at large 

companies and as collective accidents - plane crashes, damage of main transportation routes. 

According to some of the views expressed, disasters would be closer to the understanding of 

natural disasters, those which arise irrespective of human intervention, occur unexpectedly and 

cause a series of large scale negative consequences, whose effects are difficult to control. 

As conclusions, although there are legislative provisions and protocols that must be followed, 

there seems to be no unanimously agreed definition with regard to the clear delineation of the 

term of disaster from other emergency situations. Although we speak of different strengths, 

areas of coverage or number of victims, data on the numerical data that could separate or could 

classify a particular situation as a disaster are not provided.  

Another conclusion concerns the very high level of precaution by specialists/public institutions 

representatives with regard to the use of the word disaster. In general, this is avoided for 

several reasons: to not exaggerate the extent of an emergency situation, so as not to panic the 

population, and to avoid “wild” exaggerations from the press, which are perceived as artificially 

amplifying any event.  

One possible explanation (not expressed in the focus groups) may consist in the fact that this 

term in the Romanian language has a connotation of high severity: the phrase ‘emergency 

situation’ implies somewhat that it is a critical situation which is somehow kept in check by the 

institutions involved. The term disaster somewhat involves the fact that the situation has 

degenerated, is out of control and the institutions are overwhelmed and are no longer able to 

manage this situation. This could be a possible explanation for why the use of the term is 

avoided, in particular, as regards external communication to the public. Some participants 

stated that, including at the internal communication level, the use of the term disaster is 

avoided, and they communicate using the terms of emergency situations of different 

intensities.  

With regard to differences between the perceptions of specialists and the population about the 

term disaster, some issues were mentioned: specialists perceive disaster in more detail than 

citizens do, as they are argued to think about it in stages (prevention, risk management plan, 

action plan, and recovery). 

According to the specialists, the way citizens perceive disaster is affected by: 
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 the lack of a disaster culture or an education of how to behave in case of disaster, 

makes its perception in all phases to be a heterogeneous, differentiated one 

 skewed information promoted in the media  

 the lack of education with respect to prevention is the most neglected aspect  

 the fact that an ordinary citizen does not create a risk management plan 

 previous experience with that type of disaster (e.g. the inhabitants on the West coast 

of Japan are more prepared for a tsunami than the residents of Suceava)  

 the geographical layout where they live (e.g., whoever lives on the top of a mountain 

does not think about floods, but thinks about landslides; an inhabitant of the Danube 

Lowlands thinks about floods but not about landslides) 

 

2.2. Risk of Disaster 

 

With regard to the perception of the risk of a disaster, opinions were more heterogeneous than 

with regard to the definition of disaster. Furthermore, not all participants had a definition for 

risk.  

The first analysed dimension regarding the concept of disaster risk was the notion of 

prevention. As regards formal protocols, it was stated that any public institution has a plan for 

identifying risks, some even having departments to deal with this, and therefore also avoidance 

strategies for the risks identified, i.e. prevention strategies. At the same time, some risks are 

also anticipated through the approvals which are usually required for buildings where certain 

risky activities are carried out (e.g. environmental permit, and fire permit), all of which are 

measures designed to identify risks and to propose measures for their mitigation. Also in the 

prevention category the various population awareness campaigns regarding various risks (e.g. 

household electricity, thermal power plants, evacuation drills in case of earthquakes, and 

campaigns such as "open gates day") were mentioned. Moreover, specialized institutions also 

create certain scenarios with regard to the risks of occurrence of disasters, developing risk 

identification plans for various specific areas. Other notions mentioned in connection with risk 

are vulnerability, hazard, consequences, and probability.  

Terminological clarifications regarding risk: 

 The likelihood of the occurrence of a disaster, its awareness and preparation to act 

appropriately in case it occurs 

 The likelihood of something happening 



 

  

 
 

 
     

 11/75  
 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research 
and innovation programme under grant agreement No 653748. 

 Differentiation is made between vulnerability and risk: in order for a risk situation to 

occur there needs to be a vulnerability (vulnerability - for example, low immune system 

where the probability of disease is very high)  

o Vulnerability to disaster - "what are the chances of a disaster occurring?" 

Vulnerability in a hazard situation can turn into a disaster. The vulnerability is a pre-

existing condition and can turn into a risk situation at the moment of activation (e.g. 

location in a certain place, or working with explosive materials) so there are 

situations which are usually known. The risk would be an action that is carried out 

and gives rise to other factors, risks usually occur circumstantially due to existing 

vulnerabilities 

 It is a combination of data or context (e.g. a concert, or a crowded neighborhood) 

where the risk that something will happen is high. When we talk about known risks, we 

also talk about prevention. For example, a risk situation is a big concert or a football 

game 

 Risk = hazard x consequences 

 Risk assessment = probability of occurrence*impact value 

 Risk situations correspond to each type of vulnerability in part  

 There are prevention plans for each risk category 

According to the opinions expressed, risk situations may be typical (when the directly involved 

consequences are known) and atypical (when other unexpected/ unforeseen/unconsidered 

risks also arise, and other resources or people from other organizations - for example, 

characteristics of communities - need to be involved). The following differentiations based on 

risk categories were also made: 

 Natural risks: earthquake, landslides, weather phenomena 

 Technological risks: failure of public utilities, accidents on transportation ways, 

chemical, nuclear accidents, damage to transportation infrastructure 

 Biological risks: epidemics 

 Nuclear risks 

At the level of the institutions, in terms of risk management during disasters, the following is 

undertaken: prevention actions, contingency plans in the event of the occurrence of the risk in 

question, and insuring and covering the risk in question.  

As regards the way in which citizens understand the risk of a disaster occurring, the situation is 

described in the following way: 
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 ordinary people are not prepared for the eventuality of a disaster (the mindset of 

“never mind, it can’t happen to us") 

 the level of the insurance market at the general population level is very low relative to 

what it should be, this situation being explained by the experts through poor 

education, poverty and poor risk awareness  

 people who live in areas prone to natural disasters have a different perception and are 

more informed than those in areas that are not usually affected 

 lack of education regarding behaviour during a disaster (what they need to do in the 

situation in question), risk culture is absent 

 Acceptable risk tolerance is very high: one example stated is the situation of those 

living in homes marked with a red dot in the capital (severe earthquake risk marking - 

translator’s note), who oppose the rehabilitation works which would solve the 

problem, the mentality being, “No, it is not going to happen. People have been living 

for decades in this apartment building" 

 

2.3. Safety in the reconstruction stage 

 

In the perception of the professionals who took part in the focus groups, several safety levels, 

both short- and long-term, are perceived, and these depend on the degree of 

importance/priority: 

 

2.3.1. Short-term 

a. Safety of affected people, for which the intervention was necessary, ensuring that 

they are out of any danger (the most important level).  

b. The security and safety of the intervention personnel. ‘Rescuer’s safety’ is not always 

assured. For the intervention personnel it is also important to know that their family is 

well, that it is taken care of, that it is safe - State measures in this regard would be 

advisable. Only after the danger passes and the population is safe, that rescue 

personnel should begin to be careful about themselves (if not injured) 

c. Safety of technology and equipment involved in the intervention (and the equipment 

with which the intervention was carried out) 

d. The security of premises, installations where the intervention takes place 
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2.3.2. Long-term 

a. Emotional safety - lacking. (Last on the list of importance granted). Although at the 

institution level there is a psychologist, personnel involved in the intervention, even if 

they feel emotionally overwhelmed and would require specialized support, do not 

appeal because their mentality ’is against’ asking for help. In everyday life there is the 

preconception that you see a psychologist only if you have serious problems, for 

example, if you are weak or if you cannot handle it alone. This belief is intensified 

within the institution, and so the shame of turning to a psychologist is greater. 

However, counselling at the informal level is mentioned (between colleagues; they 

unburden to each other, and they support each other). There is no culture of psycho-

emotional support within institutions; and there is no formal framework of 

psychological counselling for those involved in disasters.  

b. Security following the disaster. For example, in the case of a nuclear accident, the 

effects persist for years even after the radioactive clouds have dissipated (e.g. 

Chernobyl). After an earthquake occurs safety also involves assessing the extent to 

which some buildings are safe or not. 

 

The ability of post disaster reconstruction can be understood in the view of a participant 

through the concept of “build back better” - how the authorities ensure that the vulnerability 

to the same type of disaster is decreased. Security is also understood as related to 

vulnerabilities: the higher number of vulnerabilities, for example, of a system, or buildings, the 

lower the safety of those who live there may be.  

Safety is defined as the point in time when the effects of a disaster cease. According to this 

definition, safety, depending on the effects, can occur immediately, if the effects have stopped, 

but it can also take a very long time until the effects of a disaster are stopped entirely. 

In terms of differences in perception between specialists and the ordinary population it is 

notable that the participants perceived that, among citizens, the understanding of security is 

approached much more simplistically: "ordinary population think in black and white: the house 

didn’t fall down on me, it's OK". At the same time, this perceived simplistic approach also 

implies that, for a large part of society, safety means personal safety (“if my normal standard of 

living has not been materially affected: house, job, health”) reproaching a lack of civic 

behaviour, of feeling responsible for the safety of the community of which you are part. There 

are also factors which however differentiate relating to safety and to acceptable risk (e.g. level 

of education, culture, personality factors, and each person’s self-respect): 

“Some of them are daredevils, reckless, they take unnecessary risks" 
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“For some, the joy of living in downtown Bucharest is greater than the fear having the 

ceiling fall off on their heads" 

"If for you it doesn’t matter if you are disabled or not tomorrow, if that's a risk you want 

to take, or if tomorrow you have a place to live, you accept living in a red dot home" 

“what is the price you place on your own life, whether you are ignorant or not...” 

A particular case is that in which the attachment to one’s own belongings and property but also 

the attachment to a particular place is stronger than the feeling of security, a situation more 

commonly found in the rural area: 

“You've also seen those situations in which survivors from flooding return where they 

lived because they are sentimentally attached to the land. An attempt was made to 

relocate them to houses built with State money, free from danger, but nobody moved. 

Why? It was their grandparents’ land. Their grandfather’s land was down in the valley, 

flooded, and they went back into the flooded valley. The legal leverage to forcibly 

relocate people from risk areas is absent” 

An interesting aspect highlighted by the participants is that the perception of security also 

depends on the citizens’ relationship with the authorities, on their trust in the authorities and 

some knowledge of the local resources, on knowing the capacity of public institutions to 

intervene in problematic situations. Thus, citizens can feel more secure in a community where 

they know that there are units which can intervene promptly, where they witnessed some crisis 

situations that were managed successfully, where they know that the institutions concerned 

have the necessary technology to efficiently solve a situation.  
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3.  Internal Risk Communication4 

 

3.1. The Effects of Organisational Cultures on 

Internal Communication in Disaster Situations 

 

Regarding internal reactions concerning disaster situations or emergency situations, the 

institutional representative participants noted that there are clear intra-institutional procedures 

that facilitate communication, which do not leave room for confusion/uncertainty at the 

individual and departmental level. Thus, depending on the specifics of each risk situation, there 

are pre-established action plans: where each person knows what to do, without being able to 

act autonomously (on their own or following their own mind) or to improvise along the way. 

These pre-established actions or procedures to follow were developed, according to the 

participants, in the wake of such institutions' involvement in the management of various crisis 

situations and have emerged as a necessity.  

The participants stated that the central role in internal communication falls to the Dispatch, 

through which communication from/to the Operational Centre and various Emergency Situation 

Committees at the level of the institutions, GIES and the media takes place. For example, at the 

level of the Municipality of Bucharest there is an Inter-ministerial Committee that decides what 

to do and appoints an Intervention Commander.  

Each institution has a code-based system (red, black) that is activated in emergency situations. 

After receiving the emergency call there follows a general mobilization phase in which the 

duties of each department are assigned. All these stages are in accordance with internal 

procedures specific to each institution separately. As a routine, in case of a disaster, each 

person secures their family and then reports to his/her post. The leadership at the top of the 

hierarchy decide what to do and are the main communicators and there is not much room for 

free will or improvisation because there are pre-established protocols and procedures in 

relation to the magnitude of the event.  

Communication is done through the Dispatch and the Intervention Commander has the lead 

role in making and notifying decisions, whilst the individual at the lowest level executes what 

this Commander transmits, without deviating from their orders.  

The most frequently mentioned line of communication is illustrated below: 

                                                      
4 This chapter is based upon the results of Working Group 1 – See Appendix 1 for discussion guidelines 
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The responsibility of carrying out actions falls to the Intervention Commander (although they in 

turn receive guidance from the Emergency Situation Committee, they are responsible for the 

way in which actions are put into practice, and the timeliness of the intervention).  

Communication occurs both horizontally (cross-departmental) and vertically (hierarchical). In 

the event of a disaster, vertical communication is considered especially vital because it ensures 

appropriate management of the situation. In the opinion of the specialists interviewed, the 

commander should be the leader that has the greatest expertise in the field, but should also 

have crisis management skills proven by previous experience. As regards the importance of 

vertical communication, it was stated that this also provides some transparency for the 

decision-making process and allows for quick action, whilst, at the same time, for this 

communication, a very clear division of responsibility appears. According to the opinions 

expressed, it is important that whoever assumes responsibility for the success/failure of the 

intervention make the decisions.  

The existence of previously developed intervention protocols facilitates the intervention 

manner:  

"there are no questions about how we should act, we know how to act. Everyone 

complies with the internal communication procedures. Each department/institution has 

its well-established place and role. After the disaster situation is assessed, requirements 

relating to various resources (fire brigade, ambulance) are communicated to the 

dispatch".  

Autonomy in decision-making on the scene is held only by those with a higher hierarchical 

position. In the case of participants that do not work in the emergency services (e.g. Water 

Authority) information and requests concerning the disaster occur only if there are human 

victims.  

Following interventions (of a particular type), the participants of the focus groups state that 

there are a number of "Lessons learned" at the organization level. Based on these lessons they 

create/adopt procedures/protocols to facilitate action in future interventions in the field (to no 

longer have surprises that hinder their actions) or to counteract the future occurrence of the 

same types of consequences. The protocols developed and the improvement of the 

112 dispatch
the rest of the 

emergency 
services
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communication tools made over time has led to an increase in the confidence of organization 

employees in the effectiveness of future interventions.  

On a personal level, there is a self-evaluation of the manner in which they acted and an 

improvement of the discovered vulnerabilities. Within the organizations represented in this 

group, a self-evaluation is carried out after a crisis situation through indicators of the type - 

number of lives saved - or through activity reports. According to other respondents, after a 

disaster there is an evaluation phase, but it is rather informal - not imposed by the institution.  

The view that Romanian media amplifies and speculates disasters was expressed - hence, some 

respondents who are in leadership positions (the intervention firefighters, Earth physicists) 

refuse/avoid to appear on TV. 

 

3.2. Organizational Cultures in Internal 

Communication in Emergency Situations - 

Technologies Used in Communication  

 

The opinions of the participants of the working groups on the role of the technology used in 

internal communication in emergency situations was influenced by the degree of knowledge of 

communications systems. Some of the specialists (the most informed) stated that the risks of 

this technology malfunctioning are very low, because there are special technologies at all the 

institutions involved in emergency situations that would immediately replace traditional 

technologies if they could no longer be used. Thus, they state that, if traditional technology 

stops working, there is always a plan B, sometimes even a plan C, to counter the emergence of 

any factor which might affect internal communication (more concrete information cannot be 

given, these being categorized as classified).  

"There is a reaction and a response to anything, irrespective if any network fails. For 

example, during the last bigger earthquake, Vodafone failed, but we had our own 

method of internal or inter-institutional communication. The institutions have their own 

technology; all the stakeholders in emergency situation management have their own 

communication systems, even more than one".  

Some participants in the discussions consider that a technological crisis (communications 

system failure) would be a disaster in itself. However, it is generally valid/agreed that there are 

alternative means of communication in the event of failure of communication networks, such 

as:  
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 radio stations,  

 walkie-talkie handsets (which however, in the experience of some firefighters do not 

provide coverage in the subway system)  

 STS government network,  

 satellite communications 

 amateur radio stations 

 sending people to the disaster site.  

Failure and/or malfunction of traditional communication networks and the use of these 

alternative means of communication leads to effects such as increasing the response time and 

the difficult management of the situation due to lack of information.  

According to those who aren’t necessarily aware of the existence of special communications 

systems, traditional technology plays a vital role in communications in case of an emergency - 

most participants see telephony and the Internet as the most important ones. According to 

these views, the entire internal communication system would be disrupted if they would cease 

to operate - "it would be chaos."  
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4.  External Risk Communication5 

 

The primary focus amongst participants was on the communication culture between 

organizations. In particular, the gendarmerie and the healthcare system are the institutions with 

the most important role in the event of disasters. A network of public and private institutions is 

created around these institutions, which are also involved in disaster management. These 

companies are identified at an early stage, with county intervention plans being in place, 

according to the opinions expressed, and these plans involve each of these institutions. Cross-

institutional communication is also carried out according to the procedures of the Permanent 

Technical Committee (consisting of representatives of the ESI, Police, Gendarmerie, Hospitals) 

which also comes into play in such cases. There are cross-institutional collaboration 

compartments and there are joint collaboration protocols between institutions which are 

designed to facilitate communication. 

According to the discussions in the focus groups, the level of communication has evolved 

greatly in recent years due to: 

 Awareness of the fact that some risk situations can be solved easier and faster when 

several parties/specialties/organizations intervene; the need for and awareness of 

one's own limits encouraged organizations to collaborate with each other. 

 Confidence in the professional mode of action/reaction of the organizations concerned 

(e.g. The Ambulance Service ‘knows’ that in the event of X the Gendarmes will act 

without reproach) 

 Confidence has grown as a result of simulation exercises of emergency situations in 

which several institutions took part, and each of them knows how the stakeholders and 

collaborators react 

At present there is no longer a need for an organization involved in disaster management to get 

to the point of being overwhelmed (lack of staff or insufficient staff/resources); they know they 

can call on other organizations involved in disaster management. At the group level it was 

agreed that, between organizations, communication is constructive and is carried out in 

accordance with the cooperation protocols established between organizations. All respondents 

declare that communication between State institutions is very good. The main reason pertains 

to the already established and known procedures and the ranking and distribution of 

responsibility. No communication barriers are mentioned (not even language). Legislation also 

                                                      
5 This chapter is based upon the results of Working Group 2 – See Appendix 2 for discussion guidelines 
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contributed to this improvement in inter-institutional communication, alongside lessons learnt 

as a result of simulation exercises. As regards cross-organizational communication, two 

relatively dysfunctional situations have been mentioned: 

 Communication with NGOs, the difficulty of synchronization in terms of simulation 

exercises, the difficulty of involving volunteers in the management of emergency 

situations. According to the opinions expressed by the focus group participants, NGOs 

want media coverage rather than actual work 

 Communication with the media seems to be the most problematic aspect, a belief 

which was unanimously shared by all the institutional representatives participating in 

the focus groups. The specialists argue that, by distorting releases, unprofessional 

interpretations, reports that are not based on facts, a desire for the sensational, and a 

lack of disaster specialists in the newsrooms, the media ends up considerably hindering 

the work of institutions and specialists involved in emergency situations, both in the 

short term (during the situations in question) as well as long-term, by damaging the 

credibility of the institutions.  
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5.  Cultural Groups6 

 

Overall, the concept of cultural groups generated a difficulty of understanding the participants, 

for this reason we were unable to discern and describe very specifically the groups for which 

any communication strategy should be differentiated. However, both in the groups focused on 

internal communication in organizations, and groups focused on discussing external disaster 

communication, several dimensions, contexts or socio-demographic characteristics that 

influence the way they perceive and react to a disaster situation have been identified.  

 

5.1. Dimensions identified within organisations, in 

the case of internal communication  

 

 Personnel that have experience managing a disaster situation; the experience gained 

by them which is useful in communication 

 Personnel in the decision-making group - those responsible for the measures taken and 

their implementation, and personnel in the executive group  

 Field of specialization: for example, for a hydrologist, the disaster refers to floods, 

whilst for a 112 employee it depends on the number of victims The perception of a 

disaster is influenced mainly by professional experience (especially associated with 

length of service) and empathy towards the situation/victims ("is it harder to cope with 

disasters where the victims are children).  

 An important role in the way in which disaster is perceived is how the leader of an 

institution relates to the emergency situation (e.g. Dr Arafat makes them mobilize 

much better because he seems in control, knows what to ask of them, sets a specific 

pace for the intervention) 

 

5.2. Factors affecting the perception of disaster at 

the population level 

 

                                                      
6 This chapter is based upon the results of Working Groups 1 and 2 – See Appendices 1-2 for discussion guidelines 
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The participants identified a number of factors related to the target population which they 

perceived affected individuals in how they perceived a disaster. 

 Geographical area - the area of residence in relation to the perception of the 

imminence of a particular disaster, an area which is more exposed (e.g. Vrancea) or less 

exposed to disasters or calamities 

 Direct/indirect involvement in relation to the affected area (being part of those directly 

affected or not). Internal/external position in relation to the disaster area (at the time 

of, or after the disaster) 

 Rural/urban (much higher density in urban areas with an increased risk to any type of 

disaster with a more exposed population) 

 Level of culture and education (influences perception of risk from or to disaster and 

receptiveness towards authorities in the event of a disaster) 

 Previous own experience, previous involvement in disasters (differences in perception 

among those who lived through the 1977 earthquake and those that did not)  

 Age-related peculiarities (adults with a richer life experience, with a ‘civic sense’, 

possibly more pronounced community sense, young people who are aware of the risk 

of disaster to a very slight degree) 

 Confidence in the authorities  

 Religion  

 Personality types (psychological profile) 

 How they received the information, how they get the information and how they filter 

information in the media, and access to means of information 

 Gender differences: in general men attempt to appear more confident vs. women who 

think more than men before acting. However, such difference may only actually be 

perceived and not actually reflect the reality of how citizens may respond to a disaster. 

 Standard of living (people who are wealthier or less wealthy, people who will more or 

less readily accept a loss in the event of a disaster) 

Identified socio-cultural groups:  

 aging population, urban environment, old housing, low responsiveness to new and to 

the requirements of authority 

 young people with low risk perception, without previous personal experiences in case 

of disasters, with a lack of objective information 
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 group with religious customs, fatalistic attitudes, rather from the rural environment, 

elderly people who believe that any disaster is God-given and therefore they can 

change very little in the situation in question  
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6. Effective Communication among Different 

Cultural Groups7 

 

With regard to the most effective ways to communicate to the general population, they have 

not been reviewed depending on certain cultural groups, as there were difficulties for 

participants in defining different cultural groups. Participants noted, however, the 

characteristics of effective communication in the three stages: in the case of the risk of a 

disaster, during the hot phase of the disaster and during the recovery and reconstruction 

period.  

During the stage in which the institutions would desire that the population begin to take 

action and prepare, communication from institutions towards the citizens should be sustained, 

continuous, possibly supplemented by the media which can have an active role in 

communicating the preparation measures. In the event that the population/community/group 

concerned has previously received exposure to prevention campaigns, simulation exercises 

involving citizens, educational programs, then the communication strategy when faced with 

imminent disaster can be based on these items. With regard to the type of message, the need 

for uniform information is stated, regardless of cultural group, geographical area or education 

level, in order not to risk a different reception of the conveyed message.  

Thus, the more heterogeneous the target group population, the simpler and more uniform the 

message may be. According to opinions expressed by the working group, the message may 

differ according to target population, and it is advisable to vary the information transmission 

channels:  

"a message should be transmitted in several ways. For example information panel in 

the event of an earthquake. For young people through social media, for the elderly 

through posters, mail, newspapers, TV, it takes different channels, for children 

communication through images, drawings, you tell them to go to their mother in the 

event of a disaster".  

The detail level of the message may also differ (it is argued to take more detail for a less 

informed person) but highly technical language should generally be avoided.  

During the actual occurrence of a disaster, they stress the importance of the ‘single voice’, i.e. 

single source which must generate communication. They also stress the importance of clear 

                                                      
7 This chapter is based on the results of Working Group 1, 2 – See Appendices 1, 2 
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messages that can be easily perceived, transmitted by specialists, messages which must have an 

official character, must be communicated in ’plain language’, adjusted according to the target 

group, but with identical, consistent, neutral information and communicated in a balanced, 

calm way. 

Of particular importance is the person who is the communicator during the hot phase of the 

disaster: such a person must have credibility, enjoy the confidence of the population, and have 

recognized competence in the field of disaster management. 

 The specialists mentioned the fact that Romania is a nation that does not have a resilient 

disaster culture, and which panics easily, therefore communication must take into account 

these things. The detrimental role of the media is once again brought up, which has the effect 

of damaging the credibility of institutions in the eyes of citizens, hence, also damaging the 

credibility of the conveyed messages: 

"Do you remember the Prut River floods, gendarmes came in and forcibly removed 

people, because they weren’t cooperating? Reasons for the lack of cooperation: they 

did not assume the consequences, had low confidence in the authorities because of 

information in the media".  

"Romanians see the interventions of the authorities for something different than 

what they are; often, even in the case of interventions in case of disasters, the 

victims suspect hidden interests “They want to relocate us from here because they 

surely have an interest ... to take our lands "; generalized distrust, not only in the 

countryside".  

Thus, the participants of the working group consider that the press should be ‘educated’ to 

avoid presenting an event in an exaggerated negative manner, to be used for the transmission 

of official, unaltered, and verified information.  

In order to obtain concrete examples of communication strategies, a number of scenarios of 

possible disasters were tested within the working groups, and how each of these scenarios 

would be managed depending on the specific population and area:  

 Communication strategy with people in the Ferentari neighbourhood (located in one of 

the poorest and most densely populated areas in Bucharest with a majority Roma 

population): the working group participants argue that they would go for a frontal 

approach, with a mass address (possibly using a mouthpiece). As Ferentari is an area 

with a majority Roma population, it is considered that most of the community 

members will be at home, and living in extended families. The working group members 

also perceived that the responsiveness of community members would not be a 

problem, as the Ferentari Roma population are perceived as not having valuable assets 

or possessions, and that they are perceived as accustomed to being ‘on the run’, thus it 
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is perceived that mobilizing the community would be rather easily done. However, 

firefighter access to the area would be difficult, and so, even if the community 

members would be easily evacuated, the buildings would be difficult to save.  

 The means of communicating with those on Primăverii Avenue (located in one of the 

most expensive areas in Bucharest, the houses there belonging mainly to persons from 

the upper layers of society): the working group participants agreed that they would go 

with an individualized strategy; they would enter into every home because their 

courtyards are locked. It is considered to be a responsive, educated community, which 

would understand the requirements and procedures, and would not panic very easily: 

“people will let you do the job, they realize that the fireman is there to help, plus before 

you get there, the fire is already out because it's a priority area for firefighting (the 

presence of embassies in the area)” 

 Means of communicating with those from Calea Călărașilor (located in a very old area 

of Bucharest, with narrow streets and old houses. A large number of elderly people live 

in the area) - is considered to be the most problematic situation, bearing in mind that 

here the population is poor but not homogeneous, with broken families, and a lack of 

community spirit. The presence of many elderly people led to a perception amongst 

the working group that the elderly people would require greater efforts for 

clarification, and that they would not want to leave their homes because it is seen as all 

they have. They were also perceived as being difficult to mobilize, perhaps also due to 

medical problems, and in addition they would not listen: “elders will fear that water 

will damage their home, they have a more developed sense of ownership” 

“For example in the Petre Ispirescu area fire, there was an old lady that 

firefighters were struggling to get out of her house because she didn't want 

to abandon her belongings; if they have dogs/cats, they are even more 

difficult to persuade to leave their home, they should be forcibly removed, 

but there is no legislation in this regard” 

It is considered that in this situation an eventual exaggeration of risk may be useful in 

order to ensure their cooperation. In other cases (e.g. children), the participants 

perceived that it is better to give less information, so as not to create panic. 

Communication during the period of restoration and reconstruction may be targeted, oriented 

towards smaller groups, affected by the disaster in question. At this stage communication using 

mixed teams (doctors, psychologists, and mediators) can be used, the resources of the 

community may be used, including:  

“You have to show people that their lives aren’t compromised even if they went 

through a disaster. For example, the 2007 flood in a community with 
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disadvantaged groups (e.g. the Roma), the Roma population was semi-nomadic, 

it was hard to meet them in the area which the authorities had designated; when 

aid was brought in, problems arose (they queued up 4-5 times, came in large 

groups to intimidate), usually in such situations it is advisable to get in touch with 

the group's leader, to get him involved in the distribution of aid. In each 

community there is a respected authority, the formal leader. In this case, it is the 

“bulibaşa”. He must be involved in organization and distribution” 

The participants agreed on the fact that the institutions with attributions in disaster 

management should be adapted to new technologies and have a more direct relationship with 

people (e.g. through interactive Facebook pages). This, especially in the context in which 

messages may be altered by the media, means that technologies that allow direct 

communication with broad swathes of the population can gain an increasingly more important 

role. A communication strategy based on new technologies can be successful only if the citizens 

have access to them and trust them in disaster situations. According to some opinions, the role 

of technology can be major in the preventive stage or at the post disaster reconstruction stage, 

while in the ‘hot’ stage certain applications might be more important (e.g. location, maps, and 

GPS) because it is considered that, at the level of the masses, the addressability of new 

technologies is however very low.  

Other notes on the role of new technologies:  

 Differences in rural vs. urban coverage (greater internet access in cities, in the 

countryside there isn’t necessarily a computer or internet in the household) 

 Although the most prevalent is the phone, we cannot communicate individually with 

households via telephone, therefore television remains the most effective in terms of 

coverage 

 The Internet can be used for young groups, groups with a higher education. Young 

people don't watch TV 

 New technology entails some limitations: according to the respondents, the 

communications infrastructure is the first that fails in case of a disaster, and usually 

traditional channels remain -TV and radio,  

 Problems with the rejection of the technology: "do you see a 90 year old lady going on 

Facebook on her mobile phone," reasons: age, education, older people are perceived as 

more difficult in accepting new things (e.g. touch screen phone), difficulty of use and 

learning, requires other skills than those acquired up to that point. 

 No institution can undertake to educate the whole population, but pre-disaster warning 

is mandatory 
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 Social media networks, such as Facebook, can induce a superficiality in youth, in 

relation to the perception of an event, and on the other hand they can greatly help in 

mobilizing people (e.g., the fire at Club Colectiv in October 2015)  

As regards the role of language for a successful communication process with different cultural 

groups, following the group discussions, the following conclusions were drawn: 

 The language must be adapted to the lowest level of understanding, the phrase "at the 

moment the information is ...” will be permanently used; the language and 

communication means will be tailored to the target group; communication will be done 

repetitively, with updated and verifiable (credible) information. 

 It is necessary to convey messages in at least three languages: the language of the 

country, an international language, the language of the minority with the highest share 

 Specific groups have to be identified (if any) and the message that is the easiest to 

understand sought out. (e.g.: children - drawings, colouring books, animations, games; 

the elderly: readable text, uppercase, brief) 

 It is advisable that the messages be delivered by people with training in 

communication, charismatic, leaders; identifying the person that communicates 

 It is advisable to have a single message, no matter how many people transmit it 

 The Romanian public is receptive to messages from the authorities 

Example: Airport Otopeni ROMATSA strike: very different people. They went 

into the terminal, with emblems with "May I help you" on their chests, they 

explained the delays; they pointed people to the free zones and stores. 

Those with a high education level understand more easily, they know that 

this is frequent. With those less educated it was harder, they called in the 

TV stations. Face to face message. Calm, formal tone should be used for the 

educated. With those who are less educated, calm, let them express their 

grievances, “we served that “sandwich”: a nice thing, then that they will be 

delayed for 3 hours, then another nice thing" 

Example: fire in the subway. People did not react to the urge to get out. The 

staff in charge, "some geezers from Cobra Security" lacked authority. If a 

firefighter with his face mask on, in uniform, had come out, the danger 

would have been clearer.  
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6.1. Word Association Exercise 

 

To examine the perceptions that participants held regarding culture and trust in risk and 

disaster management word association exercises were conducted with Working Groups 5 and 6 

(see Appendices 5-6) where participants were asked to state the first word that came to mind in 

responses to the words: reliable, responsible, trust, distrust and faith. The results of the word 

association exercise are displayed in the table below. 

 

Top of mind 

RELIABLE stability,  

safety,  

family  

trust, safe,  

team,  

a device/equipment, my own experience-knowledge,  

friend 

Government 

authorities 

intervention agency 

State institutions 

Administration 

RESPONSIBLE coordinator  

guilty,  

delegate,  

a person that acts consciously, is aware of every action they take,  

a person who cares,  

prepared to properly do the things you are prepared to do, involvement,  

someone very important 

manager 

ISU 

Healthcare 
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Emergency 

Ambulance  

Smurd 

Intervention team 

TRUST stability, 

something on which you can rely,  

safety, confidentiality, 

fairness, 

112 

efficiency 

work well done 

private companies 

emergency system 

professionalism 

DISTRUST betrayal, 

lying,  

uncertainty, 

instability,  

false information,  

amateurism,  

fear,  

corruption 

Government 

Official institutions (top management) 

Parties 

Mayor 

FAITH orthodoxy, religion, God 

trust,  

hope in the future, 

patriarch (Mercedes, money) 
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6.2. The Role of Citizens’ Trust in Effective Risk and 

Disaster Communication 

 

The most important factors that were argued by the participants to influence citizens’ trust in 

the information or guidance given in a disaster situation are: 

 Characteristics of the communicator 

 The credibility of the source transmitting the information (known person, their 

competence, experience) 

 Professionalism, the way they act, except for political leaders 

 The safety which the communicator shows ("If you are desperate and do not behave 

appropriately, or if you're scared, that is not desirable ... we must be calm, 

unruffled") 

 Ability to convey empathy  

 The person with authority in the field, with expertise, technocrats, the person who 

talks about what they know 

 A good communicator is not necessarily the best specialist 

 Characteristics of the communication channel 

 Credibility of the communication channel 

 The way the communication is made (if the news capture population attention) 

 Trust in institutions 

 Preferably a single voice, a single institution which transmits structured information, 

and provides a summary 

 It creates distrust if the information is provided from multiple sources, the 

information is inconsistent 

 The institution’s renown also matters - The relationship built with citizens over time 

- the history of the interventions performed over time and citizens’ perception of it - 

“they know they can rely on the information received from you”, “if SMURD arrives 

there is no problem” 

 The main trustworthy institutions are the Emergency Services, MIA, City Hall and 

local religious leaders 
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 Trust is strongly linked to the visibility of the institutions - "people who are moving 

and are seen in uniform". The rest of the institutions, even if they intervene, are not 

recognized - "no one knows about the Romanian Water Authority even if they are in 

the field” 

 The institution leader can strongly affect citizens’ confidence in the institution 

concerned (e.g. - Dr. Arafat who is the image of ISU)  

 Some participants mentioned that the first reaction of the citizens in the event of a 

disaster is to try to manage the situation themselves and only when it becomes 

complicated do they decide to call on the State institutions. Thus, part of the 

intervention time may be lost. The need for a program to educate the citizens in 

case of disaster was specified 

 In some cases the appearance of ’strength’ resources (police, gendarmerie) can 

generate a hostile reaction from some citizens (“more choleric, next to the bar") 

which hinders the intervention. Some of the respondents mentioned that the 

authorities must also be prepared for such negative reactions from the population - 

"it's a feeling of total frustration which is vented onto the authorities - why am I the 

one whose house was swept away by the flash flood" 

 In the case of interventions in religious communities (Muslims, Catholic) most of the 

participants consider that the institutions should give staff seminars/training which 

address cultural particularities, for example: “we won’t give canned pork to those 

from Crucea” 

An element affecting the trust between institutions is their lack of transparency. According to 

the respondents, although these institutions have departments whose exclusive responsibility is 

cross-institutional communication, the information flow its controlled/approved/selected by 

the top management representatives of the respective institution and this dependency can 

generate distrust.  

In the opinion of representatives from the institutions, another element which negatively 

affects trust in the authorities is the media. The majority of respondents, whether erroneously 

or not, consider that it misinforms viewers in order to have bigger ratings. In addition, some of 

the respondents consider that certain media groups do not verify their information before 

releasing it (“we've been criticized for nothing - look what lies we say"). The media’s actions are 

perceived as oriented towards the identification of the culprit, they demand resignations 

(usually head of the agency which was the most involved and with the most responsibility, for 

example as a result of the fire at Colectiv the Prime Minister, the agency head and the district 

mayor resigned). It is pointed out again that the media gives rise to the mistrust that institutions 
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manage the situation properly, and the population tends to believe the information in the 

media to a greater extent than those communicated by the institutions. 

 As regards trust in NGOs, the Red Cross was mentioned the most often, although specialists 

stated that its efficiency varies from county to county. Also, there are some perceived 

difficulties in the overall collaboration with NGOs and their support not being uniform.  

Different cultural groups of the population were perceived by the participants as affected 

differently in their understandings of the communication according to different factors 

including: 

 Educated population is more difficult to manipulate vs. the non-educated population’s 

vulnerability which is non-critical, takes the information as is 

 Limited access to information makes part of the population believe a particular 

category of information 

 Lack of education 

 The standard of living 

 Various levels of trust in institutions and practitioners 

 

6.3. Chain of Trust 

 

The respondents were asked to exemplify a so–called ’chain of trust’ (Which would be the local 

institutions that different cultural groups in that area would trust most? And, if you think 

further, which would be the institutions, for example, national or international NGO’s, that local 

public services and local institutions would trust? What would be, in your opinion, the most 

successful ‘chain of trust?’). One of the first conclusions from the participants was that: the 

trust in institutions goes vertical, from top to bottom, and from the national level to local level. 

According to the respondents, any emergency situation or disaster or crisis must be managed 

firstly by a strong leader (with competence proven in other situations, with authority, and well-

known) who will also lead a Coordination Authority. The Coordination Authority must unite 

specialists from various fields (one example of a coordination authority is the Department for 

Emergency Situations). This management structure (leader and coordination authority) is in 

charge of coordinating different emergency agencies (ISU-Smurd, Ambulance, Army, Police, and 

Gendarmes) which can play a role within the respective crisis. Also, according to the 

respondents NGOs are not very well known at the local level, especially in rural areas. That is 

why their role is mediated by public institutions and citizens (or members of the local 
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communities) often perceive that the NGOs were brought in by, for example, the prefect, by the 

mayor, or by the Ambulance. 

 

 

 

 STRONG LEADER - an emergency situation coordinator, in charge of implementing the 

action plans 

 AUTHORITY WITH A UNANIMOUSLY ACCEPTED ROLE IN COORDINATING an authority 

made up of specialists from various fields (for example the Department for Emergency 

Situations)  

 EMERGENCY AGENCIES: ISU-SMURD, AMBULANCE, ARMY, POLICE, GENDARMES 

 LOCAL SUPPORT: involvement of citizens and local authorities 

  

Strong Leader
+ Coordination 

Authority

Emergency 
Agency

Local 
Authorities

Local 
Communities

Emergency 
Agency

NGOs
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7.  The Role of Cultural Leaders in Risk 

Communication and in Communication in 

Disaster Situations 

 

In the opinion of the participants of the focus groups, cultural leaders are opinion makers, and 

are those who change others perceptions (the relationship between them and the people has 

grown over time and is turned on during the disaster). 

 

7.1. Who is the Leader? 

 

The participants perceived that a leader is: 

 Someone who has proven something/Was successful in the field 

 Has no administrative powers 

 Is an expert in a field 

 Known, trusted person or someone who gained the population’ trust 

 People arriving on the scene and take the initiative ("when people are confused it's 

important to have a clear minded and self-confident person who directs things") 

 The person designated to represent an institution 

 A celebrity who has an image capital and who people tend to follow (in case of a crisis, 

however, it can at most mobilize people; it can have no other roles) 

 "If someone is a leader, they are followed by the others by instinct” 

 

7.2. Attributes of a Leader 

 

The participants identified the following attribute which they felt a leader should have: 
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 The sympathy of the masses (“it is easier to accept information from someone who you 

like") 

 Good image (until the time of the disaster) 

 Media visibility/exposure 

 Integrity 

 Efficiency 

 Responsibility 

 The confidence in such a person will be created through the PR actions (“behind every 

public figure there is such a machine”) 

 

7.3. The Role of Leaders in the Three Stages of a 

Disaster 

 

In the preparation stage, according to the message conveyed, they may help or hinder: 

 negative message: "the local authorities are not able to do anything”, “the floods come 

and you can’t anything about it";  

 positive message: "in case of... we can act like this" 

At this stage, the leader can be a press representative/journalist, whose call is taken up by 

TV/radio, generating a chain reaction and the effect is determined by how the spark was lit. 

During the disaster, the perceived role of a leader is to communicate to the public, to 

coordinate the situation and to appoint the appropriate people for each activity. In a crisis 

situation, the participants perceived that, even someone with a negative image can be trusted 

(due to previously acquired authority) because people are argued to be confused. Two types of 

leaders were revealed from the participants’ discussions:  

 the specialist leader and the celebrity leader in the event that the emergency 

situation/disaster targets a large part of the population 

 the informal leader and the formal leader in the case of small communities (priest, 

police chief, the village doctor, people with more education, with more and greater 

responsibilities; those which are argued to significantly influence the life of the 

community through their job) 
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A number of participants referred to the symbol of the uniform where there was a perception 

that individuals seem to trust someone in uniform, as the uniform is associated with specialists, 

with someone who is in control of the situation, is prepared for the intervention, and the 

uniform guarantees that the person has a know-how they are going to apply at the site of the 

disaster.  

Celebrity leaders can mobilize people and resources. The celebrity can be a leader if specialized 

resources are not sufficient, they can make the state aware of the seriousness of the situation 

and can calm and influence the public. 

The role of the leader in the post-disaster stage: 

 To mobilize resources/people (due to image/sympathy capital); "If I had to donate 

some money I'd have more confidence in a celebrity/I'd be more stimulated by a 

celebrity than by a country’s president” - see the situation in Haiti" 

 To determine the state institutions to take the necessary recovery measures (for 

instance in the Colectiv fire, loopholes in legislation were discovered and thus 

subsequent measures related to checking all buildings for authorizations arose) 

 To keep order and to calm down/to pacify 

 To obtain support from international organizations (religious) 

 To appeal to international media for material aid. 

 

7.4. How They Respond to the Leaders’ Message 

Based on Age/Education 

 

Participants perceived that individuals will have different responses to disaster leaders’ 

messages according to their age and level of education. However, these beliefs may or may not 

reflect how individuals will actually respond. 

 Young people respond to/can be more easily guided because they are more docile, 

have less physical strength; they don't have clear opinions, nor realize the danger very 

well; they accept help more easily 

 Less educated persons/the elderly may be more easily influenced 

 Adults are more anxious and may react erratically 
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8. Media Cultures: ‘Traditional’ Media and Social 

Media in Communicating Risk and in Disaster 

Situations8 

 

8.1. Photo Evaluation 

 

PHOTO 1: The Germanwings’ A320 airbus crashed into a French mountain, killing 150 people 

 

 

 

Spontaneous impressions: 

 An important event - the large number of gathered people suggests this 

 Mob, crowded 

 Terrorist attack, accident 

 Emergency situation 

                                                      
8 This chapter is based upon the results of Working Groups 3-4 – See Appendix 3 for discussion guidelines 
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 Event of national interest, ratings 

 The strong presence of the press which chases anything. Chasing after the sensational 

 It can be seen that the event is highly publicized. It is about information, 

communication, and technical. A situation which is desired to be communicated 

 The event site is well delineated 

 The reporters don't seem to be affected by the severity of the event, they seem 

downright indifferent, all that interests them is to hunt something - media interference 

 The reporter who is talking to the policeman over the fence is trying to obtain 

truncated information, he is not waiting for correct, official information 

 Ensuring safety measures 

 Risk identification 

 “For the media it is an event because they have something to broadcast" 

This photograph caused considerable debate about the role of the media and according to the 

participants; the media "is no longer what it was", communication is no longer done through 

specialists, the media is perceived as always having truncated information, does not convey the 

reality on the ground, has an exaggerated interest only for negative events, for exaggerating 

information, and for creating a large impact at all costs.  

 In addition to these criticisms, specialists in all public institutions perceived that the media does 

not support the intervention of the authorities in any way. The discussion revealed a certain 

nostalgia for the ‘Science and technology’ media - for technical, scientific information programs 

of the type made by Alexandru Mironov which were watched by the general population. 

However, currently, due to the offer of multiple shows, the population is perceived as being less 

interested in such reports.  

Due to the belief that television/ radio journalists distort information, some crisis situation 

managers and practitioners say they have come to prefer only live broadcasts where they can 

guarantee that the information is not distorted. 

Other critics focused on the language used by journalists, the inappropriate expressions used, 

and the lack of editorial-level professionals that know the field of disasters. The problem of 

specialized communicators is also argued by the participants to arise at the public institution 

level: in some organizations involved in disasters a specialized authority/with good 

communication skills which can talk to the press is missing. Many of those in the intervention 

groups are perceived as not knowing how to communicate to properly convey information. 

Another aspect identified by the participants is at the time of the intervention, those in the 

intervention groups do not have time to communicate and to sit for a chat. Whilst participants 
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felt that journalists were aggressive, and often bother the experts involved in disasters through 

their attitude.  

“For example, they state that firefighters ‘are struggling’ to extinguish the fire 

(that's their job; the firefighters arrive after the fire broke out ...). In addition, those 

in the media do not think about how much they can affect the population through 

the information conveyed. For example, in the case of the recent fire at the subway, 

initially they stated that it's a disaster, which created panic. The media damages 

credibility”. 

The discussions have also revealed perceived dysfunctional elements regarding communication 

between emergency managers and journalists:  

 Media representatives are not satisfied with particular types of information or with 

talking to a single designated person, they always want more, their attitude turns into 

harassment 

 Sometimes journalists become aggressive when they do not get what they want, even 

if the managers’ first task is to resolve the emergency situation and then to respond to 

journalists 

 The person who must manage the risk situation has responsibilities, whereas the media 

does not 

 Risk situation managers steer clear of calling the emergency situation a disaster or 

providing the media with an exact number of victims to prevent the belief that the risk 

managers are overwhelmed by the situation 

 The managers know that we must convey the information they have to the media at a 

30 minute interval, this pace somewhat satisfying the journalists’ demands 

“It's important to provide the population with information so that they know what is 

going on around them, but at a realistic, not bombastic level. You have problems with 

the media even from minor matters” 

One of the main perceived negative effects is that the media creates panic among the public 

and the situation becomes more difficult to manage. For example, presenting alarming 

situations in the media was argued to lead to: alarming the masses, searching for the guilty 

parties, manipulation of an emergency situation for electoral or for political purposes, 

decreased confidence in the intervention stakeholders, and increased audience among the 

public with a low level of education where the need for sensational news is perceived as even 

more increased.  

Media effectiveness in the awareness of the existence of risk situations 
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 TV should inform about it; it has a greater impact than radio/newspapers 

 

PHOTO 2: The picture was taken in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, where in January 2010 an earthquake 

killed more than 160,000 people 

 

Spontaneous impressions: 

 Although the disaster is all around, the person is looking for hope in that phone - 

looking to see whether her relatives are ok. Technologies must give hope 

 Although it's a disaster, the situation seems under control 

 She saved her phone, the woman seems calm 

 Disaster all around 

 Keeping in touch with family, peers 

 Post disaster mobilization - people are trying to save what remained 

 (Haiti): sadness, disaster, ‘marked by what's going on’ 

 They notice the contrast between the disaster situation and the advanced technology 

(phone). For some of the participants this makes the situation in the image be unlikely 

 An attempt at communication 

 Something post disaster 

 Calamity and communication 

 Natural disaster, material damage 

 Internet 

 Discrepancy between the environment and technology 
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 Rapid recovery of wounded 

 The serenity of the person who uses social media: she does not appear to suffer from 

post-traumatic stress 

 It sends a help message to the group having resources 

 Information is much more quickly shared 

 It is easier to identify missing persons 

 People look for compassion/help, make their situation public 

 Applications are very effective in alerting/alerts (travel alerts, for example) 

The photograph generated a discussion amongst the participants related to the importance of 

social media in disaster situations, and a few examples were mentioned where new 

technologies were/are very usefully being offered: the lists of victims and potential victims in 

the case of Colectiv that circulated on Facebook; posts related to earthquakes on the Web page 

of the Institute of Physics of the Earth - everything registering as greater than 2.5 on the Richter 

scale - within the first 30 minutes they record 3000 hits; and postings on social media during the 

Paris bombings.  

There were some opinions amongst the participants that too intense media coverage of 

emergencies/disasters is rather harmful, for example: sometimes they air images that are too 

harsh and depressive; whilst another situation would be when, after airing a suicide 

attempt/attack, ‘imitators’ appear (others will try to commit suicide/attacks, etc.). 

The participants also mentioned some situations in which social media might be used by risk 

situation managers, for example: appeals on Facebook for blood donors, humanitarian aid 

announcements, calls for volunteers, quickly obtaining information from the affected areas (e.g. 

by geo-location), features specially developed for disaster situations (Facebook Safety Check, 

Suicide Alert, Portouvert), examples of use being linked to the bombings in Paris, Brussels and 

the fire at Colectiv. It was noted that the use of new technologies can also create and 

exaggerate some effects. For example, in the USA a ’survival industry’ has developed with 

applications relating to what to do, and how to survive in case of fire/freeze/extreme weather. 

 

8.2. Advantages and Disadvantages of Traditional 

Media and Social Media 
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Perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of traditional and social media are outlined 

below. Regarding terminology, it is important to note that by traditional media participants 

referred in particular to TV, radio and the written press while, in the case of social media (SM) 

most references were regarding Facebook.  

TRADITIONAL MEDIA 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

Greater accessibility, particularly in rural 
areas 

It can negatively affect the perception of the 
institutions directly involved in disaster 
management 

Provides more detailed information related 
to incidents - because they have prepared 
staff vs. ‘ordinary citizens’ in SM. It can go 
into more depth when covering a topic, 
through analyses. 

Slower reaction time than in the case of SM 

Can have easier access to authorities, 
through accreditation, direct contact with 
these, visibility 

The lack of professionals in the field 

Relevant, reliable sources, control of 
information transmitted 

Chasing after the sensational 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

Complementarity: Can be a support channel 
for traditional media 

The coverage is not as broad 

Real-time transmission of information, 
including through special applications 
 

The communications infrastructure is the first 
that fails in case of a disaster, and usually 
traditional channels remain - TV and radio 

Co-journalism. Can be used by those directly 
involved in disaster situations. Citizens can 
report from the disaster site to draw 
attention to the various situations - e.g., the 
status of victims, affected areas 

Not everyone has access to technologies “you 
don't know for sure if the conveyed information 
reaches all categories of the population!" 
 

It communicates directly, without the 
mediating role of media 

Lack of control over information/risk of 
misinformation 
 

Information travels more quickly, the 
information is transmitted faster than 
through traditional media 

Lack of responsibility (there is no one to be held 
accountable; fake accounts; the risk of receiving 
false information) 
 

Can receive part of the load on emergency In the case of messages transmitted by 
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lines (112) - these tend to be used in disaster 
rather for information, not for actual 
emergencies 

institutions in the event of disaster, they 
mentioned that there are some restrictions - 
they cannot communicate unverified aspects, 
therefore they do not use SM for official 
information 

It can help to increase the institutions’ brand, 
quick, non-mediated communication of 
information from institutions towards the 
citizens. It can help build a relationship of 
trust between institutions and citizens; it is 
advisable to have people or departments 
devoted exclusively to it, within the 
institutions involved in the event of a 
disaster 

Its audience - especially young people in urban 
areas. If the disaster occurs in an area without 
internet, traditional media (TV/Radio) is the 
only option 

There is the option for self-correction Problematic use in rural areas 

 

As regards the efficiency of each type of media in risk situations, according to most opinions, a 

communication strategy should be based mainly on traditional media in the prevention stage (it 

is perceived as trustworthy for the population) and during the actual disaster (it is seen as 

having more impact and providing more information) while, in the post-disaster stage, social 

media could be mainly used (it may have the role of “calming and finding the guilty”; “social 

cohesion”; “images of the event remain or just appear”; “in the collective mentality, they 

maintain the idea of solidarity/aid when TM finds another topic of interest”; "SM doesn't let you 

forget", "classical channels are the safest, but SM has the power to change things!"). 

 

8.3. Groups of Users of the Two Types of Media 

 

Participants of the working groups further identified users who they perceived, whether 

correctly or incorrectly, as being more representative of the audience of traditional media and 

social media. 

 Traditional media audience: 

 Middle aged 

 Those who do not have internet or do not know to use it 

 Low level of education 

 Conservative, less active people, with a stable schedule 
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 From rural areas 

 Lovers of the sensational 

 Social Media users: 

 Youth; those who have access to the internet 

 Dynamic/active/involved people, in constant motion 

 Interested in what's new/keeping up to date/craving information 

 Migrants/residents of other countries (who are interested in what happened) (e.g. the 

Romanians who work abroad who use social media to learn what happened in 

Romania) 
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9.  Conclusion 

 

In seeking to define the term “disaster”, the participants mostly referred to formal (i.e. 

definitions used by their institutions) rather than their personal definitions. Common features 

of a disaster were argued to be that they affect a large number of people, have a large cost and 

require a response from the emergency services. Differences were also identified between a 

collective accident, an emergency and a disaster, with participants expressing a certain level of 

hesitation to use the word “disaster” as it was seen to, potentially, induce panic amongst 

citizens. “Disaster risk” was perceived as being linked to vulnerability and complexity of hazards 

combined with expected (or unexpected) consequences. 

Internal risk communication was perceived as predominantly hierarchical where, following the 

initial report of a disaster event, a coordinator, based on their prior experience, is appointed to 

direct the emergency services in their response. Emergency responders were believed to follow 

a communication protocol which was seen to allow little flexibility but would ensure a fast 

response to the situation.  

The most important organisations involved with external risk communication in a disaster 

context were seen to be the gendarmerie9 and the healthcare system, which have established 

protocols to follow to ensure communication between the various stakeholders. Participants 

thought that confidence in the communication between organisations has increased due to 

more experience from joint simulation exercises supporting each other’s strengths and 

weaknesses. On the other hand, participants expressed their concern regarding external 

communication with media organisations as these were perceived as distorting the facts of a 

situation. 

There appeared to be some difficulties amongst the participants in understanding the role of 

cultural groups within organisations or institutions. Instead participants focused upon 

identifying which individuals may be most useful for communicating a disaster, for example, 

using experts to communicate about the disaster in their area of expertise. Regarding cultural 

factors within the population, the main focus was on identifying demographic characteristics of 

the target audience which were seen to influence how citizens perceive a crisis or disaster. For 

example, there was a perception that the audiences’ demographic and geographical 

characteristics would affect how they perceived a disaster. In regards to effective 

communication with different cultural groups, there was disagreement amongst the 

                                                      
9 The Romanian gendarmerie (Jandarmeria Română) is a military police force tasked with high-risk and specialized 
law enforcement duties, subordinated to the Ministry of Administration and Interior. 
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participants over whether the conveyed information should generally remain the same or 

whether it should be adapted to the respective audience. 

A number of factors were identified as having an influence on citizens’ trust in risk and disaster 

communication: characteristics of the communicator, characteristics of the communication 

channel and trust in institutions. The media were mostly perceived as increasing distrust in 

authorities amongst the public. Mistrust between institutions that are communicating with each 

other was seen as due to a lack of transparency in the decision-making processes in the 

different institutions. 

Cultural leaders were seen as being individuals who are opinion makers and change the 

perceptions of others. In the disaster preparation stage, such leaders were seen as playing an 

important role in activating the citizens’ potential for preparedness. During the disaster itself 

the perceived role of a cultural leader was to communicate with the public, coordinate the 

situation and assign appropriate people to the tasks required, with participants emphasising the 

importance of an authoritarian leader personality. During the recovery phase a cultural leader 

was seen as being one who can mobilise the resources and people required to aid relief efforts; 

here, in particular the influence and potential of celebrity leaders was outlined.  

The role of the traditional media in disasters was perceived negatively with the media seen as 

being predominantly interested in ratings rather than providing an accurate version of the 

situation. Social media were viewed more positively due to their ability to connect with others 

quickly and provide warnings. The main perceived advantage of traditional media was greater 

access to information, whilst disadvantages were reaction time, a lack of professionalism, and 

sensationalist reporting. For social media the main advantages perceived were that it could be 

used to support traditional media or as an alternative means of communication and could help 

institutions maintain control of broadcast information. However, perceived disadvantages of 

social media were related to its reliance on communication infrastructure which can be 

adversely affected by disasters, difficulties in verifying received information and the 

demographics of the target audience.  

To summarise:  

• Internal risk communication within disaster management organisations / institutions in 

Romania was perceived as predominantly hierarchical and allowing little flexibility; 

• Disaster simulation exercises were highly appreciated, in particular to improve the 

communication between organisations; 

• Considerable difficulties were perceived in the external disaster risk communication 

with the Romanian media; 
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• The practitioners in this study had ambivalent attitudes towards social media; with the 

perceived advantage of speed (of information distribution) and the perceived 

disadvantage of limited control and limitation to specific groups; 

• Although the role of culture in disaster management is acknowledged by practitioners, 

there are considerable difficulties to identify factors and operationalise them. 

The individual topics raised in this report, in particular the role (and potential) of disaster 

simulation exercises, as well as the use of social media for various forms of communication in 

disasters – but from the citizens’ perspective – will be taken up in the first round of Citizen 

Summits. 
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10. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Working Group 1 Discussion Guideline - 

“Internal” Risk Communication: Corporate and 

Institutional Cultures in Disaster Management 

 

Objectives Briefing 

Welcome and 
introduction 

[about 15 min.] 

- Welcome participants  

- Distribute name cards  

- Explain listening in by 
CARISMAND partners  

- Obtain signed consent 
forms 

- Start recording the 
meeting 

- Thanking participants 

- Introduction of the 
moderator 

- Duration 

- Confidentiality 

- Ground rules for the 
discussion 

- Brief introduction of the 
participants 

Welcome the participants, assign them a seat, and provide them with name cards.  

Distribute the consent forms and ask the participants to read and sign the consent 
forms before the start of the working group. This is mandatory, in order to obtain their 
informed consent and to ensure that they understand what they have agreed to do. 
Explain to them that the audio recording of the discussion is necessary so as not to 
miss any of the comments given during the discussions. Start recording the meeting 
and inform the participants that the recording has begun. 

 

“Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate in this important working group. 
Your contribution is highly valued. My name is ____________________ and I will be 
moderating this group discussion. Our session will take about 90 minutes, plus 
another half hour to summarise our results. Since we will be audio recording the 
discussion, I would kindly ask you to speak in a clear voice; your opinions, experiences 
and suggestions are very important to this project, and we do not want to miss any of 
your comments.“ 

 

At this stage, do not to provide any additional details on the content of the working 
group in order to avoid influencing and biasing the discussion! However, in case a 
participant asks, you can give them the general explanation that “these discussions 
serve to understand the everyday experiences of people working in disaster 
management”. 

 

“As stated on the signed consent form, everything that will be recorded during this 
session will be used only for the purposes of this study and will be kept confidential, 
i.e. the recorded comments might be used in scientific publications and reports 
relating to this study, but only as anonymous quotes. Some of the project partners 
who have organised this conference may follow the working group discussion with 
the help of an interpreter translating simultaneously into English, but this will not 
affect the confidential character of any statement. 

 

I want you to make sure that you are comfortable enough to share your opinions with 
all the participants in the group. In order to facilitate this, I would like to ask everyone 
present to follow these ground rules: 
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 We are interested in the opinion of each individual and we would therefore like 
to hear from all the people in the group. 

 There are no wrong or right answers. There are only different opinions. 
Consequently, we request that you mutually respect each other's opinions. 

 It is important for us that only one person speaks at a time. Each opinion is 
important and I would kindly request that you don't speak when others are 
speaking, otherwise it will be difficult for us to capture all of your opinions. 

 I would also kindly request that you silence your mobile phones and thus provide 
for an uninterrupted discussion. 

 

Do you have any comments or other suggestions for these ground rules? 

Do you have any other important general questions before we start?” 

[…] 

“So, let us start with each member of the group briefly introducing themselves. Let us 
go around the table. Tell us, please, your name or, if you prefer, your first name or a 
nickname, and a few basic things about yourself, such as your occupation, what type 
of organisation you come from, etc. Let me start by introducing myself…” 

 

Running total: 15 min. 

 

Objectives Discussion topics 

1.Definitions and 
perceptions of core 
concepts 

[about 20 min.] 

 

Question aims: 

o “Warm-up” 

o Explore the influence 
of cultural aspects 
within organisations 
on formal definitions 
and perceptions and 
understandings of 

- Disaster 

- Disaster risk 

- Security 

 

The aim of this topic is to “warm up” and stimulate the discussion around core 
concepts, elaborating potential differences between different organisations, but in 
particular between e.g. different sections, departments or groups within the same 
organisation; for example, differences in perception between 

- different professions (e.g. doctors and nurses),  

- management and practitioners, 

- males and females, 

- practitioners of different age groups, 

- different levels of local knowledge etc. 

It should also be probed to what extent these definitions coincide, or differ, from the 
participants’ personal understandings of disaster and security (“How do you feel 
about the differences you just described?”), given that as individuals they are also part 
of one or various cultural groups within their organisation. 

 

“From your personal introduction I have noticed that you are all working in different 
organisations or institutions that are dealing with natural or man-made disasters. My 
very first question therefore is: What, in the organisation or institution you work for, 
“is” actually a disaster? How is a “disaster” defined or determined?” 

[…] 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

“Most of you also work in rather large organisations or institutions with various 
hierarchies, different departments and, basically, different people – different ages, 
different professional backgrounds, different knowledge of the locality where a 
disaster may strike. How do different people, or groups of people, within your 
organisation define or understand “disaster”?” 

[…] 

“My next question will sound rather similar, but it’s not the same: What, in the 
organisation or institution you work for, is understood as a “disaster risk”? What 
differences have you noticed there between different people, for example in the 
disaster preparation phase?” 

[…] 

“And how about “security”? What is security then, for example in the disaster 
recovery process? “ 

[…] 

Please note that, particularly for “security”, discussions may be led more on the level 
of personal perception. Here, it will be important to probe whether these perceptions 
can be linked to the specific groups (e.g. potentially different perceptions of what is 
security between a fire fighter and a nurse).  

 

Running total: 35 min. 

2.Effects of organisational 
cultures on internal 
disaster communication 

[about 30 min] 

 

Question aims: 

o Cultural differences in 
first reactions on 
professional level in 
case of a disaster 

o Cultural differences 
related to internal 
communication, in 
particular 

- Potential differences 
between “business-
as-usual” and 
disaster situations 

- The role of 
hierarchies 

- Possibilities to 
improvise 

- Self-evaluation and 

“Let us now talk a bit about what, actually, happens in your organisation or institution 
when a disaster strikes. What is, usually, the first reaction?” 

[…] 

Responses to this question may vary from descriptions of the professional chain of 
reactions to very personal experiences. Whilst letting the participants discuss freely, 
please probe and explore to what extent these reactions may differ 

- between the different organisations/institutions the participants work for, and 

- between different cultural groups within the same organisations/institutions. 

If participants appear to “stick” too much to descriptions of formal guidelines within 
their organisation/institution, you may e.g. probe by asking for actual personal 
experiences (“Can you give me an example what happened when…”). 

 

“After the first reactions you just described, what happens then? What are the 
essential steps that are taken, and how are these communicated between the 
different units/departments in your organisation? Basically, who is communicating 
with whom, and how?” 

[…] 

The focus in this question should be on how different cultural groups within 
organisations communicate with each other in case of a disaster. Let the participants 
discuss freely, encouraging them to talk about their positive, and negative, 
experiences. You should further probe by asking the following sub-questions: 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

self-criticism 

 

“What is the role of hierarchy in such a disaster management situation? How similar, 
or different, is it to times of “business-as-usual”? I am thinking for example of 
possibilities for autonomous decisions or actions of yourself or your unit/department, 
but also about the need, or even the possibility, to improvise?” 

[…] 

 

These questions seek to explore aspects of control and power relations as part of 
organisational cultures, but, ideally, without using these words in the first place. 
However, if used by the participants, please encourage them to elaborate. 

  

“What happens after the crisis, to what extent does your unit/department or your 
organisation/institution perform performance evaluations? How is the effectiveness 
of internal communication evaluated?” 

[…] 

Here, the aim is to probe the general willingness within the participants’ organisations 
for self-evaluation and self-criticism. However, the participants’ reactions are likely to 
also be influenced by their personal ability to exercise self-criticism, and it may be 
required to moderate their emotions.  

 

Running total: 65 min. 

3. Organisational 
cultures, internal disaster 
communication and 
communication 
technologies 

[about 15 min] 

 

Question aims: 

o Explore the effect of 
communication 
technologies on 
internal 
communication within 
disaster management 
organisations 

o Explore how much 
organisations value a 
functioning internal 
communication  

 

“After we have discussed the various and very interesting aspects of disaster 
communication in your organisations and institutions, I would like to talk about one 
specific aspect: Technology. All of you are dependent on various types of 
communication technologies to work effectively – mobile phones, computers etc. But 
what happens, or what do you think would happen, if these technologies break down? 
How would affect such situation the internal communication between the different 
units/departments in your organisation?“ 

[…] 

This question is aiming to explore how different cultural groups within the participants’ 
organisations communicate with each other “directly”, e.g. how communication is 
failing, or being re-established, without the usual media.  

However, only some, if any, of the participants may have experienced such a situation. 
If they haven’t themselves, it is acceptable to let them hypothesise what would 
happen, for example if the internet or the telephone system fails in their organisation. 

 

“What “plan B” do you think exists in your organisation, or in different 
units/departments, to mitigate such a technological crisis?” 

[…] 

This may be a question that a number of participants cannot answer, simply because 
in their professional position they don’t know. However, they can be asked for their 
opinion what they think about the need of such “plan B”, and what may happen 
without it. 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

 

Running total: 80 min. 

4. Culture and disaster 
communication between 
organisations  

[about 10 min] 

 

“How would you describe your organisation’s “communication culture” with other 
organisations that are professionally involved in disaster preparation, management, 
and recovery? For example with local, regional or national institutions, with 
international organisations, or with NGO’s? 

[…] 

Here, it should be explored to what extent disaster communication is e.g. affected by 
competition between organisations (reputation, funding etc.), local rivalries, but also 
potential language difficulties with organisations from abroad. 

 

Running total: 90 min. 

5. Concluding summary 
and preparing 
presentation for 
discussion panel 

[about 30 min] 

 

We are coming to an end of this working group which, I think, has revealed some very 
interesting aspects, and I thank you very much for the fruitful discussion.  

Our last task is to prepare together a short summary of the results for the panel 
discussion that will take place later today. I would perhaps recommend to structure it 
along the main topics we have covered, which were: 

 

- Different concepts and understandings of disaster, disaster risk, and security, 

- Internal communication cultures, including the role and effect of communication 
technologies,  

- Communication cultures between organisations, 

- and, as a conclusion, we should perhaps give the audience a brief outline which 
different groups we have identified within your organisations that play an 
important role in how the communication cultures in your organisation or 
institution are shaped. 

 

Let’s start… 

[…] 

 

For this summary, one participant should be appointed who will represent the group on 
the discussion panel. To encourage volunteers, it should be pointed out that she/he 
will, of course, have the help from all other working group participants, as members of 
the audience will be invited to join in the moderated discussion. The presentation 
should not exceed 5-10 minutes. If desired, the group can also prepare a short 
Powerpoint presentation, but this is voluntary. 

 

The group should be guided to prepare a clearly structured summary that, if the results 
allow for, follows the main topics mentioned above. 
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Running total: 120 min. 
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Appendix 2: Working Group 2 Discussion Guideline - 

“External” Risk Communication: Practical Experience of 

Cultural Aspects in Communication between Disaster 

Managers and Citizens 

 

Objectives Briefing 

Welcome and 
introduction 

[about 15 min.] 

 

- Welcome participants  

- Distribute name cards  

- Obtain signed consent 
forms 

- Start recording the 
meeting 

- Thanking participants 

- Introduction of the 
moderator 

- Duration 

- Confidentiality 

- Ground rules for the 
discussion 

- Brief introduction of the 
participants 

Welcome the participants, assign them a seat, and provide them with name cards.  

Distribute the consent forms and ask the participants to read and sign the consent 
forms before the start of the working group. This is mandatory, in order to obtain their 
informed consent and to ensure that they understand what they have agreed to do. 
Explain to them that the audio recording of the discussion is necessary so as not to 
miss any of the comments given during the discussions. Start recording the meeting 
and inform the participants that the recording has begun. 

 

“Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate in this important working group. 
Your contribution is highly valued. My name is ____________________ and I will be 
moderating this group discussion. Our session will take about 90 minutes, plus 
another half hour to summarise our results. Since we will be audio recording the 
discussion, I would kindly ask you to speak in a clear voice; your opinions, experiences 
and suggestions are very important to this project, and we do not want to miss any of 
your comments.“ 

 

At this stage, do not to provide any additional details on the content of the working 
group in order to avoid influencing and biasing the discussion! However, in case a 
participant asks, you can give them the general explanation that “these discussions 
serve to understand the everyday experiences of people working in disaster 
management”. 

 

“As stated on the signed consent form, everything that will be recorded during this 
session will be used only for the purposes of this study and will be kept confidential, 
i.e. the recorded comments might be used in scientific publications and reports 
relating to this study, but only as anonymous quotes. Some of the project partners 
who have organised this conference may follow the working group discussion with the 
help of an interpreter translating simultaneously into English, but this will not affect 
the confidential character of any statement. 

 

I want you to make sure that you are comfortable enough to share your opinions with 
all the participants in the group. In order to facilitate this, I would like to ask everyone 
present to follow these ground rules: 

 

 We are interested in the opinion of each individual and we would therefore like to 
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hear from all the people in the group. 

 There are no wrong or right answers. There are only different opinions. 
Consequently, we request that you mutually respect each other's opinions. 

 It is important for us that only one person speaks at a time. Each opinion is 
important and I would kindly request that you don't speak when others are 
speaking, otherwise it will be difficult for us to capture all of your opinions. 

 I would also kindly request that you silence your mobile phones and thus provide 
for an uninterrupted discussion. 

 

Do you have any comments or other suggestions for these ground rules? 

 

Do you have any other important general questions before we start?” 

 […] 

“So, let us start with each member of the group briefly introducing themselves. Let us 
go around the table. Tell us, please, your name or, if you prefer, your first name or a 
nickname, and a few basic things about yourself, such as your occupation, what type 
of organisation you come from, etc. Let me start by introducing myself…” 

 

Running total: 15 min. 

 

Objectives Discussion topics 

1.Definitions and 
perceptions of core 
concepts 

[about 20 min.] 

 

Question aims: 

o “Warm-up” 

o Explore the influence 
of cultural aspects 
within organisations 
on citizens’ 
understandings of 

- Disaster 

- Disaster risk 

- Security 

o Approach the topic of 
“culture” carefully, 
keeping an open mind 
for cultural aspects 
that go beyond 

“Let’s start our discussion with a very basic question: All of you, as practitioners in 
disaster management, have quite some experience and understanding of what a 
disaster, actually, “is”. But, if you think about it, to what extent is this understanding 
similar, or different, to the perceptions of citizens?” 

[…] 

“How about citizens’ understandings of disaster risk, and their preparedness? What 
differences have you experienced there with different groups of people, also for 
example regarding different perceptions of acceptable of unacceptable risks?” 

[…] 

“And how about these various groups’ perceptions and understanding of security, for 
example in the recovery phase?” 

[…] 

 

The aim of these questions is to “warm up” and stimulate the discussion around core 
concepts; participants should be encouraged to talk about their professional 
experiences, elaborating on perceived differences. Most likely they will, at this point, 
already bring up examples that show the influence of cultural aspects. Therefore, it is 
important NOT to use the word “culture” immediately, as this may trigger 
stereotyping or reducing the definition of culture to ethnicity or religious groups. To 
probe further, some of the following examples could be given: 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

ethnicity or religion.  

 

 

- Different livelihoods 

- Different educational backgrounds 

- Different levels of local knowledge (and local risks), e.g. due to migration 

- Different levels of health literacy (e.g. risky behaviour during heatwaves) 

- Gender roles (e.g. women having less access to education) 

- Age-related aspects (e.g. elderly people living alone under precarious conditions). 

 

Running total: 35 min. 

2.Efffective 
communication with 
different cultural groups 

[about 30 min] 

 

Question aims: 

o Elaborate positive, 
and negative, 
experiences during all 
the three main 
disaster phases 
(preparation, 
management, 
recovery) 

o Explore the role of  

- Acceptance of 
technologies, and 

- Accessibility of 
technologies 

For effective disaster and 
disaster risk 
communication. 

o Explore the role of 
language and use of 
language in this 
context 

 

“From the discussion we just had, you have identified a number of cultural aspects 
that affect citizens’ perceptions of disaster, disaster risk and security. Now, keeping 
this in mind, what do you think are the most effective ways to address these different 
“cultural groups”: 

- in case of a disaster risk, i.e. when you would like them to take precautions and 
prepare themselves; 

- during the “acute” disaster phase; and 

- during the recovery phase? 

[…] 

 

Here, it should be possible to draw on the participants’ extensive professional 
experience in different disaster situations. They should be encouraged to share both 
their positive and their negative experiences. However, particularly relating to their 
negative experiences they should also be encouraged to elaborate how the 
communication should have been. 

 

“What role, do you think, does citizens’ access to technologies, but also acceptance of 
technologies, play for an effective disaster and disaster risk communication?” 

[…] 

 

This question is mostly targeting the aspect of access and acceptance of 
communication technologies. They should also be encouraged to, tentatively, identify 
groups of citizens for whom access and/or acceptance of certain technologies may be 
an issue. 

 

“What roles does language play for successful communication with different cultural 
groups? This, of course, will concern the communication with ethnic minorities. But 
I’d like you to think as well about how different people use the same language 
differently, for example depending on their age, or their social background.” 

[…] 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

Running total: 65 min. 

3. Scenario discussion 

[about 25 min] 

 

Question aims: 

o Explore how 
participants would 
adapt their 
communication 
strategies in case of a 
disaster to specific 
cultural groups 

o Explore how they 
would adapt their 
disaster management 
practices to specific 
cultural groups 

“As our final topic, I would like you discuss the following scenarios: 

Imagine that a large fire has started in a house in Bucharest and is spreading rapidly to 
the nearby houses. Now imagine 3 different situations. The house is located on 

(a) Petre Tunsu Street (Ferentari) 

(b) Primaverii Boulevard (Primaverii) 

(c) Calea Calarasilor. 

How would you communicate with the citizens in the affected area, and how would 
your communication strategies, and disaster management, potentially differ? What 
reactions would you expect?  

[…] 

 

Note: 

Petre Tunsu Street is located in one of the poorest and highly populated areas of 
Bucharest, with a population composed mostly of Roma. The area is also known for its 
very high crime rates. 

Primaverii Boulevard is located in one of the richest areas of Bucharest, with villas 
belonging mostly to people from the upper strata. 

Calea Carasilor is located in a very old area of Bucharest, with very narrow streets and 
old houses. The area is mostly inhabited by elderly people. 

In all three cases, the buildings are mostly houses, and all three are residential areas. 

 

Running total: 90 min. 

5. Concluding summary 
and preparing 
presentation for 
discussion panel 

[about 30 min] 

 

We are coming to an end of this working group which, I think, has revealed some very 
interesting aspects, and I thank you very much for the fruitful discussion.  

Our last task is to prepare together a short summary of the results for the panel 
discussion that will take place later today. I would perhaps recommend to structure it 
along the main topics we have covered, which were: 

 

- Different concepts and understandings of disaster, disaster risk, and security, 

- How disaster and disaster risk communication needs to be adapted to different 
cultural groups, 

- the role of access to and acceptance of technologies within these communication 
strategies, and  

- the role of language and use of language.  

- As a conclusion, we should perhaps give the audience a brief outline which 
different groups you have identified – either in your professional practice or in 
the course of this discussion. 
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Let’s start… 

[…] 

 

For this summary, one participant should be appointed who will represent the group 
on the discussion panel. To encourage volunteers, it should be pointed out that she/he 
will, of course, have the help from all other working group participants, as members of 
the audience will be invited to join in the moderated discussion. The presentation 
should not exceed 5-10 minutes. If desired, the group can also prepare a short 
Powerpoint presentation, but this is voluntary. 

 

The group should be guided to prepare a clearly structured summary that, if the results 
allow for, follows the main topics mentioned above. 

 

Running total: 120 min. 
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Appendix 3: Working Group 3 & 4 Discussion Guideline - 

Media Cultures: “Traditional” and Social Media in risk 

and Disaster Communication 

 

Objectives Briefing 

Welcome and 
introduction 

[about 10 min.] 

 

- Welcome participants  

- Distribute name cards  

- Obtain signed consent 
forms (if required) 

- Start recording the 
meeting 

- Thanking participants 

- Introduction of the 
moderator 

- Duration 

- Confidentiality 

- Ground rules for the 
discussion 

- Brief introduction of 
the participants 

Welcome the participants, assign them a seat, and provide them with name cards.  

At this point all, or at least most, of the participants will have signed the consent forms 
(in the beginning of their participation in working group 1, 2, 3 or 4). However, please 
check and collect signed consent forms if required. Explain to them that, as in the 
previous working groups, the audio recording of the discussion is necessary so as not to 
miss any of the comments given during the discussions. Start recording the meeting and 
inform the participants that the recording has begun. 

 

“Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate in this important working group. 
My name is _______________ and I will be moderating this group discussion. Our 
session will take about 90 minutes, plus another 30 minutes to summarise our results. 
Since we will be audio recording the discussion, I would kindly ask you to speak in a 
clear voice; your opinions, experiences and suggestions are very important to this 
project, and we do not want to miss any of your comments. “ 

 

At this stage, do not to provide any additional details on the content of the working 
group in order to avoid influencing and biasing the discussion! 

 

Note: The following is only required in case there is any participant who has not 
participated in any of the working groups 1, 2, 3 or 4! 

“As previously explained and stated on the signed consent form, everything that will be 
recorded during this session will be kept confidential, i.e. the recorded comments might 
be used in scientific publications and reports, but only as anonymous quotes. I want you 
to make sure that you are comfortable enough to share your opinions with all the 
participants in the group. In order to facilitate this, I would like to ask everyone present 
to follow these ground rules: 

 

 We are interested in the opinion of each individual and we would therefore like to 
hear from all the people in the group. 

 There are no wrong or right answers. There are only different opinions. 
Consequently, we request that you mutually respect each other's opinions. 

 It is important for us that only one person speaks at a time. Each opinion is 
important and I would kindly request that you don't speak when others are 
speaking, otherwise it will be difficult for us to capture all of your opinions. 

 I would also kindly request that you silence your mobile phones and thus provide 
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Objectives Briefing 

for an uninterrupted discussion. 

 

Do you have any comments or other suggestions for these ground rules? 

Do you have any other important general questions before we start?” 

 […] 

So, let us start with each member of the group briefly introducing themselves. Let us go 
around the table. Tell us, please, your name, or nickname if you prefer, and a few basic 
things about yourself, such as your approximate age, occupation, where you come from, 
etc. Let me start by introducing myself…” 

 

Running total: 10 min. 

 

Objectives Discussion topics 

1.Picture association 
exercise I 

[about 15 min.] 

 

Question aims: 

o “Warm-up” 
o Explore 

immediate 
reactions to the 
topic (role of 
“traditional” 
media in disaster 
communication)  

o Start off the 
group discussion 

 

 

 

 
 
“I would like to begin our discussion with a quick look at this picture. It was taken near the 
site where, almost exactly one year ago, the Germanwings A320 airbus crashed into a 
French mountain, killing 150 people (source: The Guardian (28/03/2015): Should the media 
rethink how they cover disasters?). 
 
Can you tell me what you think, your immediate thoughts and feelings, when you see this 
picture?”  
 
These associations are meant to serve as a warm-up; participants should be encouraged to 
freely express their thoughts, and each of them should be given the opportunity to speak 
without being interrupted by others. If possible, notes should be taken of aspects mentioned 
by participants that relate to “culture”, for example 
o media cultures (the way certain types of media report about disasters) 
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o communication cultures (the way how disaster managers/practitioners and journalists 
communicate), or 

o how certain cultural groups may be specifically affected by “sensationalist” media 
reporting (e.g. increasing vulnerabilities of victims or relatives of victims).  

 
Running total: 25 min. 

2.The role of 
“traditional media” 
in effective risk and 
disaster 
communication 
[about 25 min] 
 
Question aims: 

o Explore which 
cultural groups 
use and respond 
to different types 
of traditional 
media 

o Explore the 
reasons for these 
differences 

o Elaborate the 
potential for 
improving the 
effectiveness of 
risk 
communication 
via traditional 
media 

 

“Now, let me start with the following question: Which are the cultural groups that are the 
major audience of “traditional” media reports when there is a risk of disaster, or during a 
disaster situation?” 
[…] 
 
“What do you think are the reasons why different groups of the population use and 
respond differently to different types of traditional news media?” 
[…] 
 
Here, participants may identify e.g. groups that only have access to certain types of media 
(technological restrictions), or that find certain types of media more trustworthy or reliable 
than others. It should also be elaborated which different traditional media sources are 
used by different groups, and the potential reasons. 
 
“How effective do you think are traditional broadcast media in raising risk awareness, 
promoting disaster preparedness, response and recovery with these different cultural 
groups? Can you give me examples from your personal experience?” 
[…]  
 
Participants should be encouraged to give both positive and negative examples (if possible).  
 
“How do you think this effectiveness could be improved?” 
[…] 
 
This question should target a number of different potential aspects, for example 
o by improving the communication between disaster managers and media 

representatives, 
o by working jointly on how to tailor risk messages to those cultural groups who are using 

these specific types of media, and 
o improving the trust into these types of media. 
Whilst participants should be given the opportunity in the first place to develop their own 
ideas and strategies, the examples above can be given to encourage further discussion.  
 
Running total: 50 min. 

 

Objectives Discussion topics 

3.Picture 
association 
exercise II 

[about 15 min.] 

 

Question aims: 

o Explore 
immediate 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

reactions to the 
topic (role of 
social media in 
disaster 
communication
) 

o Stimulate the 
discussion 

 

 

 
 
“I would like to continue our discussion by shifting to the topic of social media, having a quick 
look at this picture. It is the banner on the Google Crisis Response website which provides for 
example crisis maps, person finder functions, and it can create public alerts. The picture was 
taken in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, where in January 2010 an earthquake killed more than 160,000 
people.” 
 
“Can you tell me what you think, your immediate thoughts and feelings, when you see this 
picture?”  
[…] 
 
“What role, do you think, do social media play for citizens at risk, or for victims of a 
disaster?” 
[…] 
 
“And how, do you think, can disaster managers and practitioners make use of social media?” 
[…] 
 
Can you tell us of any personal experiences when people used social media in disaster 
situations? 
[…] 
 
These questions shall predominantly explore and establish the participants’ knowledge about 
the various uses of social media in disaster response. The participants should be particularly 
encouraged to talk about their personal experiences in disaster situations where social media 
were used, and what effect this usage had on public preparedness, response, and/or 
recovery. 
  
 
Running total: 65 min. 

4.The role of social 
media in effective 
risk and disaster 
communication 
[about 25 min] 
 
Question aims: 

o Explore which 

“Now, let me continue with the following question: We previously discussed the various 
cultural groups that are the main audience of “traditional” media reports about disasters and 
disaster risk. So who, in your opinion, are the people who use social media in the case of a 
disaster risk, or in a disaster situation?” 
[…] 
 
“What do you think could be the reasons why different groups of the population use and 
respond to social media differently?” 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

cultural groups 
use and 
respond to 
different types 
of social media 

o Explore the 
reasons for 
these 
differences 

o Elaborate the 
potential for 
improving the 
effectiveness of 
risk 
communication 
via social media 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[…] 
 
“How effective do you think are social media, compared to “traditional media”, in raising risk 
awareness, promoting disaster preparedness, response and recovery with these different 
cultural groups? Can you give me examples from your personal experience?” 
[…]  
 
In all the questions above, the focus should be on specific social media usage by specific 
cultural groups – not social media usage in general. The aim is to explore how social media, 
as a general tool as well as regarding specific content, can be used to tailor risk 
communication to specific audiences. 
 
“How do you think this effectiveness could be improved?” 
[…] 
 
This question should target a number of different potential aspects, for example 
o the usage of specific social networks to target specific cultural groups, 
o working jointly with professional bloggers on how to tailor risk messages to those cultural 

groups who are using this type of social media, and/or 
o using social media analysis to measure the effectiveness of risk messages. 
Whilst participants should be given the opportunity in the first place to develop their own 
ideas and strategies, the examples above can be given to encourage further discussion.  
 
Running total: 90 min. 

5. Concluding 
summary and 
preparing 
presentation for 
discussion panel 
[about 30 min] 
 

We are coming to an end of this working group which, I think, has revealed some very 
interesting aspects, and I thank you very much for the fruitful discussion.  
Our last task is to prepare together a short summary of the results for the panel discussion 
that will take place later today. I would perhaps recommend to structure it along the main 
topics we have covered, which were: 
 
- Which are the cultural groups that make use of and respond to (a) traditional media, and 

(b) social media; 
- Why do different groups of the population use and respond differently to different types 

of media; 
- How effective are the different types of media providing information related to 

o disaster preparedness; 
o disaster management; 
o disaster recovery; 

- As a conclusion, we should perhaps give the audience a brief outline how identifying 
cultural groups and their specific media preferences could be integrated in a disaster 
communication framework for improved effectiveness. 

 
Let’s start… 
[…] 
 
For this summary, one participant should be appointed who will represent the group on the 
discussion panel. To encourage volunteers, it should be pointed out that she/he will, of 
course, have the help from all other working group participants, as members of the audience 
will be invited to join in the moderated discussion. The presentation should not exceed 5-10 
minutes. If desired, the group can also prepare a short Powerpoint presentation, but this is 
voluntary. 
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Objectives Discussion topics 

The group should be guided to prepare a clearly structured summary that, if the results allow 
for, follows the main topics mentioned above. 
 
Running total: 120 min. 
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Appendix 4: Working Group 5 Discussion Guideline - 

Culture and Trust in Risk and Disaster Communication  

 

Objectives Briefing 

Welcome and 
introduction 
[about 10 min.] 
 
- Welcome participants  

- Distribute name cards  

- Obtain signed consent 
forms (if required) 

- Start recording the 
meeting 

- Thanking participants 

- Introduction of the 
moderator 

- Duration 

- Confidentiality 

- Ground rules for the 
discussion 

- Brief introduction of the 
participants 

Welcome the participants, assign them a seat, and provide them with name cards.  
At this point all, or at least most, of the participants will have signed the consent forms 
(in the beginning of their participation in working group 1 or 2). However, please check 
and collect signed consent forms if required. Explain to them that, as in the previous 
working groups, the audio recording of the discussion is necessary so as not to miss any 
of the comments given during the discussions. Start recording the meeting and inform 
the participants that the recording has begun. 
 
“Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate in this important working group. 
My name is _______________ and I will be moderating this group discussion. Our 
session will take about an hour, plus another 15-20 minutes to summarise our results. 
Since we will be audio recording the discussion, I would kindly ask you to speak in a 
clear voice; your opinions, experiences and suggestions are very important to this 
project, and we do not want to miss any of your comments. “ 
 
At this stage, do not to provide any additional details on the content of the working 
group in order to avoid influencing and biasing the discussion! 
 
Note: The following is only required in case there is any participant who has not 
participated in either working group 1 or 2! 
“As previously explained and stated on the signed consent form, everything that will 
be recorded during this session will be kept confidential, i.e. the recorded comments 
might be used in scientific publications and reports, but only as anonymous quotes. I 
want you to make sure that you are comfortable enough to share your opinions with 
all the participants in the group. In order to facilitate this, I would like to ask everyone 
present to follow these ground rules: 
 

 We are interested in the opinion of each individual and we would therefore like to 
hear from all the people in the group. 

 There are no wrong or right answers. There are only different opinions. 
Consequently, we request that you mutually respect each other's opinions. 

 It is important for us that only one person speaks at a time. Each opinion is 
important and I would kindly request that you don't speak when others are 
speaking, otherwise it will be difficult for us to capture all of your opinions. 

 I would also kindly request that you silence your mobile phones and thus provide 
for an uninterrupted discussion. 

 
Do you have any comments or other suggestions for these ground rules? 
Do you have any other important general questions before we start?” 
 […] 
“So, let us start with each member of the group briefly introducing themselves. Let us 
go around the table. Tell us, please, your name, or nickname if you prefer, and a few 
basic things about yourself, such as your approximate age, occupation, where you 
come from, etc. Let me start by introducing myself…” 
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Running total: 10 min. 

 

Objectives Discussion topics 

1.Word association 
exercise 

[about 10 min.] 

 

Question aims: 

o “Warm-up” 

o Establish top-of-mind 
associations with key 
aspects of this 
working group 

o Start off the group 
discussion 

 

“I would like to begin our discussion with a short “warm-up”: I will read out a word and 
I would like you to say the first couple of things that spring to your mind when you 
hear the word. Let's try an example first: What is the first thing that comes to mind if I 
say the word "fire"? Preferably, try to think about single words or short phrases, and 
try to avoid lengthy descriptions.  

 

Read Out (one at a time):  

 Reliable 

 Responsible 

 Trust 

 Distrust 

 faith” 

 

Running total: 20 min. 

2.The role of citizens’ 
trust in effective risk 
and disaster 
communication 

[about 30 min] 

 

Question aims: 

o Elaborate positive, 
and negative, 
experiences related 
to the role of trust 

o Explore the 
relationship between 
who is trusting, and 
who is to be trusted, 
with specific 
emphasis on the 
identification of 
differences between 
cultural groups 

 

 

 

“Let’s now talk a bit about your experiences. What, do you think, are the most 
important factors that influence citizens’ trust in the information or guidance given in 
a disaster situation, or when there is an increased disaster risk? Why do people trust – 
or distrust – someone or something? 

 

Can you describe any positive experiences you have had? 

[…] 

And what negative experiences have you made? 

[…] 

These factors you just described, how do they affect different cultural groups of the 
population? 

[…] 

And how about different levels of trust, or distrust in different types of institutions, 
and different types of communicators in disaster management? How do you think may 
these relate to cultural differences? 

[…] 

 

In this set of questions, the participants should be encouraged to elaborate factors for 
trust (or distrust) on two levels: 

(1) Depending on who is trusting, and (2) depending on who is to be trusted. The 
discussion should be moderated toward the aim to bring these two levels together, i.e. 
how different cultural groups trust, or distrust, different disaster management 
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institutions. However, it should also be addressed to what extent there are, or may be, 
differences between trust in a disaster management institution, and trust into 
individual practitioners who work for such institution. Here, the participants should be 
encouraged to talk about their personal experiences – in particular how they handled 
difficult situations when they were faced with mistrust.  

 

Running total: 50 min. 

3. Scenario discussion 

[about 20 min] 

 

Question aims: 

o Explore how 
participants would 
adapt risk 
communication 
strategies to issues of 
trust related to 

o who is trusting; 

o who is to be 
trusted; and 

o trust between 
institutions. 

 

“As our final topic, I would like you discuss the following scenarios: 

Imagine that heavy rains have caused serious flooding. Now imagine 3 different 
situations. The floods are in 

(d) Focsani (Vrancea country) 

(e) Vulturesti (Vaslui county) 

(f) Crucea (Constanta county). 

Which would be the local institutions that different cultural groups in that area would 
trust most? And, if you think further, which would be the institutions, for example 
national or international NGO’s, that local public services and local institutions would 
trust? What would be, in your opinion, the most successful “chain of trust?” 

[…] 

 

Note: 

Focsani is a medium-sized town located in Vrancea county, with an average level of 
economic development. 

Vulturesti is a parish in Vaslui, a county which includes one of the poorest rural areas of 
Romania, relying heavily on agriculture for survival. 

Crucea is a parish located in Constanta, a county that has the largest Muslim minority 
in Romania. 

 

Running total: 70 min. 

4. Concluding summary 
and preparing 
presentation for 
discussion panel 

[about 20 min] 

 

We are coming to an end of this working group which, I think, has revealed some very 
interesting aspects, and I thank you very much for the fruitful discussion.  

Our last task is to prepare together a short summary of the results for the panel 
discussion that will take place later today. I would perhaps recommend to structure it 
along the main topics we have covered, which were: 

 

- The factors that affect citizens’ trust in disaster and disaster risk communication, 
depending on 

o Who is trusting, i.e. related to different cultural groups; 

o Who is to be trusted, i.e. the differences which cultural groups trust 
which disaster management institutions, or types of disaster managers.  

- Institutional “chains of trust”, i.e. trust between disaster management institutions. 
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- As a conclusion, we should perhaps give the audience a brief outline how 
identifying the links between culture and trust could be used in successful disaster 
risk communication. 

 

Let’s start… 

[…] 

 

For this summary, one participant should be appointed who will represent the group on 
the discussion panel. To encourage volunteers, it should be pointed out that she/he 
will, of course, have the help from all other working group participants, as members of 
the audience will be invited to join in the moderated discussion. The presentation 
should not exceed 5-10 minutes. If desired, the group can also prepare a short 
Powerpoint presentation, but this is voluntary. 

 

The group should be guided to prepare a clearly structured summary that, if the results 
allow for, follows the main topics mentioned above. 

 

Running total: 90 min. 
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Appendix 5: Working Group 6 Discussion Guideline - The 

Role of Cultural Leaders in Risk and Disaster 

Communication 

 

Objectives Briefing 

Welcome and 
introduction 
[about 10 min.] 
 
- Welcome 

participants  

- Distribute name 
cards  

- Obtain signed 
consent forms (if 
required) 

- Start recording the 
meeting 

- Thanking 
participants 

- Introduction of the 
moderator 

- Duration 

- Confidentiality 

- Ground rules for 
the discussion 

- Brief introduction 
of the participants 

Welcome the participants, assign them a seat, and provide them with 
name cards.  
At this point all, or at least most, of the participants will have signed the 
consent forms (in the beginning of their participation in working group 1 
or 2). However, please check and collect signed consent forms if 
required. Explain to them that, as in the previous working groups, the 
audio recording of the discussion is necessary so as not to miss any of 
the comments given during the discussions. Start recording the meeting 
and inform the participants that the recording has begun. 
 
“Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate in this important 
working group. My name is _______________ and I will be moderating 
this group discussion. Our session will take about an hour, plus another 
15-20 minutes to summarise our results. Since we will be audio 
recording the discussion, I would kindly ask you to speak in a clear voice; 
your opinions, experiences and suggestions are very important to this 
project, and we do not want to miss any of your comments. “ 
 
At this stage, do not to provide any additional details on the content of 
the working group in order to avoid influencing and biasing the 
discussion! 
 
Note: The following is only required in case there is any participant 
who has not participated in either working group 1 or 2! 
“As previously explained and stated on the signed consent form, 
everything that will be recorded during this session will be kept 
confidential, i.e. the recorded comments might be used in scientific 
publications and reports, but only as anonymous quotes. I want you to 
make sure that you are comfortable enough to share your opinions with 
all the participants in the group. In order to facilitate this, I would like to 
ask everyone present to follow these ground rules: 
 

 We are interested in the opinion of each individual and we would 
therefore like to hear from all the people in the group. 

 There are no wrong or right answers. There are only different 
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opinions. Consequently, we request that you mutually respect each 
other's opinions. 

 It is important for us that only one person speaks at a time. Each 
opinion is important and I would kindly request that you don't speak 
when others are speaking, otherwise it will be difficult for us to 
capture all of your opinions. 

 I would also kindly request that you silence your mobile phones and 
thus provide for an uninterrupted discussion. 

 
Do you have any comments or other suggestions for these ground 
rules? 
Do you have any other important general questions before we start?” 
 […] 
So, let us start with each member of the group briefly introducing 
themselves. Let us go around the table. Tell us, please, your name, or 
nickname if you prefer, and a few basic things about yourself, such as 
your approximate age, occupation, where you come from, etc. Let me 
start by introducing myself…” 
 
Running total: 10 min. 

 

Objectives Discussion topics 

1.Word association 
exercise 

[about 10 min.] 

 

Question aims: 

o “Warm-up” 
o Establish top-of-

mind associations 
with key aspects 
of this working 
group 

o Start off the 
group discussion 

 

 

“I would like to begin our discussion with a short “warm-up”: I will read 
out a word and I would like you to say the first couple of things that 
spring to your mind when you hear the word. Let's try an example first: 
What is the first thing that comes to mind if I say the word "fire"? 
Preferably, try to think about single words or short phrases, and try to 
avoid lengthy descriptions.  
 
Read Out (one at a time):  
 

 Responsible 
 Reliable 
 Distrust 
 Trust 
 Faith” 

 
Running total: 20 min. 

2.The role of 
cultural leaders in 
effective risk and 
disaster 

“Now, let’s start with a very basic question: Who, do you think, are the 
cultural leaders that play, or have in your opinion the potential to play, 
an important role in the different disaster phases, i.e. 
- Risk communication aiming at public preparedness 
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communication 
[about 30 min] 
 
Question aims: 

o Elaborate 
experiences of 
working with 
cultural leaders 

o Explore the 
possibility to 
proactively 
identify cultural 
leaders and how 
to integrate them 
in disaster 
communication 
frameworks 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Communication during a disaster, and 
- Communication that is aiming at a fast and effective recovery?” 
 
Here, participants may identify e.g. individuals such as peer group 
leaders, teachers, religious leaders, leaders of community groups (e.g. 
Boy/Girl Scouts), sports group leaders, company managers, caregivers, 
trade union representatives, celebrities / idols (e.g. athletes, musicians, 
actors). However, these examples should only be given if participants 
have difficulties to understand what a “cultural leader” may be.  
 
“Can you describe any experiences you have had with cultural leaders 
and their role in a disaster or disaster risk situation?” 
[…] 
 
“Which do you think are the skills and abilities that make a cultural 
leader a “leader” and effective communicator in disaster situations?” 
[…] 
 
It should be elaborated in particular aspects such as trust, credibility 
and/or responsibility. 
 
How do you think could such cultural leaders be identified and 
proactively integrated in a disaster communication framework?” 
[…] 
 
Running total: 50 min. 

3. Scenario 
discussion 
[about 20 min] 
 
Question aims: 

o Explore how 
participants 
would adapt risk 
communication 
strategies in 
different 
settings by 
identifying and 
including 
cultural leaders 

 

“As our final topic, I would like you discuss the following scenarios: 
Imagine that a building inhabited by a large number of people has 
exploded in the centre of: 

(g) Lugoj (Timis country) 
(h) Bucharest 
(i) Negresti (Vaslui county). 

When you think of these different locations, which role do you believe 
do culture, and potentially different cultural groups, play when you 
consider effective risk communication strategies? How would you 
involve different cultural groups in these different locations, and which 
particular cultural leaders from inside the communities would you try to 
identify and address?” 
[…] 
 
Note: 
Lugoj is a small town but having a high number of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
(who do not accept blood transfusions). 
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Bucharest is a highly populated and multi-cultural city. 
Negresti is a small town in Moldova, poor and inhabited by people with 
low educational levels. The population is either very old or very young. 
 
Running total: 70 min. 

4. Concluding 
summary and 
preparing 
presentation for 
discussion panel 
[about 20 min] 
 

We are coming to an end of this working group which, I think, has 
revealed some very interesting aspects, and I thank you very much for 
the fruitful discussion.  
Our last task is to prepare together a short summary of the results for 
the panel discussion that will take place later today. I would perhaps 
recommend to structure it along the main topics we have covered, 
which were: 
 
- Who are the different cultural leaders that may play a role in 

disaster communication; 
- What role and potential influence do they have in 

o disaster preparedness; 
o disaster management; 
o disaster recovery; 

- What skills and abilities do you think makes them cultural leaders. 
- As a conclusion, we should perhaps give the audience a brief outline 

how identifying cultural groups and cultural leaders could be 
successfully integrated in a disaster communication framework. 

 
Let’s start… 
[…] 
 
For this summary, one participant should be appointed who will 
represent the group on the discussion panel. To encourage volunteers, it 
should be pointed out that she/he will, of course, have the help from all 
other working group participants, as members of the audience will be 
invited to join in the moderated discussion. The presentation should not 
exceed 5-10 minutes. If desired, the group can also prepare a short 
Powerpoint presentation, but this is voluntary. 
 
The group should be guided to prepare a clearly structured summary 
that, if the results allow for, follows the main topics mentioned above. 
 
Running total: 90 min. 
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Appendix 6: Programme/Time Schedule 

 

CARISMAND – 1st Stakeholder Conference 

Bucharest, April 14-15, 2016 

“Disaster, Communication & Cultures” 

 

Day 1: Thursday, 14th April 2016 

 

08:30 – 09:30  Participant registration 

09:30 – 10:15  Welcome & Project introduction 

10:15 – 12:30* Working group 1: “Internal” risk communication.  

   Corporate and institutional cultures in disaster management 

Working group 2: “External” risk communication. 

Practical experience of cultural aspects in communication between 

disaster managers and citizens 

12:30 – 13:30  Lunch break 

13:30 – 14:30  Panel discussion: The role of culture in internal & external communication 

14:30 – 15:00 Marco Morabito (Institute of Biometeorology - National Research Council, 

Florence/Italy): Communication strategies and informative tools for the 

mitigation of heatwave effects on vulnerable people 

15:00 – 17:15* Working groups: Media cultures: “traditional” and social media in risk and 

disaster communication 

Working group 3: Perspectives of disaster managers and practitioners 

Working group 4: Perspectives of journalists, bloggers and media 

representatives 

17:15 – 17:45 Remy Bossy (European-Mediterranean Seismological Centre): How social 

media have been changing emergency management: from earthquakes to 

terrorist attacks 

 

Day 2: Friday, 15th April 2016 
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08:30 – 09:30  Participant registration 

09:30 – 09:45  Welcome 

09:45 – 10:45 Panel discussion: The role of the media in risk and disaster communication 

10:45 – 12:30* Working group 5: Culture and trust in risk and disaster communication 

Working group 6: The role of cultural leaders in risk and disaster 

communication 

12:30 – 13:30 Lunch break 

13:30 – 14:00  Radu Magdin (Strategikon): Risk communication and trust 

14:00 – 15:00  Panel discussion: Culture, risk and trust 

15:00 – 15:30 Dr Raed Arafat (SMURD): Disaster management and culture/s in Romania 

15:30 – 16:00  Conclusion 

 

*All working group sessions include a coffee break of 15 minutes. 


