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„Diverse media are central to a healthy democracy. The media represent our 

politics, our social institutions, our governments and ourselves”. 

 

Linda Jean Kenix,  
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Introduction 

 

Executive Summary 

 

This report provides a multi-disciplinary overview of existing knowledge on the role and 

functions media (both mainstream and new) play on citizens’ risk perceptions, emotions, and 

risk behavior in the context of man-made, natural and technical disasters. It also aims to 

establish a sound theoretical basis for improving communication risk, crisis and disaster 

management policies and procedures by identifying the best communicational channels, 

methodologies, practices and interactions to facilitate constructive and resilient behavior on the 

part of target populations. 

The report explores the way in which different mainstream and new media may contribute to 

strengthen or weaken the ability of citizens and communities to prepare for disaster situations, 

respond efficiently and accelerate recovery processes. Finally, the report comprises 

recommendations for disaster managers in public institutions, NGO’s and CSO’s on how 

communication instruments and interactions with the media can be used for citizen 

empowerment and resilience in crisis and disaster situations.  

The content of the report is based on a review of scientific literature from different disciplines 

(communication, sociology, anthropology, psychology, political science), as well as policy 

documents, strategies of crisis and disaster communication across the world. An integral part of 

our source pool was represented by European and national surveys and polls that investigate 

the level of trust of the target population in the media. They facilitated a better correlation 

between cultural and social variables and patterns of consumption relevant in establishing 

media channels impact on different target audiences. The approach adopted is by definition 

multidisciplinary, special focus being placed on communication theories, cultural anthropology, 

media content analysis and semi-structured questionnaires. 

The aim of the study was to explore (1) the way in which risk communication filtered by the 

media affects citizens’ disaster preparedness and responses and (2) how the main functions of 

the media can be used to establish best practices in risk, crisis and disaster communication.  

Additionally, given the fact that media filtered communication can not only inhibit successful 

risk, crisis and disaster communication, but may also be beneficial to disaster preparation, 

response and recovery – taking into account the considerable and wide range of media available 

to both contributing citizens, NGOs’ and public institutions – the report also explores dimensions 
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and variables of communication, as well as the interactions established in the rhetorical arena, 

which open up with every new disaster.  

 

In Chapter 1 (The role of media in communicating in case of disaster) of the report, the main aim 

was to outline the main theories and communication models that take into account and explain 

the role of media nowadays. It started from the observation that the media have the tools and 

means to deliver information to citizens about the existing situation, to recommend behaviors 

that can minimize effects of crisis or disaster situations and to ensure that the message is 

disseminated to all citizens, in an unbiased and rapid way. In establishing the role of the media 

in risk and disaster communication it was also acknowledged that the significant impact of the 

media on the behavior of the citizens during disaster and relief stages comes from its key role in 

interpreting and disseminating ideas about public policies.   

Therefore, the focus of the study was placed on identifying those areas in which media acts as 

gatekeeper, informer, interpreter and/or prescriber of recommended behavior on the part of 

the public.  

Moreover, understanding how media forms perceptions and relates an event (crisis, disaster, 

etc.) provides important insight into the nature of disaster mitigation and the recommendable 

communication of response policies. The lens though which an event is deciphered are most 

often offered by the media and in situations with a strong emotional impact, as disasters, media 

builds interpretation grids that affect the perceptions and behaviors. Those “lens” are “primarily 

if not exclusively learned from media accounts” (Quarantelli, 1991, p. 2). In the “global village”, 

as our globalized society is defined today, the perceptions of a hazard disaster are more regular, 

more intense, more profound, and immediate than they have ever been (Beck, 2006). First, this 

section of the report provides a theoretical perspective and describe the social role of media 

(both mainstream and new), continues with a detailed analysis of mainstream media and the 

way in which its instruments are used in communication in case of disaster, and, finally, 

concludes with a conclusion on the role of new media in current and recommendable disaster 

management strategies, emphasizing the impact of social media on communication.  

 

Chapter 2 (Media’s interaction with actors involved in risk and disaster management and 

communication) looks at “communication” from a combined theoretical and applied perspective 

this time, focusing on the practices of communication of public institutions, NGOs’ and CSOs’, 

their interaction with the media, as well as their impact on citizens. The main focus of Chapter 

2 is on highlighting as comprehensive as possible, a set of recommendations that can improve 

disaster communication as a means of saving lives. In order to achieve this goal, this section of 

the study first looks at the main characteristics public institutions share and are relevant to the 
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communication process: the roles they perform, their political nature, the rules and regulations 

they comply with, the competition for public funds and their organizational culture. 

Subsequently, Chapter 2 focuses on useful guidelines to institutions - media interaction during 

each phase of a disaster (preparedness, response, recovery) by selecting relevant know how 

from literature relevant to the field of research, a set of case studies, as well as an empirical 

investigation of communication strategies developed in six countries. For the latter, data were 

collected through a questionnaire, with the help of CARISMAND consortium partners. Last but 

not least, special attention was placed to new channels of communication – websites and social 

media – and their role in insuring an efficient communication process during risk, crisis and 

disaster management. The final part of Chapter 2 provides an analysis of the roles played by 

NGOs’ and CSO’s in communicating in case of disaster, their communication strategies and the 

forms of interaction that they deploy with partnering institutions and the media. Special 

attention is placed on the use of new media and its potential for both innovation and negative 

impact due to the non-regulated and unverified nature of information contributed and 

circulated online. 

 

Chapter 3 (The role of NGOs in communicating in case of disaster. Analysis of communication 

strategies and forms of interaction used by the actors involved in disaster management) is 

designed to promote a more facts oriented, pragmatic view by offering an extensive, 

multiperspective, interdisciplinary analysis of a recent manmade disaster – the Colectiv fire 

occurred in Bucharest, 2015. Here, rhetorical arena analysis was complemented by mainstream 

and social media content analysis, with a specific focus on emotion analysis, narrative formation 

and intertextuality. Findings were complemented by a semi-structured set of interviews carried 

out with first line emergency and support call operators. The case study reveals the deep social, 

political and cultural implications a disaster situation can bear and highlights both best practices 

and lessons learnt. Subsequently, Chapter 3 aims at offering a broader and interconnected 

perspective on incidental solutions that could make up the landscape of a future policy oriented 

strategy of communication integrating practices and interactions specific to media, public 

institutions and NGOs/CSOs involved in risk, crisis and disaster management. 

 

Conclusions: the study proves that media remains essential instrument of communication 

during and after a disasters strikes. It helps connecting affected people, families and 

communities with other family members, first responders, support systems and 

institutions/organizations with responsibilities in disaster management, playing an important 

role in the process of response and recovery. In conclusion, print and broadcast media remain 

one of the most trusted and authoritative sources of information during crisis situations, as they 

provide information to citizens about “what happened, what to do, how to protect themselves 
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during crisis and how to find their missing loved ones” (Hannides, 5). Hence, traditional media 

are perhaps more likely to influence the behavior of the communities directly affected by man-

made and natural disasters as a result of the fact that they have long played an important role 

in educating the public on disaster risk. However, media interventions appear to have a greater 

influence upon general behaviors and are not suitable for the provision of real time, context-

specific information .In their turn, during a crisis situation, social media channels can be used to 

provide consisted updates and information about the development of the effects of the disaster 

to both stakeholders and public opinion. All new media instruments (like blogs, instant 

messages, tweets, Facebook updates) are an efficient tool that can be used to keep citizens 

informed, as well as to collect data and information from the audience with regards to the 

events experienced by them in case of a disaster (Ulmer et. al., 58-59). This might contribute to 

the development of efficient response strategies that can cover all the needs of the population 

(not only in terms of communication). 

 

In crisis communication, social media can be used to: 

 Communicate with citizens during a crisis generated by a disaster; 

 Monitor what is being said about the disaster; 

 Raise target audience’s level of awareness; 

 Develop and increase the dialogue between public opinion and authorities/institutions 

with responsibilities in disaster management; 

 Draw conclusions and lessons learned to manage to anticipate another potential crises 

generated by a disaster 

 

Recommendations, highlighted by the field literature for institutional use of social media during 

risk, crisis and disaster communication include:  

 Decide on a strategic plan to accommodate changing organizational and stakeholder 

requirements as well as the evolving nature of the Internet 

 Maximize branding by selecting an appropriate name and domain identification, i.e., 

.gov, .org, .com, etc. 

 Create a design that is functional, reader friendly and easy to navigate 

 Incorporate a Contact Us Page, About Us Page and Site Map. Include a Search 

 Provide box on every page and search hints and recommendations 

 Keep content current, audience driven, and use plain language free of acronyms 
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 Decide on which forms and publications to include and how to provide for download of 

data files 

 Avoid duplicating material from other websites and link to relevant cross agency portals 

when appropriate. 

 Adhere to federal laws, regulations and directives concerning web content, operations 

and the protection of personal information. Incorporate transparency features, i.e., a 

privacy policy, security protocols and guidelines on linking, disclaimers and advertising. 

 Institute a process for continually improving web operations by conducting formal 

evaluations using online surveys and usability testing. 

 Establish emergency operating procedures and protocols for taking the site off-line for 

system maintenance and other contingencies. (Byars, 2012, p. 55)  

 

Finally, the case study on the Colectiv fire disaster has allowed for a reflection on the high 

emotional charge attached to the disaster and the early on asignement of guilt towards those 

actively or passively involved in fostering the conditions for human negligence, error, lack of 

professionalism and insufficient regulation of the fire regime within pubs and bars.  

 The early messages circulated on social media (especially by recognized opinion 

leaders) and then in the mainstream media, influenced the public rhetoric arena and 

created the preconditions for an interpretation of the disaster as a symptomatic 

manifestation of a larger socio-political dysfunctional landscape.  

 Interestingly, at a closer look, an analysis of Facebook in comparison to Twitter 

messages revealed a higher emotional charge, focus on empathy, compassion, fear and 

anxiety on FB versus a much more targeted agenda expressed on Twitter where the 

finger was placed right from the beginning on the political class, government and local 

authorities. These targeted messages were however expressed on Twitter at the 

beginning by opinion leaders and journalists, which complicates even more the inter-

relation and cross-pollination of messages in the rhetorical arena during crisis 

situations.  

 TV accounts in the same timeframe were focused on reporting from the scene, 

enhancing dramatism of the situation, crude, unfiltered images and the amplification 

of an un-coped with negative emotional register that amplified feelings of uncertainty, 

fear, anxiety and discontent.   

 The inter-relation between the narratives of helplessness, tragedy and anger expressed 

by individual users online was thus amplified in the mainstream media in the coming 

days and months, with the TV channels reporting increasingly on the helplessness of 
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the authorities, the medical errors causing death, the lack of interest of local authorities 

and the generalized guilt placed upon what was recurrently labeled as a most corrupt 

government etc.  

 With journalists and opinion leaders putting the blame on politicians via social media 

posts, in the early hours of the disaster, and the social media general embrace of anger 

and discontent, it is very difficult to establish the exact condition of how intertextuality 

and cross-pollination of messages happened between social and mainstream media 

actors. The simultaneous nature of opinion leaders as media actors and social media 

contributors, the public expression of negative emotions veered soon into a general 

master narrative, embraced simultaneously in both milieus and environments, of a 

corrupt and ineffective public administration and political class. This master narrative 

has lead in a matter of weeks to mourning and solidarity marches, soon transformed 

into massive national protests and a subsequent change of a political government with 

a technocrat one.  From this point of view, the Colectiv disaster proved an extremely 

relevant case in which a disaster generated by human error has led to massive social 

movements and a drastic political change. Communication, as demonstrated in the 

analysis of emotions performed has played an essential role. Media and social media 

concurrently picked up the stimuli contributed by individual users, enhanced the 

narrative impact, conveyed dramatism to the situation and generated a chain of 

reactions that spread across the nation.  

 

In conclusion, as field literature survey, media content analysis, rhetorical arena interactions 

and specific case studies and interviews reflect, we can conclude that one of the most 

important aspects to be emphasized is that today mainstream and social media have to be 

treated as a continuum interacting with all relevant actors of the rhetorical arena. Together, 

they can open valuable opportunities for the development of more integrative strategies on 

the part of institutions involved in crisis and disaster mitigation. They also represent the 

catalyst for the generation of resilient communities of self and reciprocal help and voluntary 

action.  

Unless supported via a correct communication of needs, networked assistance and strategic 

direction by state institutions, these networks can and will organize in parallel and sometimes 

willingly or unwillingly against central authorities, with negative implications on the level of 

efficiency of the disaster and relief interventions. Therefore, it is of vital importance for central 

public and local authorities to understand how information gets to be generated, diffused, 

rolled in social and mainstream media environments and how it can be used creatively to 

enhance the capacity of the community to reactand cope with disaster. 
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1. Institutional Framework 

 

1.1. General Aspects 

This report represents Deliverable D-8.2 of Work Package 8 (WP8) ”Risk Communication and the 

Role of the Media in Risk Communication” of the ”Culture And RISkmanagement in Man-made 

And Natural Disasters – CARISMAND” Project (No. 653748), funded by the European Union 

under Horizon 2020, and coordinated by the University of Groningen (RUG). 

The project started in October 2015. The project objectives to which the current report aims to 

contribute, are to: 

 provide a broad multi-disciplinary overview of existing knowledge about the cultural 

factors that may shape and influence citizens’ risk perceptions, emotions, and risk 

behavior in the context of man-made, natural and technical disasters, and establish a 

sound theoretical basis for improving disaster policies and procedures;  

 identify how disaster risk communication itself is embedded in culture – including the 

role of the media in risk communication – and which cultural factors within disaster 

management organizations influence the effectiveness of professional management 

and response; 

 explore the possibilities and current practices of how cultural aspects can strengthen 

the ability of citizens and communities to prepare for disaster situations, respond 

efficiently and accelerate recovery processes, proposing recommendations for disaster 

managers on how cultural values can be used for citizen empowerment. 

In this overall framework, WP-8 – "Risk Communication and the Role of the Media in Risk 

Communication", coordinated by the “Mihai Viteazul” National Intelligence Academy, was 

aimed to explore the extent to which the effects of culturally-informed risk perception are 

known and taken into consideration by disaster managers in their risk communication and how 

– in turn – their own cultures (i.e., cultural aspects within disaster management units) influence 

the effectiveness of disaster preparedness, response, and recovery. This particular task was 

accomplished through D-8.1 (Report briefing on risk communication models and best practices) 

dedicated to culturally informed risk communication models. As risk communication inevitably 

also implies interaction with both mainstream and social media utilizing various platforms (e.g. 

terrestrial, satellite, & internet TV and radio channels, twitter, Facebook, etc.), this WP is 

additionally aimed to provide an overview of how risk communication “mediated” by the media 

affects citizens’ disaster preparedness and responses.  
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This report is the second deliverable within WP-8 and presents a taxonomy of essential academic 

concepts for the understanding of media related communication. It also provides a set of 

conceptual models for the understanding of risk, crisis and disaster communication, specific 

focus being placed on the roles media (both mainstream and new) play. Once models are 

explained and contextualized, the report continues with a detailed literature review, thus 

providing a comprehensive understanding of the current state of the art in researching the 

impact of media, particularly on disaster communication – in terms of disseminating knowledge, 

prescribing attitudes and behaviours, generating cultural beliefs, social (un)cohesion, and other 

key variables in disaster mitigation and relief. 

Following a more practical oriented and facts driven approach, another section is dedicated to 

a set of answers to questions frequently addressed by practitioners during WP8 interviews: 

 Which media have the most significant impact and when? 

 What are the main labels attached to media nowadays – filter, gatekeeper, mobiliser, 

watchdog, blocker, disinformation disseminator, partner, etc.? 

 How can we tailor communication according to the various media channels 

recommended for coverage? 

 How can we use new media as a leverage of success in communicating to various target 

audiences? 

Finally, the report provides a comprehensive case study of a disaster situation – the Colectiv fire 

disaster dated 2015, Bucharest, Romania – in which the media played an essential role in 

facilitating social and political change and which has the potential of serving as a reference point 

in re-evaluating the practices of interaction and inter-operability between media and the various 

actors involved in risk, crisis and disaster communication.  

This report was written by a team of researchers within the “Mihai Viteazul” National 

Intelligence University (Cristina Ivan, Valentin Stoian, Alexandra Popescu) coordinated by prof. 

Irena Chiru. 

Case study contributions were provided by a team of researchers in Serviciul de Telecomunicatii 

Speciale (STS), Mihaela Filip, Carmen Stoian and Lia Dinu.  

Contributions on national legal frameworks and emergency procedures were also received from 

Serviciul de Telecomunicatii Speciale (STS), Rijksuniversiteit Groningen (RUG), Law and Internet 

Foundation (LIF), Ayuntamiento De Valencia (PLV), The Police and Crime Commissioner for South 

Yorkshire (SYP), Provincie Groningen (PG), Comune Di Firenze (Cdf), Universita Ta Malta (UoM).  

A distinct contribution came from two volunteer researchers – Daniela Baches and Virginia 

Andrei (MVNIA).  
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1.2. Building on the Findings of Previous EU Projects Dedicated to Risk, 

Crisis and Disaster Communication 

CARISMAND’s research approach builds upon previous EU-funded projects, both under the FP7 

and HORIZON-2020 frameworks, thus aiming to achieve both research-based policy 

recommendations for culturally-aware disaster management and an exchange of culturally-

informed practices between disaster responders.  

In evaluating and developing communication tools for crisis situations, CARISMAND WP8 builds 

on the work already done by TACTIC (Tools, methods And training for CommuniTIes and Society 

to better prepare for a Crisis)1. However, while TACTIC aimed to improve risk communication 

through a self-assessment of communicating institutions and of the general public, CARISMAND 

looks at the roles that the media plays in the communication process and focuses on how this 

can be harnessed in order to improve disaster risk communication. Although the role of media 

and the way culturally-informed media frames shape risk communication has not been part of 

TACTIC objectives, this particular complementary pillar has been additionally tackled with by the 

CARISMAND project.  

Furthermore, CARISMAND also continues the work accomplished by NDTERROR (Can Natural 

Disasters Incite Terror?)2, which established that statistical correlations exist, at the national 

level, between the number and severity of natural disasters and subsequent terrorist attacks. 

CARISMAND also looks at how the prevention of disasters can increase resilience and avoid 

these negative outcomes.  

The fact that CARISMAND takes into consideration the psychosociological aspects of the 

reception of disaster risk communication and of behavior during crises corresponds to the 

research performed by the team of PSYCRIS (PSYcho-Social Support in CRISis Management)3. 

Through desk research or simulations, the PSYCRISIS project identified the status of 

psychological and medical support available during crises in European countries and elaborated 

support strategies for affected persons, victims, and crisis managers with the aim of developing 

of intervention strategies designed to deal with stress and reduce stress-related disorders of 

crisis management personnel and authorities. Through its toolkit, CARISMAND aims to build 

upon and improve the work done so far.  

Considering its networking and information exchange aims, CARISMAND continues the work of 

projects such as EDUCEN (European Disasters in Urban centers: a Culture Expert Network (3C – 

Cities, Cultures, Catastrophes)4 and CUiDAR (Cultures of Disaster Resilience among children and 

                                                      
1http://cordis.europa.eu/result/rcn/191428_en.html 
2http://cordis.europa.eu/result/rcn/176352_en.html 
3http://cordis.europa.eu/result/rcn/199702_en.html 
4http://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/194905_en.html 

http://cordis.europa.eu/result/rcn/191428_en.html
http://cordis.europa.eu/result/rcn/176352_en.html
http://cordis.europa.eu/result/rcn/199702_en.html
http://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/194905_en.html
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young people)5. Both projects intend to create networks and to increase disaster risk awareness: 

EDUCEN aims to inform different stakeholders such as risk managers and planners and spatial 

emergency planners in cities, through a multi-level, multi-media handbook about relevant 

cultural aspects in their own community; while CUiDAR looks to include children in disaster 

planning and management through actions such as dialogues with children mutual learning 

exercises; national level awareness and communication events.  

 

2.  Theoretical Framework 

 

2.1. General Approach 

This review is based on research texts prepared by scholars from different disciplines (media 

studies, communication, sociology, anthropology, psychology, political science, risk 

management), as well as policy documents, strategies and follow-up reports on how 

communication is regulated and effected during crisis and disaster management across the 

world. Furthermore, in our analysis we have included primary research of media texts, social 

media content, and semi-structured interviews with first line practitioners, questionnaires filled 

in by consortium partners on alternative institutional regulations and national strategies in 

dealing with communication and the media during crisis and disaster situations.  

The approach embraced for the development of this document has been multidisciplinary, 

special focus being placed on media related and social implications of disaster communication. 

The various roles media plays in promoting, filtering and modelling communication between 

institutions responsible with crisis and disaster communication and their target audiences have 

been place to the forefront of the research including how these roles as effected today impede 

or enforce efficient communication during risk, crisis and disaster situations and how behaviors 

are modelled or impacted by the filtered communication. At the same time, the paper provides 

detailed and pragmatic insight both into media filtered communication channels and their 

practices and, on the interactions established on the rhetorical arena of a crisis situation 

between the various actors relevant to the communication process such as public institutions, 

NGO’s/CSO’s, contributing citizens, private stakeholders, and the media. Last but not least, it 

offers a convergence point between best practices and lessons learnt during various crisis and 

disaster communication cases, the cultural factors they need to integrate and the specific media 

channels that can respond to the needs established in culturally-informed risk communication 

                                                      
5http://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/194896_en.html 

http://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/194896_en.html


 

  

 
 

 
     

 18/193  
 

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

models as outlined in Deliverable D8.1 (Report briefing on risk communication models and best 

practices). 

 

2.2. Aim 

The starting point of the current review was the need to explore the way in which risk 

communication “mediated” by the media affects citizens’ disaster preparedness and responses, 

to identify the roles played by the media in different countries in risk communication and 

provide an overview of sensitive risk communication media instruments that have a clear impact 

on how institutions, non-governmental organizations, civil society organizations, and citizens act 

and react during crisis and disaster situations.  

Specific focus was placed on: 

 identifying and studying cases where effective working relationships between disaster 

management organizations, mainstream/new media and NGOs/CSOs were 

established;  

 exploring contexts where the media had a negative impact on disaster response and 

recovery; 

 mapping the way in which both mainstream and new media inform and mediate social 

and cultural values, thus modelling behavior and perceptions towards agents engaged 

in crisis and disaster situations management.  

We have also paid special attention on the role of locally different media cultures, i.e., the role 

and usage of mainstream and social media for/by different entities, and have tried to establish 

through a very specific case study – which was researched from multiple angles, including 

sociological and psychological implications, data analysis, comparative analysis between 

mainstream and social media intertextuality and narrativity etc. – the multifaceted aspects in 

need of consideration when dealing with crisis and disaster communication.  

 

2.3. Main Focus of the Report 

The current report attempts to contribute to a better, more pragmatic and insightful 

understanding of the role of media – both mainstream and new – in communicating in disaster 

situations. It provides: 

 a taxonomy,  
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 an institutional state of the art across a number of EU states with regard to institutions 

and NGO’s practices in interacting with the media in risk, crisis and disaster 

communication,  

 a survey of relevant academic literature on the topic, and  

 a set of possible innovations, best practices and lessons learned as highlighted by the 

relevant literature in the area of research, public documents and, interviewed first line 

workers. 

In addition, through the case study mentioned above, the report looks at concrete public 

institutions, NGOs and CSOs communication in case of disaster and the impact of media – both 

mainstream and new - on citizens and first line workers involved in disaster relief.  

Last but not least, through the case study, the report offers insight into the kind of societal 

changes that disasters can produce and how they can be mitigated via media. 

 

3.  Methodological Framework 

 

The report comes in direct correlation with the outcomes of Deliverable D8.1 (Report briefing 

on risk communication models and best practices) dedicated to risk communication models and 

best practices. With respect to the background established through the culturally informed risk 

communication models and interventions outlined in D 8.1, the current deliverable aims to 

refine knowledge and integrate it towards extended best practices of interaction with the 

media. The report is also anchored in findings provided by WPs 3 (‘Cultural factors and 

technologies’), 4 (‘Risk perception and “risk cultures”’), 5 (‘Design of Citizen Summits, collation 

and analysis of citizens’ attitudes towards disaster risks; analysis of stakeholder discussions’) and 

11 (‘Synthesis of WP2-WP8; preparation of briefs for Citizen Summits & Stakeholder 

Assemblies’) and is designed to feed directly into the toolkit (WP9 ‘Toolkit’). 

The deliverable is based on both academic literature review and provision of a state of the art 

of the current practices in the field of risk, crisis and disaster communication, and, the research 

conducted by WP8 team, which was focused on an analysis of primary sources (text and visual 

media content, emotional analysis on social media sources, sociological survey of the 

perceptions and understanding of first line practitioners involved in disaster relief). Special 

attention was also placed on the intertextuality established between various tropes and 

narrative lines circulated on mainstream and social media during a disaster situation and their 

impact on citizens’ perceptions and behaviors.  

The following categories of information sources have been consulted: 
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- Books and scientific articles dedicated to the study of risk, crisis and disaster 

communication, special focus being placed on the role of various media channels and, 

respectively, on the impact they carry on different target audiences; 

- Program documents made available by emergency response agencies across the world, 

both governmental and non-governmental entities;  

- Websites of international relief organizations, NGO’s, CSO’s, etc. 

- Documents and websites of local authorities; and 

- Public mainstream and social media content related to the specific case study 

conducted by the team of researchers.  

Entry threshold for cited research papers has been established by considering whether they 

offered a view on modern tools and methods of communication during risk, crisis or disaster 

situations and whether they included insight on communication processes and the interactions 

established in the rhetorical arena opened up during a crisis between the multiple actors 

involved in communication and their target population. 

 

At the same time, given the specific novelty of the topic – how we understand new practices of 

communication and how we build stronger competence of intervening field teams and entities 

in a growingly multicultural, media dependent context, in which target populations can be 

reached in multiple ways – we have looked into the different levels of impact mainstream vs. 

social media carry in relation to different target audiences and the kind of behavior they may 

encourage/determine. For this purpose the methodological framework of the study was 

designed to include both a macro and a micro level approach on communication models. In 

identifying main actors of communication, their interactions and impact, we have focused on 

three distinct models: the Crisis And Emergency Risk Communication Model (CERC), Disaster 

Communication Intervention Framework (DCIF) and last but not least the Rhetorical Arena 

Theory, which provides both a macro and a micro level of analysis.6 

Subsequently, research was complemented through media content analysis, emotional content 

analysis, social narratives analayis, intertextuality and qualitative analysis of data collected 

through surveys. To apply this latter method, we conducted semi-structured interviews and 

consultations; both with CARISMAND partners, as well as with first line experts and experienced 

practitioners in the field.  

 

                                                      
6 
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4.  Description of the report 

 

The drafting of the report, during July 2016 – September 2017, involved the following steps: 

 

The Report has been structured so as to include (1) an introduction into the institutional, 

theoretical and methodological framework, (2) a first chapter dedicated to understanding the 

role and the various functions played by the media – both mainstream and new - in 

communicating in case of disaster, (3) a second chapter focused on media’s interaction with 

actors involved in risk and disaster management and communication and (4) a specific case 

study on the Colectiv fire disaster (October 2015) which allowed for a comprehensive analysis 

on the impact and deep structural, social and political consequences communication filtered 

through media can bear at the level of risk, crisis and disaster management. 

  

1. Identifying the roles played by the media in different countries in risk 

communication  

2. Initial screening of sources (books, articles, reports, policy documents) to be considered 

as part of the literature review 

3. Literature review based on the results  

4. Overview of a determined set of cases to extract best practices and lessons learnt in 

cultural (in)sensitive media communication  

5. Overview of sensitive risk communication media instruments  

6. Case study  

7. Preparation and circulation of a draft report on the role of media in risk communication  

8. Revising the report and its appendices 

9. Circulating deliverable to all partners (August 2017) 

10. Revising draft and final report (September 2017) 

11. Submit deliverable to European Commission (October 2017) 
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CHAPTER ONE: The Role of Media in 

Communicating in Case of Disaster 

 

 

  

Core 

research 

questions  

What is the main role of media in disaster communication?  

What is the overall role of the media in disaster communication? To what 

extent does the media facilitate or impede communication? 

What are the main media instruments used in communication during disaster? 

By whom? 

Are there factors/circumstances in which media can inform citizen’s behavior 

and practices during crisis and disaster situations? If so, how can these factors 

be used constructively by disaster management actors? 

Conclusions – Best practices & lessons learned 



 

  

 
 

 
     

 23/193  
 

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

1.1. Introduction  

 

“Crisis calls for the media 

as the lungs call to aspirate the air we breathe” 

Régis Réveret and Jean-Nicolas Moreau 

 

In a society characterized by continuous technological development and marked by the 

considerable effects of globalization, media have become the most common and affordable 

means of communication for issues related to community wellbeing and society.In the overall 

conditions that define the modern “risk society”7 and with the increasing broadcasting across 

the world of local disasters, media have also taken up the role to provide statistic and useful 

dataand inform people about the conditions that define life in the community during and after 

a disaster. At the same time, media instruments have given citizens the opportunity to become 

an active part of the management process of a disaster, providing them with the necessary 

means to communicate with the authorities with responsibilities in disaster management. 

Several examples of different kinds of disasters (the 2011 Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, 

the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, the 2010 Haiti earthquake, the 2015 Colectiv 

fire etc.) have shown that mass media can intervene in many ways in the communication with 

citizens: 

 From a positive approach: calm people and encourage them to become active actors 

through their contribution to the process of managing a crisis generated by a disaster 

(natural or man-made), giving them an insightful perspective from the spot (places that 

are closest to the area where the disaster stroke) and thus help communities and 

families locating victims; 

 To a negative approach: terrify citizens and create panic and chaos by transmitting 

inadequate messages, rumors and false information, or not deliver information at all. 

 

This chapter aims to identify and define the role of media in situations such as natural or man-

made disasters. In our evaluation, we have started from the observation that the media have 

the tools and means to deliver information to citizens about the existing situation, to 

recommend behaviors that can minimize effects of crisis or disaster situations and to ensure 

                                                      
7A term coined by philosopher and theoretician Ulrich Beck which defines the preconditions of modern socieities 
in terms of uncertaintiy, increased flow of information and rapid social change, which leads to an unprecedented 
range of multiplied threats that individuals and communities need to cope with. 
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that the message is disseminated to all citizens, in an unbiased and rapid way. In establishing 

the role of the media in risk and disaster communication we also acknowledge that the 

significant impact of the media on the 24ehaviour of the citizens during disaster and relief stages 

comes from its key role in interpreting and disseminating ideas about public policies.  

Therefore, the focus of our study shall be placedon identifying those areas in which media acts 

as gatekeeper, informer, interpreter and and/or prescriber of recommended 24ehaviour on the 

part of the public.  

 

Before defining the role of mass media in disaster communication, though, it is necessary to 

make a clear-cut distinction between the two types of communication that the media have a 

role in, respectively: 

 Risk communication – defined as any purposeful exchange of information about health 

or environmental risks between interested parties. More specifically, risk 

communication is the act of conveying or transmitting information between parties 

about (a) levels of health or environmental risks; (b) the significance or meaning of 

health or environmental risks; or (c) decisions, actions, or policies aimed at managing 

or controlling health or environmental risks. Interested parties include government 

agencies, corporations and industry groups, unions, the media, scientists, professional 

organizations, public interest groups, and individual citizens (CARISMAND Project, D-

8.1 Report briefing on risk communication models and best practices 25); 

 Crisis and disaster communication- can be, at the most general level, understood as 

“exchange of information about disasters” (CARISMAND Project, D-8.1 Report briefing 

on risk communication models and best practices 29). 

Hence, the aim of the present deliverable is to focus predominantly on the role that the media 

may play during communication situations – risk, crisis and disaster – and specially the interest 

of a large range of audience. 

 

When communicating a risk, crisis or disaster relevant information, it is very important to 

choose the proper type of media, as each of them displays certain communicative 

characteristics, influencing how, where and why a specific message is produced and delivered 

to the members of a rhetorical arena (Schulz et. Al. 20-27). On the other hand, Austin et al. (188-

207) consider that a step to be followed when communicating with the public in case of 

disaster is represented by matching information form (traditional media – newspaper, 

television, radio; new media – the Internet, social media etc.; offline word-of-mouth 

communication) and sources (journalist, media trusts, organizations, authorities, public 

institutions, user-generated content on social media, etc.). People usually have the tendency to 
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search for further information on other media sources if the initial information about an 

important event (in this context, the evolution of the effects and consequences of a disaster) 

comes from voices on social media (Frandsen, Johansen 152). Another factor that influences the 

decision process regarding the most useful media channel to be used in disaster communication 

is represented by the analysis of the nature of the disaster. Prior to delivering messages, it is 

important to know if the disaster is limited to some sectors and with short-term effects and 

consequences, or if it is structural, with long-term effects, that affect major vital sectors of a 

society (Trappel et. Al. 46).  Moreover, it is also important to evaluate the technological level of 

each area of a state, to ensure that there are not used means of communication that are not 

available for the citizens, as well as the level of literacy of the citizens, in order to ensure that 

the message is being understood. 

 

Moreover, understanding how media forms perceptions and relates an event (crisis, disaster, 

etc.) provides important insight into the nature of disaster mitigation and the recommendable 

communication of response policies. The lens through which an event is deciphered are most 

often offered by the media and in situations with a strong emotional impact, as disasters, media 

builds interpretation grids that affect the perceptions and behaviors. Those “lenses” are 

“primarily if not exclusively learned from media accounts” (Quarantelli, 1991, p. 2). In the “global 

village”, as our globalized society is defined today, the perceptions of a hazard disaster are more 

regular, more intense, more profound, and immediate than they have ever been (Beck, 2006). 

 

Considering all the above-mentioned aspects, the present chapter is devised into three main 

sections:  

 A first section will provide a theoretical perspective and will describe the social role of 

media (both mainstream and new),  

 The second section  will be dedicated to mainstream media and the way in which its 

instruments are used in communication in case of disaster, and 

 The third section will discuss the role of new media in current and recommendable 

disaster management strategies, emphasizing the impact of social media on 

communication.  
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1.2. A Theoretical Framework for Understanding 

Communication in Risk, Crisis and Disaster 

Situations 

 

In choosing a theoretical model to inform our understanding and study, we first had to 

acknowledge that “disaster communication, crisis communication and risk communication are 

strongly interrelated” (CARISMAND Project, D-8.1 Report briefing on risk communication models 

and best practices 31), and hence any understanding of communication processes and the role 

the media plays has to start from a comprehensive perspective on all three interrelated fields. 

In practice, disaster, crisis and risk communication form one convergent and complementary 

flux of information being disseminated on multiple channels by a multitude of state and private 

actors and entities whose messages are most of the times filtered by the media before reaching 

out to the target audience. Therefore, if we are to understand the complex picture and place 

disaster, crisis and risk communication against a clear background, we need to approach the 

issue from different angles and on different levels of analysis. Strategic communication and state 

actors, media broadcasters, new media platforms, contributing citizens, civil society 

organizations, all converge to create a diffuse but essentially interdependent scene of action 

where each entity can play a major role on communication during risk, crisis and disaster 

communication. 

 

Therefore, at a theoretical level, we have embraced four main methodologies, each convergent 

with one section of our analysis and each complementing the different angles provided 

throughout the study: 

 

Model No. 1 
 

Theory  Level of 

analysis  

Definition  Role of media 

Crisis and 

Emergency Risk 

Communication 

(CERC) 

Macro 

level 

Model which combines elements of crisis and 

risk communication; it incorporates principles 

of effective communication throughout the 

evolution of a risk factor into a crisis event and 

on through the clean-up and recovery phase 

(Reynolds, Seeger 51); it proposes a type of 

disaster communication that can prevent 

further illness, injury, or death, restore or 

To transmit warning 

messages and keep people 

informed about the 

evolution of the situation 
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maintain calm, and engender confidence in the 

operational response (Reynolds, 249); 

the CERC model defines crisis as developing in 

predictable and systematic ways: from risk, to 

eruption, to clean-up and recovery on into 

evaluation (Reynolds, Seeger 51). 

Table 1. A working model adapted after the CERC method (Reynolds, Seeger 52-53) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This model contributes to the prioritization of main activities that should be conducted in the 

disaster management process in terms of communication, mass media playing an important role 

in achieving the following identified objectives through its numerous instruments and tools. The 

CERC model also defines six principles of effective crisis and risk communication (Manuel 2014): 

 

1. Pre-crisis (risk messages; warnings; preparations) 

In this stage, the role of media is to reflect the status quo and to attract attention to peoples’ 

perceptions, dysfunctionalities and warnings transmitted by authorities in a clear and 

constructive way. 

New media channels can be an essential tool to reach young audience and 27nalyse27r27re 

environments through graphic, short and at hand messages. 

Communication and education campaigns – to which it is recommendable to take media actors 

as strategic partners – should target both the public and the response community (state 

institutions, NGO’s and CSO’s) to facilitate: 

According to CERC model, the following features to which media contributes in an 

essential waycan beidentified: 

1. be first– during a crisis, communication with the public in a timely manner 

is crucial; 

2. be right – transmitting an accurate message contributes to the credibility 

of a source, thus information should include details of what is known, what 

is not known and what steps have been taken in order to explore the 

“unknown”; 

3. be credible – during crisis, being honest and trustworthy is an essential 

condition; 

4. express empathy – in order to build trust, it is vital for mass media to 

emphatize with the public and address their feelings by acknowledging 

their suffering in words; 

5. promote action – giving people concrete assignments to do helps calming 

anxiety and restoring order; 

6. show respect – communicating in a respectful manner promotes 

cooperation and report. 
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 Monitoring and recognition of emerging risks;  

 General public understanding of risk; 

 Public preparation for the possibility of an adverse event; 

 Changes in 28nalyse28r to reduce the likelihood of harm (self-efficacy); 

 Specific warnings messages regarding some imminent threat; 

 Alliances and cooperation with agencies, organizations, and groups; 

 Development of consensual recommendations by experts and first responders; 

 Message development and testing for subsequent stages. 

 

2. Initial Event (uncertainty reduction; self-efficacy; reassurance) 

In this stage, the role of the media is essential in informing, correcting perceptions, 

recommending 28nalyse28r, and ensuring key communicators have access to general audience 

and target population. 

Rapid communication to the general public and to affected groups is a must, seeking to 

establish: 

 Empathy, reassurance, and reduction in emotional turmoil; 

 Designated crisis/agency spokespersons and formal channels and methods of 

communication; 

 General and broad-based understanding of the crisis circumstances, consequences, and 

anticipated outcomes based on available information; 

 Reduction of crisis-related uncertainty; 

 Specific understanding of emergency management and medical community responses 

 Understanding of self-efficacy and personal response activities (how/where to get 

more information). 

 

3. Maintenance (ongoing uncertainty reduction; self-efficacy; reassurance) 

In this stage, the role of the media is essential in correcting perceptions, building cohesion and 

willingness to cooperate at a community level, consolidating the sense of self-control and 

empowerment. Communication to the general public and to affected groups is seeking to 

facilitate: 

 More accurate public understandings of ongoing risks; 
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 Understanding of background factors and issues; 

 Broad-based support and cooperation with response and recovery efforts; 

 Feedback from affected publics and correction of any misunderstandings/rumors; 

 Ongoing explanation and reiteration of self-efficacy and personal response activities 

(how/where to get more information) begun in the stage described above; 

 Informed decision making by the public based on understandings of risks/benefits. 

 

4. Resolution (updates regarding resolution; discussions about cause and new risks/new 

understandings of risks) 

In this stage, the role of the media is to facilitate communication of community and responsible 

institutions’ efforts to provide closure, clarity of response, communicating corrective and 

punitive measures, if necessary, improvements made at crisis and disaster management level. 

Public communication and campaigns directed toward the general public and affected groups 

should seek to: 

 Inform and persuade about ongoing clean-up, remediation, recovery, and rebuilding 

efforts; 

 Facilitate broad-based, honest, and open discussion and resolution of issues regarding 

cause, blame, responsibility, and adequacy of response; 

 Improve/create public understanding of new risks and new understandings of risk, as 

well as new risk avoidance behaviors and response procedures; 

 Promote the activities and capabilities of agencies and organizations to reinforce 

positive corporate identity and image. 

 

5. Evaluation (discussions of adequacy of response; consensus about lessons and new 

understandings of risks) 

In this stage, the media has a fundamental role in creating the right framework for adequate 

evaluations and assessments to be communicated to the public. 

Communication directed towards agencies and the response community should: 

 Evaluate and assess responses, including communication effectiveness; 

 Document, formalize and communicate lessons learned; 

 Determine specific actions to improve crisis communication and crisis response 

capability; 
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 Create linkages to pre-crisis activities. 

  



 

  

 
 

 
     

 31/193  
 

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

Model No. 2 
 

Theory  Level of analysis  Definition  Role of media 

Disaster Communication 

Intervention Framework 

(DCIF) 

(Houston et al., 291) 

Macro level A phased approach to 

disasters that supports 

not only the public health 

disaster response, but 

also aims to produce 

public 

mental/31nalyse31r31r 

health outcomes, 

dividing disaster’s 

occurrence in three 

phases 

The media contributes to 

the dissemination of key 

messages during main 

communication phases, 

giving a voice to all actors 

involved; social media 

allows organizations with 

responsibilities in 

disaster management to 

engage civil society in 

identifying and mitigating 

with existing and 

potential community 

risks. 
 

DCIF – Objectives and Strategies 

Phase Objectives Strategies 

Pre-event (preparedness) Improve individual and 

community disaster 

preparedness 

Provide information about risk, individual and 

community preparedness, and existing disaster plans 

Increase individual and 

community resilience  

Develop community connections/relationships 

 Engage community in discussion of risks, planning and 

response 

Inoculate against disaster-related distress 

Event (response) Decrease disaster-

related distress and 

unhealthy/unhelpful 

behavior 

Provide information about event and disaster 

response to reduce uncertainty 

Promote wellness, 

coping, recovery and 

resilience 

Provide information about what individuals and 

community can do to stay safe, and what can be done 

to help with disaster response 

 Provide information on normal reactions and coping 

skills 

Monitor media and provide corrections to 

disseminated information 

Address reactions to media coverage of the disaster 

Connect people with social support and community 

resources 

Demonstrate concern and empathy 

Post event(recovery) Continue event phase 

intervention objectives 

as needed 

Continue event phase strategies as needed 
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 Help community make 

sense of what happened 

Support development of community trauma narrative 

 (Re)connect community Develop and 32nalyse32r32re community connections 

  Provide outreach about available services and 

programs 

Table 2. DCIF – objectives and strategies (Houston et al., 287) 

 

All things considered, the Disaster Communication Intervention Framework (DCIF) establishes 

as main objectives the improvement of individual and community preparedness and resilience, 

reconstruction of a community after a disaster, the decrees of disaster-related distress and the 

promotion of wellness, coping, recovery and resilience. DCIF provides, thus, a multiphase 

frameworkof public disaster mental/32nalyse32r32r health communication intervention, 

which can be exploited by disaster managers in order to improve mental and 32nalyse32r32r 

outcomes following a disaster (Houston et al. 283).  

In conclusion, DCIF is an integrative communication model that uses a multiphase framework to 

mix communication principles focused on defining risk with the crisis and organizational 

orientation of crisis communication (Houston et al., 285). Applying the DCIF model during the 

management process of a crisis generated by a disaster (fully integrated into every phase of the 

crisis response) effectively contributes to the assurance that the available resources are 

managed in an efficient way, which allows taking the proper steps to mitigate the effects of the 

crisis. 

Both theories described above extend the landscape of risk, crisis and disaster communication 

to include a multiphase framework and a continuum of communication between the various 

actors involved – institutions, NGOs, CSOs, citizens and media (both mainstream and social). 

They offer the opportunity to redefine communication and establish distinct opportunities tobe 

explored by actors involved in risk, crisis and disaster management in their relationship with the 

media. Also, both open windows of opportunity for an enhanced role of media actors as 

strategic partners in mitigating risksor managing disasters. Community building, empowerment 

and resilience, transparency in action, development of extended networks of communication 

with each individual contributing to the building and sharing of essential knowledge during a 

disaster situation, all are features developed specifically by these models of communication in 

which media, both mainstream and new, play an essential role. 

Against this background, it becomes evident that in order to create a comprehensive 

understanding of the multiphase, multileveled continuum of communication, the theoretical 

model through which one can create a better understanding of the role of media needs to be 

upgraded to include the interactions between the various actors and their multipleroles – e.g. 

citizens acting simultaneously as consumers and producers of information, private entities 

collecting via social networks and online channels of communication information on community 
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needs, NGO’s facilitating self-help and self-management at local, grassroots level, institutions 

acting as generators and repository of local initiatives, etc.  

Therefore, we have opted to include in our theoretical framework another level of analysis – 

that of the overall rhetorical arena opened with each crisis situation. It must be stated though 

that the Rhetorical Arena Theory (RAT) is derived from a distinct field of communication, namely 

the organizational crisis communication domain, based on the tradition of image restoration 

(Benoit 1995) and The Situational Crisis Communication Theory (Coombs 1999) which were 

exploited by Frandsen and Johansen (2012) to generate a better and more accurate 

understanding of the interdependences and inter-relation established between the various 

actors involved in communication during a crisis situation. RAT facilitates a better understanding 

of the interactions raised in the vocal landscape of a disaster and helps identify the actors that 

are involved in the communication process, as well as the role of mass media as a communicator 

in a crisis.  

 

Model No. 3 

 

Theory  Level of 

analysis  

Definition  Role of media 

The Rhetorical Arena 

Theory (RAT) 

Macro and 

micro level 

RAT focuses on understanding 

the systematic, complex and 

dynamic social space that opens 

up when a crisis occurs, where 

multiple voices start to 

communicate in direct inter-

relation and inter-dependency 

(customers, citizens, news media, 

third parties, as well as 

organizations and authorities 

with responsibilities in disaster 

management) (Frandsen, 

Johansen 139).  

To offer channels where 

actors involved in 

communication can establish 

efficient interactions and a 

correct flow of information. 

 

The RAT theory has been developed and applied initially to explain, handle and remedy 

organizational crisis. Nevertheless, it is our assessment that given the increasingly interactive 

patterns of 33nalyse33r fostered by institutions – media – citizens, the media’s loss of its 

traditional role of gatekeeper (as to who is given status to comment on public problems and 

prescribe solutions) and the increasing role of the citizen (as contributor to public standing 

and information dissemination via the social media) it is time to attempt to integrate this 

perspective into the overall conceptual framework of risk, crisis and disaster communication 
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process. It has become evident over the past two decades that the classic one-way model of 

communication from sender to receiver is a matter of the past. To better understand (a) how 

communication is achieved, and (b) to what extent and how messages are filtered and processed 

in the mélange of mainstream media reporting, institutions directly communicating to citizens 

via social networks, individuals disseminating information and on the spot accounts via citizen 

journalism, one needs to integrate a more nuanced methodological approach. Hence our option 

to integrate the rhetorical arena theory into our analytic 34nalyse34r. 

 

One instance in which RAT theory proved its usefulness beyond the classic organizational 

crisis environment was Turkey’s man-made mine disaster dated May 2014. The rhetorical 

arena model has been applied to the main aspects of the crisis communication process.In 

this particular case, the attribution of responsibility was unclear as a consequence of 

‘mining royalty agreement’ between the government and the corporation. Furthermore, 

since different actors referred this particular crisis by different notions, the attribution of 

responsibility was unclear and difficult to decide upon. According to the above-mentioned 

agreement, the crisis should have been dually managed by the government and by Soma 

Mining Inc., but, in fact, it was completely handed over by the government at short notice. 

At this point in the analysis, Cinarli (2016) had to extend the application of RAT to the 

national level, as the specific corporation was no longer the sole agent and level of 

analysis. Thus, multiple actors were involved in the communication process – Turkish 

government, the main opposition party CHP, other opposition parties, Soma Mining Inc, 

Soma Platformu – a group of five NGOs, other NGOs, expert institutions, labor unions, a 

rival company – Park-Teknik, protestors, and news media. In a nutshell, the RAT theory 

applied to this particular example showed that actors entered the arena over discussing 

the existence of an incident risk in the mine long before the crisis, even if there was no 

shared responsibility for the crisis. However, the moment the crisis occurred, actors in the 

rhetorical arena behaved as if organizational responsibility and roles had not been clarified 

and shared at the pre-crisis stage. Furthermore, it has been revealed that there was an 

ambiguity in the communication roles, a blurred assignment of attributions between the 

government and the company etc. As a result, an emerged ground of ‘shared 

irresponsibility’ led to a chaotic crisis communication environment and an ineffective crisis 

management. On the other hand, multiple actors in the rhetorical arena brought their 

contribution to identify the crisis situation and to frame the attribution of responsibility 

according to their ideology, and the ‘power of their voices’. The discursive narratives of 

the actors have intended to influence the crisis management by supporting, opposing, or 

negotiating (Cinarli 2016). 
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This example above shows that, in a disaster situation, it is quite difficult to ensure that citizens 

are timely informed about the evolution of the situation (damages, victims, effects, areas 

damaged, etc.) and to control what kind of messages are being forwarded and the impact they 

might have for the future 35nalyse35r of citizens.  

RAT theory highlights the fact that in a crisis it is highly important to coordinate the message 

delivered by competent authorities and organizations with messages delivered by other actors 

of the rhetorical arena, in order to avoid misinterpretations and generate public distrust in 

governments and state institutions with responsibilities in disaster management.  

The rhetorical arena model consists of two main components, as follows: 

 The context model, that applies at a macro level, and represents the figurative arena 

of communication which appears in the wake of a crisis inflicting event, including all 

the actors that play a role in the communication process; in this case, the arena is 

considered to be closed space, this meaning that all actors communicate and act within 

the parameters of the crisis situation (Frandsen, Johansen 2007, 275); 

 

Fig. 1 Interaction between actors in rhetorical arena (according to Frandsen and Johansen, 2007) 

 

 The text model, which applies at a micro level, and is inspired by text and discourse 

theories, representing a socio-discursive model with three actors: senders, receivers 

and the crisis communication; this model also includes as main mediums the printed 

media (newspapers), the electronic media (television) and the new media (social 

media, Internet) (Frandsen, Johansen 2007, 281-282). 
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Fig. 2 Text model in rhetorical arena (according to Frandsen and Johansen) 

 

Jensen (41), basing his research on the results of Frandsen and Johansen, has developed a crisis 

communication matrix (Fig. 3 below). The matrix compiles the factors that influence the 

communication process when a crisis occurs, taking into consideration the discursive aspects 

within communication.  

For Jensen (41-41) the context in which the message is being transmitted, the medium the 

message is addressed to, the genre of the message and the text itself (the way in which the 

message is constructed) are shaping the way in which people choose to communicate during a 

crisis.  

Fig 3. Crisis Communication Matrix (Frandsen and Johansen 2007) 
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The RAT theory manages to give an insightful approach to the social space that is created when 

a disaster strikes. The authors – Finn Frandsen and Winni Johansen (141-142) – have created, in 

their attempt to define the above-mentioned space, a list of actors, which we have adjusted to 

a broader area of analysis (at a national level, not organizational one as it was thought initially), 

introducing authorities and institutions with attributions in the field of disaster communication, 

as well as NGOs and corporation that are most implicated in communication in case of crisis: 
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ACTOR ATTRIBUTIONS/ROLE 

News media Cover and/or intervene in the crisis, making it accelerate with their revelations 

and breaking news 

Consumers and citizens Express their attitudes or exchange opinions about the crisis on their social 

network, including social media such as Facebook and Twitter 

Public Relations experts Comment on the crisis, its causes, and consequences, including the crisis 

management efforts 

Politicians Connect their political agenda to the crisis, for example by demanding more 

regulations within the policy area 

NGOs/CSOs Act and communicate for disaster preparedness and post-disaster mitigation 

and reconstruction 

Corporations Protect the reputation of their industry in case of disaster, as well as 

contributing by their results to the mitigation of the effects 

Responsible authorities and 

institutions 

Coordinate and lead crisis management  

Fig. 4 Actors and roles identified by the rhetorical arena theory (adaptation after Frandsen and Johansen, 2007) 

 

Taking into consideration all the aspects – with regards to mass media as a 

communicator/facilitator during disasters – listed above, it is our aim to focus this section of D 

8.2 on identifying and 38nalyse38r the role played by the media in disaster communication, 

considering the social space that opens up when a crisis occurs. For this purpose, an 

understanding of the general framework of communication in the rhetorical arena is of high 

importance and should be taken into account by all actors involved in risk, crisis and disaster 

communication. 
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Fig. 5 Interactions established between actors in the rhetorical arena during risk, crisis and disaster 

communication 

 

Finally, in order to complement the conceptual framework offered by RAT for a better analysis 

at micro level, it’s important to acknowledge the importance of RAT in establishing a text 

analysis model, inspired by text and discourse theories and which includes the printed media 

(newspapers), the electronic media (television) and the new media (social media, Internet) 

(Frandsen, Johansen 2007, 281-282). For their insertion into an adequate analysis of crisis 

communication, we have decided to also include a close textual analysis of Media Content 

Analysis, which represents the fourth and final conceptual model in our 39nalyse39r39red 

assessment. 
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Media Content 

Analysis 

Micro level A model of analysis applied to media 

content, relevant, in our case, to 

understanding specific messages 

circulated during a crisis and disaster 

situation and their impact on target 

population (when combined with 

sociological opinion polls 

measurements) The method applies 

solely to narratives, contexts and the 

intertextual relationship established 

between the various key messages 

and channels of communication. 

 

The role of media is intrinsic to 

understanding how 

information is shaped, 

circulated, and how it impacts 

models of 40nalyse40r in 

targeted communities. 

 

The development of the content analysis methodology owes its beginnings to practitioners of 

media studies and religious scholars, who conducted content analyses on printed books prior to 

1900 (Krippendorff, 2004). Early media content analyses included propaganda studies dated 

from World War II (Neuendorf 2002). Another step, which contributed to the emergence of 

modern Media Content Analysis methods, was the General Inquirer Project, conducted at 

Harvard University in the 1960s, whose main objective was to 40nalyse written messages 

(Neuendorf 2002). After the domain of media content analysis expanded in the late 1980s and 

1990s, nowadays it continues to evolve as a mainstream science, which tries to adapt to 

changing data and research needs (Wertz et al., 2011).  

Sociologists showed their interest in mass media content since the early 20th century, beginning 

with Max Weber, who considered that media content could be a means of monitoring the 

‘cultural temperature’ of society (Hansen et al., 92). Media content analysis was, thus, gradually 

acknowledged as a specialized sub-set of content analysis, to finally become a well-established 

research methodology (McNamara 2005). In accordance with Neuendorf (2002), content 

analysis is “the primary message-centered methodology”, stating that “in the field of mass 

communication research, content analysis has been the fastest-growing technique over the past 

20 years or so” (Neuendorf, 2002). According to same McNamara (2005), media content analysis 

developed as a research methodology in mass communication studies and social sciences in the 

1950s, being previously a research methodology used for investigating the rapidly expanding 

communication content of movies.  

Hence we can define content analysis as a research method used in the study of ‘texts’, be they 

transcripts of interviews, debates in the social research field, stories, films, TV programs or the 

editorial and advertising content of newspapers and magazines. In addition, media content 
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analysis was also used in mass media studies by Harold Lasswell in 1927, in order to provide an 

adequate instrument with which to analyse propaganda (McNamara 2005). 

Today, it contributes to the definition and understanding of the media profile of 

someone/something through the evaluation of issues, messages, advocates, critics, media and 

journalists by giving qualitative ratings to print, broadcast and online coverage and 

recommending PR action and response (Trueman 2015). 

The Media Content Analysis proved an extremely useful technique specifically in the case study. 

It helpslooking directly at communication via texts or transcripts. Moreover, it allows for both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches and provides insight into complex models of human 

thought and language use (Trueman 2015). 

 

1.3. Role of Mass Media – General Considerations 

 

Media has always been a vital instrument in risk, crisis and disaster communication. Traditional 

media (news agencies, the press, radio and television) or new media (provided by digital and 

mobile technologies) have played a meaningful role in both supporting institutions and 

organizations in developing disaster management policies and strategies, and in helping 

developing a shared space to gain experience on how to create support for social mobilization 

and community awareness. Today, media provides experts with the right tools to efficiently 

determine the geographical location of disasters. It gives citizens the opportunity to express 

their own opinions and experiences towards a crisis situation generated by a disaster 

(Greenberg, Scanlon 2016).  

The desire to create public accounts shared to the community has existed since pre-historic 

times, when people used to paint on the walls of caves in order to ensure that their stories will 

be passed on to next generation – this being considered by some authors simultaneously the 

first accounts of traditional media over reality and the first form of art. The word “media” was, 

however, first mentioned in the 1920s. At the time, it was used to refer to something that had 

its origin much further in the past. Even though the first newspaper was printed in 868 A.D. in 

China (which proved not to be a successful business considering the high prices of paper and the 

citizens’ level of illiteracy), only in the late 15th century media began to develop, with the 

invention of printing press that allowed publication of books and newspapers on a larger scale 

(UK Essays, 2015). 

One of the main effects of globalization was the compression of time and space which gave the 

media the possibility to display on television or on smart devices information about disasters – 

from natural (earthquakes, hurricanes, tsunami, etc.) to industrial and man-made – in real time. 
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As a consequence, the way in which we experience a situation created by a disaster, is highly 

influenced and shaped by the interaction with media technologies, agencies and industries 

(Greenberg, Scanlon 2016). Judging by the fact that media develops relationships with all state 

and private institutions, being the most important interface with the target audience, it is 

correct to say that both mainstream and new media have become an active part of society. 

In this context, information about a disaster reaches public (of all ages) through the media much 

faster than through other communication means, people developing the tendency to be 

constantly informed about current events that may affect their safety. An organization or 

institution has to make great efforts in order to get the attention of media in normal times, in 

order to promote its missions, values and/or products or to attract new customers or members; 

however, when a disaster struck, the media is the one that reaches Public Relations 

officers/spokespersons or other representatives to ensure that they will deliver the right and 

correct information to their audience.  

Considering the way in which technology has developed considerably influenced the way in 

whichcommunication process evolved beginning with the 1940s, from a transmission paradigm, 

which highlighted the importance of the sender, the distribution of information and the 

expected effect, to an interaction paradigm which focused on the receiver, the way in which the 

messages were interpreted and the creation of meaning (Heath and Bryant, 98), the research 

willfocus on the two main categories of media today:  

 mainstream media – print (news agencies, the press, books, magazines etc.) and 

broadcast (radio and television); and 

 new media – media provided by digital and mobile technologies: the Internet, social 

media, etc. 

 

Quick overview 

Public perception and even the direct individual experience are shaped and determined in large part by our 

interactions with traditional or new media. According to Greenberg & Scanlon (2016) news media plays an 

“important and constructive role in times of emergency. When people hear warnings from any source, one of the 

first things they do is seek some confirmation of what happened, and the first source they turn to is a media outlet”.  

On the other hand, Scanlon (2007, 420) paraphrasing on Quarantelli (23), note that “passing on warnings is without 

doubt, the clearest and most consistent role of mass media in a disaster.” Our awareness of emergencies and 

disasters is defined in large part by news media (Greenberg & Scanlon, 2016), especially considering the fact that 

radio, television and web-based media are much more immediate and thus more prominent in the first stages of a 

crisis. So, first information shapes our first perception (impression) and, unfortunately, this first perception is very 

resistant to changes. The words and images used in the first messages will also outline the 42ehaviour or attitudes 

of individuals in the next phases of the crisis. 

 



 

  

 
 

 
     

 43/193  
 

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

While a disaster might itself create significant disruptions to the life of individuals, the way it is 

reported in the media is crucial for how those not directly affected will react to it. People might 

decide to offer support for the victims, blame the authorities for the plight of individuals and 

even come out to protest in 43ehavi of better conditions or stronger rules (as was the case after 

the Colectiv disaster). Alternatively, those affected by a particular disaster might themselves be 

blamed for their misfortune, leading to their suffering being marginalized and de-legitimized.  

According to the well-known work of Lazarsfeld and Merton (1957), the media can play several 

roles in a democratic society.  The two authors take a relatively critical approach of the media, 

seeing it as a force for conservatism rather than a progress-inducing sector.   

The first role that Lazarsfeld and Merton see for the media is that of conferring status.  They 

argue that the “mass-media bestows prestige and enhances the authority of individuals and 

groups by legitimizing their status” (Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1957, 235). This can done both to 

individuals claiming to authoritatively speak on public- interest issues and in commercial 

advertising.  

The second role that the media plays is that of enforcing social norms. This is done through 

public exposure and condemnation of deviation from accepted social 43ehaviour. While this 

might be done on a case-by case basis in some particular situations, at other points, the media 

might organize a whole “crusade” to expose a set of deviations in a group of people and to 

achieve social change. In the view of the two authors, in this capacity, the media might both 

contribute to societal improvement and to maintain a conservative atmosphere by condemning 

deviations (Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1957, 237).  

Furthermore, the media has also been accused of having a “narcotizing dysfunction”. This is 

done by the mass and cheap entertainment programs which fill up a considerable amount of 

media time, avoiding discussion of issue of public relevance. In the opinion of the two authors, 

the media’s role should primordially be to create a space for public conversation rather than 

public entertainment.  

Through its information function, the media also has an important impact on popular taste and 

can be used to lift the overall level of aesthetic competence of the wider public. While research 

quoted by Lazarsfeld and Merton shows that simply supplanting a soap opera with classical 

music is bound to fail, the two authors argue that more subtle forms of substitution might help 

to educate the public.  

Strongly connected to the idea of changing social attitudes towards art, the two authors show 

that media can be employed to spearhead propaganda for social objectives. They quote further 

research which shows that this can be achieved if a set of other conditions is also met, such as 

the monopolization of media by those transmitting a certain message, a reliance on previously 
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existing values which must be 44ehaviour44 towards the desired objective and finally, the use 

of face-to-face contact (Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1957, 245). 

More recent research on the functions of the media has also established that is can also play a 

watchdog role. This implies a critical attitude towards the 44ehaviour of those in power and a 

constant and thorough investigation of any alleged misdeeds. According to the literature, the 

most famous cases of watchdog journalism are the exposure of the Tweed Ring in the 

nineteenth century of the Watergate affair in the twentieth (Franke, 1995). 

The different public reactions to a disasters are dependent on how the media chooses to frame 

a particular problem. According to Entman (1993 apud DH Waever, 2007: 52) ‘to frame is to 

select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, 

in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral 

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described”. Furthermore, the way 

the media frames a particular aspect is also based on the way journalists themselves perceive 

the world. Thus, the roles that the media plays in a particular crisis significantly depends on how 

it frames the events and those affected by the disaster.  

Moreover, the way that the media frames a particular event also has crucial effects on how 

people believe who is to blame and who must bear the responsibility for solving the situation. 

Shanto Iyengar distinguishes between thematic and episodic framing. According to Iyengar, “the 

episodic frame depicts public issues in terms of concrete instances of specific events- a homeless 

person, an unemployed worker” while “the thematic news frame, in contrast, places public 

issues in some general or abstract context. Reports on reductions in government welfare 

expenditure, changes in the nature of employment opportunities, the social grievances of 

groups [..] are examples of thematic coverage”(Iyengar, 1993: 369). Further, the author 

distinguishes between causal and treatment attributions of responsibilities: “causal 

responsibility focuses on the origin of the issue or problem, whereas treatment responsibility 

focuses on who or what has the power to alleviate or to forestall the alleviation of the issue” 

(Iyengar, 1993: 369).   

With the advent of social media, authors have theorized new roles that this can play. As 

mentioned before, the main difference between new media and classical media is that the latter 

introduces the possibility of many-to-many communication rather than simply one-to-many. In 

this particular setting, framing is no longer the monopoly of the journal and of its editors, but 

has been democratized. Each individual can now frame a particular issue as he or she sees fit.  

According to Chan, in disaster situations, new media can play some of the following roles:  

Information dissemination. Information dissemination through social media tools is an 

effective means to provide reliable information quickly to the public to enable them 

tobetter prepare for and respond to crises.  
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Disaster planning and training. Gamification8 leverages social media for disaster planning 

and training to promote personnel training, scenario planning and collaboration between 

various crisis management agencies from the public sector, private sector and civil society 

organizations.  

Collaborative problem solving and decision making. Crowdsourcing using social media 

facilitates collaborative problem solving and decision making by integrating various 

streams of information from mobile and web-based technologies to fill the 

 perceived sense-making and information gaps as well as to aggregate, analyse and plot 

dataabout urgent humanitarian needs.  

Information gathering. On-the-scene footage, citizen journalism and disaster assessment 

are central to information gathering for coordinating crisis response. Al Jazeera uses a 

community platform that leverages on email, mobile text messages and smart phone 

applications (Chan 2014). 

While social media can have highly beneficial effects, especially during disasters, when classical 

media channels might be overburdened or unable to reach vast tracts of the affected area, there 

is also considerable potential disruption. According to media professor Peter Gross, new media 

lacks the function of gatekeeper and fact-checker which traditional media held. This allows for 

biased (either simply biased or commercially/financially/politically motivated) commentators to 

communicate what seems like value-free reporting and analysis and to be confused for such 

(Hurezean, 2016).  

 

1.4. The Role of Mainstream Media in Risk, Crisis and 

Disaster Communication 

 

“The news media play a key role before, during and after a crisis. ….The news media transform the crisis 

into a story where are heroes and villains, plots and climaxes…it serve as a kind of institutional memory in society” 

(Frandsen&Johansen, 2017, 177) 

 

According to Régis Réveret and Jean-Nicolas Moreau, “The crisis calls for the media as the 

lungs call to aspirate the air we breathe” (Moreau, Revert 23); in other words, the media are at 

the heart of the issuesand in times of crisis, the power of the media to disseminate information 

and call for intervention, to generate a collective emotion or to engage stakeholders, as well as 

                                                      
8 Use of game-like interfaces to simulate real-world scenarios and improve preparedness  
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to influence on the impact and management of the crisis is no longer to be demonstrated. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to know the media and the information disseminators to better 

understand them. It is also necessary to question the reception that should be reserved for 

them, as well as inquire on how and with what tools to deliver the messages to them in times 

of crisis. 

Hitherto research emphasizes that (mass-)media can play both a positive and a negative role 

on citizens in times and situations of crisis, by providing support in finding solutions and their 

implementation, or, on the contrary, by increasing the scope or play of the issue. Thus, on one 

hand, studies show that in many situations, “media facilitates access to information for 

policymakers, managers and citizens alike and increase the speed with which new information 

is gathered, accumulated and distributed, further increasing its role in managing situations such 

as natural disasters” (Ghassabi et all 97). On the other hand, the existing literature on the 

impacts of media is a difficult and not unambiguous exercise that might engage the reader into 

a double perceptive trap. The first is the image of the media as the responsible for putting the 

public opinion under the pressure and therefore introducing many disturbances in the accurate 

perception of issues (Pavelka 2164). Conversely, the second risk consists of considering that 

media have no role in shaping public opinion or any influence on the stakeholders’ play in crisis 

management (Jin et al. 82).  

To this point, although research on the role and impact of media on citizens in crisis situations 

gains more and more practical and scientific notice, it still lacks a comprehensive overview. 

Hence, we conducted the present literature review to examine how media (can) communicate 

in crisis situations, how they can influence the status quo and contribute to the post-crisis 

management process. The purpose of this review is to provide a solid foundation and suggest 

future research directions to advance knowledge on communication by the media and through 

the media in times and situations of crisis.  

Traditional media, and more recently social media, have played an important part in the public 

relations arena, the role assumed being twofold: distributing messages, and 

receiving/promoting reactions from/to customers. Thus, although the balance has shifted from 

the publication of newsworthy information towards publicizing and evaluation of relevant 

content available on the Web (otherwise known as gate watching) (Bruns 67), media continues 

to be the messenger of the information flows that emerge before, during and after an event, 

whichever its type, occurs.  
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1.4.1. Media: a Bridge between Stakeholders or a Mirror of 

Multiple Reflections 

“During times of crisis, conflict and natural disaster, the media are critical in contributing 

objectively to the discussion over how to respond, and ensuring local communities have access 

to life-saving information” (UNESCO, http://en.unesco.org/themes/media-crisis-and-disaster-

situations). For centuries, the media has developed a considerable power over societies and 

different groups, regardless of their education, wealth or status, influencing people’s thoughts, 

perceptions, or actions, and therefore shaping public opinion. In this context, the media have 

been taken into account in the management and resolution of catastrophes and humanitarian 

crises, since most of the time they are the only source of information for the affected population. 

In emergency situations, communication is essential, both internal and external, and must be 

present at all stages of the crisis, as it facilitates coordination and decision-making. But for 

communication strategies to be truly effective, they must be based on real, clear and timely 

information and must involve all stakeholders. This means that stakeholders who will be crisis 

communicators should comprehend, construct and deliver messages to the directly or indirectly 

affected stakeholders, as well as should prepare to receive and respond to feedback from these 

audiences (Derani, Naidu, 654). In this case, media actors are required to engage in a “process 

of creating and reporting the information that fits the ever-changing situation of the disaster 

and the decisions made in the media fits the needs of the target audience” (Ghassabi et al. 97). 

 

Before disaster During disaster After disaster 
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Disaster prevention education for 

citizens. 

Educating citizens for facing 

disasters.  

 

Helping in creating necessary laws 

for disaster management. 

Helping in creating disaster 

management plans. 

 

Supervising disaster centers and 

their readiness. 

Supervising and identifying the 

weak spots during disasters. 

Following up on the promises 

made by the government. 

Alerting and evacuating the 

disaster site. 

Instant news regarding the 

damages. 

 

Spreading news regarding the 

available facilities and their use. 

Supervising the distribution of the 

facilities and aids in disaster areas. 

Identifying the read needs of the 

victims. 

 

Encouraging humanitarian aids for 

the victims. 

Helping in organizing and 

distribution of humanitarian aids. 

Helping in stopping looting.  

Encouraging humanitarian aids 

from the people, organizations and 

NGOs. 

Following up on the promises 

regarding rebuilding and 

organization of victims. 

Supervising the budget spent in 

the disaster areas.  

 

Investigating long-term and 

invisible consequences of the 

disaster.  

Identifying the weaknesses of 

disaster management and fixing 

the problems. 

Remembering the adverse effects 

in order to prevent future 

disasters.  

Ghassabi et al. 2015, p. 97 

 

Understanding the role of media in emergency or crisis situations requires knowledge about the 

general context, the main players and their existing relations and those about to develop 

between them. Ghassabi et al. propose a matrix of the role of the media in situations of crisis 

according to the different stages of the disaster (see above).  

Authors like Hannides, Pantti and Wahl-Jorgensen have analyzedthe role of the media as a 

facilitator of meaning interpretation of man-made and natural disasters, as well as a provider 

of practical advice on how to prepare for and respond to these incidents (Hannides, 105-122). 

We watch the emergence of what Hervé Collet calls ‘social communication’ – “a system of 

thought and action that seeks to promote the human person taken individually or collectively, 

as subject, as much as object, of communication. From the outset, this definition refers to a 

philosophical conception of man and society, which aims to bring individuals and social groups 

into relationship with each other in a perspective of autonomy and responsibility. More 

concretely, social communication seems to us to be an opportunity for civil society to give its 

various components a better understanding and dialogue. It is the possibility open to any citizen 
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or group of citizens to freely and effectively enter into contact with any other citizen or group 

of citizens in an atmosphere of tolerance and mutual respect.”9 

Within the last decade, the way information and communication technologies have evolved and 

the way people use them deeply change our means of communication in times of crises. The 

most explicit example in this sense is the ever-increasing and daily use of social media. Social 

networks are thus more than involved in these situations, as initiators or propagators, thanks 

to a speed of information much superior to that of the traditional media. A simple negative 

opinion, and the ‘Bad Buzz’ can be created in a few hours. However, well used, social networks 

are tools to regulate crisis. For example, “Following Hurricane Sandy, British people have 

highlighted different facts: how people use these media, how virtual communities 

spontaneously get created and the incredible amount of information everybody can have access 

to. Thanks to this new mean of communication, each person plays an active part communicating 

on their situation and environment; which leads us to question human ability to deal with the 

information this medium offers”(Chabert 15). Thus, an important role in crisis communication 

and management has been assumed within the last years by social media (Rive al. 89), which 

complemented and even replaced traditional media in the process of both tactical and strategic 

communication by decision makers and other opinion makers, leading to the concept of SMEM: 

Social Media Emergency Management. SMEM consists of the goals and ways that social media 

can use to help build community disaster resilience which translates into minimization of 

residual risk, achievements of safe communities through shared responsibility and formation of 

social capital for disasters (Dufty 44). According to White, social media provide a considerable 

advantage in crisis situations by enabling the creation of intervention groups and the 

collaboration in real time “to best support the decision-making needed to manage both the 

expected and the unexpected” (White 71). 

In his 2000 book on the role of mass media, Niklas Luhman was highlighting that “everything we 

know about our society, and even about the world in which we live, we know from the mass 

media. From then on, the question of how the disaster was experienced as a radical 

transformation of our ‘being in the world’ is compounded by the question of how this 

catastrophe was experienced through the media”(Luhmann 1). 

                                                      
9 Collet, H., “Communiquer : pourquoi, comment", CRIDEC, 2004 : (fr.) La communication sociale, à nos yeux, peut 
être d'abord définie comme un système de pensée et d'action qui cherche à promouvoir la personne humaine prise 
individuellement ou collectivement, en tant que sujet, autant qu'objet, de communication. Cette définition renvoie 
d'emblée à une conception philosophique de l'homme et de la société, qui vise à mettre les individus et les groupes 
sociaux en relation les uns avec les autres dans une perspective d'autonomie et de responsabilité. Plus concrètement, 
la communication sociale nous semble être l'occasion que la société civile donne à ses diverses composantes de 
mieux se connaître et de dialoguer entre elles. C'est la possibilité ouverte à tout citoyen ou groupe de citoyens 
d'entrer librement, et efficacement, en contact avec n'importe quel autre citoyen ou groupe de citoyens, dans un 
climat de tolérance et de respect mutuel. 
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In our society, the role of the media is to (re)present the world in order to inform, but also to 

enable society to become aware of itself. Like the staging of Greek tragedies, “the treatment of 

a subject by the media, that is, the choices made under various constraints (space, time, 

available images, etc.), influences its reception by the public, and this, quite consciously. (…) It 

is in this sense that the concept of mise en scene comes into play” (Duhamel 2012). In other 

words, in a crisis situation, for instance, we are witnessing the dictatorship of time, with the 

tangle of several temporalities such as the time of the management of the crisis or the time of 

communication to the various audiences. Communicating quickly, usually on a technical level, 

to multiple actors, in a coherent way is an imperative. But for the public, the first phase of a 

crisis is emotional, thus, between the crisis management and the emotion of the target 

audience, everything is played out. Consequently, given the emotional load and the scarcity of 

information in the early hyours of a crisis, in most cases, imagination comes to play an important 

role in the crisisreception. , Hence,  a clear and comprehensive answer to the question “what 

happened” is rarely determined in the first hours after the event.  

 

According to cognitive psychology, the reality perceived by the natural capacity of each 

individual is modified by the group’s opinion. The group’s opinion represents the so-called 

“coalitional” defensive impulse, which modifies the judgment of the individual, because the 

judgment of the individual is dependent on his own perception. The perception of reality by the 

individual is thus modified by the opinion of the group that influences the individual’s ability to 

perceive and thus causes the individual to modify his own perception in 50nalys of that of the 

group that influences him. This perspective has been largely embraced by various authors like 

Joye who suggest that events in general and crisis in particular are a “media construct” which 

relies on the large coverage and therefore the public recognition and acceptance (Joye 2015, 

25). At the same time, negative events that are given little importance by the media remain 

“forgotten disasters” ignored or given little importance by the public (Joye 2014, 997). Thus, 

while media can determine members of non-affected further communities to respond to 

“distant suffering” through charitable actions or help increase preparedness amongst 

vulnerable communities by sharing lessons from previous incidents, media framing of natural or 

man-made disasters, emergency situations or other crises may not always have such benefits 

for the affected populations; crisis “coverage may be appropriated by elites in order to convince 

citizens to accept restrictions on civil liberties that they would ordinarily be opposed to” 

(Cottle17).    

The media offer the same information to a large number of people, which translates into the 

sharing of one-side opinion by the greatest number of people which tends to lead to the effect 

of the spiral of silence (Noelle-Neumann 46). This means that people begin 50nalysing generally 
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accepted opinions in public space and avoid expressing an opinion that would place them on the 

margins of society. Thus, when the media favors a certain opinion most people will embrace 

that perspective and will be less and less willing to express their own if this one is different, 

believing that they are alone in thinking so, and leaving the place to the mediatized 

information (Hampton et al. 24). 

 

1.4.2. Media as Influencer 

The ability of the media to influence the thoughts, attitudes and behaviors of citizens is a 

given. Whether we think about the determination of how events, actions or problems are 

represented in the public space – framing, or the prioritization of some issues instead of others 

– agenda-setting (Nelson et al. 567-583), it is a fact that nowadays the media have an important 

saying on the perception of the World by the people. Some authors characterize the role of the 

media as being a virtuous and constructive one for bringing citizens closer to each other by 

enabling the sharing of information on both good and bad things, the dissemination of 

knowledge and the participation in joint initiatives (Conti, Memoli, 27-46). Nevertheless, other 

authors like Cappella and Jamieson contend that media can also play a role that is more “vicious” 

(Cappella, Jamieson 336) for they encourage social tensions along with disillusionment, 

suspicion and distrust towards the elites and the states institutions responsible for acting in 

times of crisis (Robinson 409-432). From both optimistic and pessimistic perspectives, media 

appear relevant actors in the process of formation of citizens’ attitudes.  

Thus, by scanning the existing literature on the role of the media and its impact on citizens in 

crisis situations, a series of conclusions spring up: 

 Whereas social media’s role is definitely increasing both in times of calm and crisis, 

traditional media remains a trusted and authoritative source of information, making 

their mix ideally for the communication of strategic messages to the citizens.   

 The media have played an important role in educating people on matters of public 

interest in general and on crisis, and risks in particular. Moreover, they can make 

significant contributions to information flows during and after cascading crises and 

disasters, yet, many times, myths perpetuated through media channels may also hinder 

response and recovery initiatives through their distortion of the 51ehaviour and needs 

have affected populations.  

 Emotional discourses in disaster media coverage can help raise aid donations and invite 

members of the public to care about ‘distant suffering’. However, critics argue that this 

focus on ‘death and destruction’ has disproportionate influence upon the allocation of 

resources, and it is often appropriated by political elites to serve their respective 

agendas.  
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 Media have been promoting a model of ‘shared responsibility’, in which citizens are 

encouraged to play an active role in the production and sharing of crisis information, 

this being mainly seen within the last years via social media.  

 The role of the news media has shifted from gatekeeping to gate watching, whereby 

they publicize and share relevant news content rather than focus solely on its 

production.    

 ‘First informers’ and citizen journalists provide eyewitness perspectives on disasters 

that help emergency managers build situational awareness. Thus, the harnessing of 

collective intelligence via social media has the potential to create new information 

flows during the response and recovery stages of cascading disasters that could prevent 

disruption spreading to other elements of the socio-technical system.  

 Social media can also facilitate multi-directional information flows that have 

psychosocial impacts for disaster-affected populations that build resilience against 

future incidents. However, it should be noted that this often privileges the voices of 

better off residents at the expense of poorer ones, who typical lack the skills and 

expertise to make themselves heard online.  

 

1.4.3. Media as Entertainer. What Communicating Institutions 

Should Know about the Media Nowadays 

Communication in case of disasters is influenced by the principles governing the communication 

and entertainment industry. Since the main objective of traditional media is to sell and gain 

ratings, many times media runs the risk of blurring or trespassing ethical considerations. It will 

therefore search to deliver the target audience what it wants to know rather than what it is 

necessary to know (Fearn-Banks, 27-28). In this context, it has been observed that in the first 

information delivered to the masses, media like television, radio and newspapers have the 

tendency to favor tragic and emotional components of a disaster if they can contribute to “pump 

up ratings” and to express criticism towards the governments (Iqbal et. al., 571).  

Thus, an important step to be followed when communicating in case of crisis is to try to 

anticipate what the media wants and needs to know in order to deliver the correct and 

appropriate message to the audience.  

Author Kathleen Fearn-Banks has identified in her book entitled “Crisis Communication. A 

Casebook Approach” (36) a list of questions an entity (organization, institution, authority with 

responsibilities in disaster management) should take into account when communicating with 

media representatives: 

1. What happened? 
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2. Were there any deaths or injuries? 

3. What is the extent of the damage? 

4. Is there a danger of future injuries or damages? 

5. Why did it happen? 

6. Who or what is responsible? 

7. Whatis being done about it? 

8. When will it be over? 

9. Has it happened before? 

10. Were there any warning signs of the problem? 

Based on the research results of the above-mentioned author, it can be concluded that the 

main role played by mass-media in disaster communication is to inform the public opinion 

about the real situation generated by the disaster in order to avoid panic and chaos.  

Natural disasters, such as the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan or the 2005 Katrina hurricane, or 

man-made disasters such as the 2011 Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, have shown what 

communication strategies during disaster are more feasible. Researchers have identified several 

roles played by the media in developing and implementing such strategies, as follows (Iqbal et. 

al., 570): 

 raise awareness among citizens about the hazard and educate them on how to cope 

with a crisis; 

 help training and educating the public opinion about the disaster warnings and 

available ways of dissemination; 

 deliver the “customer” the necessary information about the state of disaster and its 

impact and effects (including physical, economic, social, political, emotional); 

 provide the population with details about the sources of disaster assistance; and 

 act like a mediator to coordinate the government’s actions with the emergency 

response organizations’ strategies and intervention plans. 

It is nevertheless important to emphasize that the role to inform remains secondary to the social 

roleplayed by the media during disaster (role that is considered to be its main objective) - to 

attract attention and audience and to score high ratings. Thus, in most cases, media channels 

choose to relate events and stories that have a powerful human impact, providing the latest 

details and updates on the ongoing situation. Reporters are focused on being the first to collect 

and disseminateinformation about damages and casualties.Therefore, in order to make 

messages delivered more credible and trustful, media also makes use of background 
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information about similar disasters in order to cover the time and space allocated for disaster 

new stories (just until they manage to collect information about the ongoing crisis) (Iqbal et. al., 

571). Hence, the opportunity for public institutions to invest in informing and educating media 

representatives on key information to be transmitted during crisis and disaster communication, 

which can raise significantly the quality and standard of the information disseminated by the 

media in the early hours of a disaster. 

It can be said that as far as mainstream media is concerned, in case of crisis generated by a 

disaster, all media channels tend to focus on the single story event, emphasizing different 

priorities in accordance with the type of disaster or the category of affected individuals 

(Barnes et. al., 2008). Moreover, media also plays an important role in setting the agenda for 

public debate, influencing both public interest and public policies. In this manner, media 

manages to encourage policy makers and political leaders to take measures in order to manage 

the crisis generated by a disaster and satisfy the information needs of citizens or to answer their 

questions (Birkland, 51-53). 

As an essential instrument of communication during and after a disasters strikes, media helps 

connecting affected people, families and communities with other family members, first 

responders, support systems and institutions/organizations with responsibilities in disaster 

management, playing an important role in the process of response and recovery. 

Communication is vital at all phases of a disaster, thus media is an indispensable tool for 

ensuring an open communication channel between citizens and authorities and for developing 

community’s resilience (NIDM, 2014). 

Moreover, mainstream media institutions play an essential role in early signaling, problem 

framing and definition in disaster communication. Therefore, mainstream media is generally 

acknowledged to act as “a pivotal element for validating and providing a coherent, reliable 

gatekeeper to the information about” any crisis generated by a disaster (Franks, 283). 

In conclusion, print and broadcast media remain one of the most trusted and authoritative 

sources of information during crisis situations, as they provide information to citizens about 

“what happened, what to do, how to protect themselves during crisis and how to find their 

missing loved ones” (Hannides, 5). Traditional media are perhaps more likely to influence the 

behavior of the communities directly affected by man-made and natural disasters as a result of 

the fact that they have long played an important role in educating the public on disaster risk. 

However, media interventions appear to have a greater influence upon general behaviors and 

are not suitable for the provision of real time, context-specific information (Reilly, Atanasova, 

3). 

The main role of traditional media during disasters was to transmit information obtained from 

emergency management (EM) officials to citizens. These “unidirectional” information flows had 

the tendency to revolve around press releases and published interviews with representatives of 
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emergency management organizations throughout each stage of the disaster cycle from 

mitigation to recovery (Keim, Noji 47-54). For example, US Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA) began to use local media as an instrument to increase disaster preparedness via 

public education broadcasts in the early 1980s (Wenger, 18). 

Nonetheless, the role of traditional media has somehow shifted from gatekeeping to gate 

watching, whereby they publicize relevant news content rather than focus solely on its 

production, since the development of technology which led to the apparition of digital media 

(Bruns, 2). Also, research continues to suggest that the general public views newspapers, radio 

and television as the most trustful and reliable sources of information during disasters 

(Flanaging, Metzger, 2000). Thus, if it is used in a correct manner, mass media can be a valuable 

tool in communication during disasters, as well as in public education programs during disaster 

prevention and mitigation (Wenger, 17). A research conducted by Wenger, James and Faupel 

(1980) showed that traditional media are the most salient sources of information about 

disasters for members of the public, even for those who live in traditional, disaster subcultures 

communities. It is also the most effective way of reaching those members of local communities 

who are unable or unwilling to use online media to search for information during a disaster 

(Reilly, Atanaova, 16). 

 

1.5. The Role of the New Media 

 

The revolution will not be brought to you by Xerox… There will be no 

highlights on the eleven o’clock news… The revolution will not be right back 

after a message… The revolution will not go better with Coke… Because the 

revolution will not be televised. 

Gil Scott Heron 

 

The information era, characterized by increasingly advanced technological developments, has 

led to the apparition and development of what is nowadays known as new media. Since the 

apparition of the concept, there have been many attempts to define what new media as either 

simply, new, or as digital media or even millennial media - but there has not been developed 

any unanimously accepted definition: 

“New media is considered to be digital media platforms that reduce the barriers between 

professional media producers and casual media engagers”. 

Joshua I. Altman (2014, Research Gate) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qGaoXAwl9kw
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According to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, new media is defined as 

“New information and entertainment technologies, such as the Internet, CD-ROMs and 

digital television”. 

 

Taking into account the technological developments and innovations registered in the media 

domain (like the apparition and development of social networks, smart phones with a large 

range of applications,etc.), there have been developed new mass media instruments that are 

predominantly used to facilitate the communication with the public opinion. Thus, when a crisis 

generated by a disasteroccurs in distant places, both established and start-up (like a group on 

Facebook, a Buzfeed or Tweet communication channel) news outlets, become main sources of 

information about the current situation of the disaster (Franks, 133-161). 

While the literature distinguishes between classical and new media, this has become more and 

more blurred recently. Classical media outlets such as newspapers and TV shows have 

developed an online presence, by creating their own websites and by employing social networks 

such as Facebook or Twitter to disseminate their content. While taking account of this 

distinction, we employ the terms: new media and classical media to signify channels of 

information transmission. Classical media consumption can be defined as reading paper editions 

of newspapers or watching TV while new media consumption refers to the use of online tools 

to consume media content.  

The communication with the public in case of disaster should begin in the “golden hour”, this 

meaning in the first hour following notification that a disaster has occurred (Fearn-Banks, 33). 

In this situation, the most common and effective instrument to be used is media, because 

information can get to the public in a timely manner through the Internet. Some authors go as 

far as advocating for social media channels as more effective channels of communication, that 

provide citizens with valuable information in a timely manner when a crises occurs, rather than 

traditional media channels.This may happen not only because the Internet in general and social 

media in particular are affordable and adequate tools to communicate in real time, but also 

because the features of the social media give people the opportunity to get out of the consumer 

content stage and become a publisher (Scott, Jacka, 2011).  

News are, many times, circulated more rapidly by social media than mainstream media, due to 

the fact that those who post on social networks can be already at the site or in the nearby area 

of the disaster, thus they do not spend time getting to the right place and collect information 

for dissemination, like reporters. Even though the information from social media does not come 

from official sources and the “disseminators” have little or no expertise in the domain (Fearn-

Banks, 33), the messages delivered help people to make a first opinion about what happened 

and know if they are at risk or not. 
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Taking into account all the features provided by social media networks (fast connection with 

friends and relatives, possibility to communicate location, option to upload videos in real time 

etc.), it can be said that this type of media (Twitter, Facebook, You Tube and others) is an 

essential instrument for effective disaster communication.  

In crisis communication, social media can be used to: 

 Communicate with citizens during a crisis generated by a disaster; 

 Monitor what is being said about the disaster; 

 Raise target audience’s level of awareness; 

 Develop and increase the dialogue between public opinion and authorities/institutions 

with responsibilities in disaster management; and 

 Draw conclusions and lessons learned to manage to anticipate another potential crisis 

generated by a disaster (Sherman, 2010). 

Nevertheless, since personal posts and even citizen journalism can hardly be regulated to 

comply with the rules of objective reporting and the need to protect citizens from unnecessary 

panic, we believe it is highly recommendable for public authorities to use social media and 

integrate their account of events following a crisis or disaster so as to provide citizens with an 

accurate and reliable source of information. At the same time, public authorities and 

organizations can use Internet tools to record and keep track of tweets, posts and online 

discussions about the evolution of the disaster, through sites like Tweet Beep, Social Mention, 

Google Trends and so on. As can be seen below, public institutions are hierarchical and 

bureaucratic, and, due to their own internal validation mechanisms, lack the necessary quick 

reaction time, specific to social media. However, as also can be observed in the following 

section, public institutions are highly regulated and rely on routine and procedure. If the 

necessary procedures for communication on social media are instituted and validation routines 

are minimized, this can allow public institutions to efficiently employ social media.  

During a crisis situation, social media channels can be used to provide consisted updates and 

information about the development of the effects of the disaster to both stakeholders and 

public opinion. All new media instruments (like blogs, instant messages, tweets, Facebook 

updates) are efficient tools that can be used to keep citizens informed, as well as to collect data 

and information from the audience with regards to the events experienced by them in case of a 

disaster (Ulmer et. al., 58-59). This might contribute to the development of efficient response 

strategies that can cover all the needs of the population (not only in terms of communication). 

As we have previously stated at the beginning of this chapter, crisis and disaster communication 

plays an important role in improving emergency preparedness and response, reducing the costs 

of the disaster/crisis, improving transparency of decisions, as well as increasing the potential of 
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acceptance of outcomes. In this context, in order to connect the innovations of various social 

media instruments so as to manage to place them at the services of disaster and crisis 

management entities, researchers and scientists have developed and implemented new 

information and communication applications available and modules on mobile and smart 

devices (Wendling et. al., 2013). 

As mentioned above, new media channels of communication mayconsiderably contribute to 

raising the degree of citizens’ awareness, as well as to developing their capabilities to take the 

right steps in order to reduce the impact of the disaster and to protect themselves.  

Consequently, it can be said that new media plays an essential role in developing effective 

strategies for informing both the experts and the population, in order to promote and achieve 

behavioral patterns that alleviate the risk upon public health and security (Wendling et. al., 

2013). 

Social media is nowadays considered an active part of any disaster communication response, 

due to the fact that during a crisis generated by the occurrence of a disaster, it plays the role of 

multiple communication channels between the citizens and entities with responsibilities in 

disaster management or policy makers. In case of disaster, new media provides institutions with 

“monitoring and communication solutions to disseminate information at a more rapid rate that 

most traditional media” (Ulmer et. al., 59).  

The use of social media channels also ensures a valuable connection between volunteers, public 

opinion and representatives of public and private institutions, agencies and policy makers. 

Mobile phones during a crisis generated by a disaster play the role of remote sensors, 

encouraging both citizens and volunteers to report any abnormal situations. In this way, people 

can actually help decision makers to develop and implement proper strategies in order to 

mitigate the impact of the disaster (Thaler, Sunstein, 183-196).  

At the same time, by doing this, citizens will feel that they can really contribute to the wellbeing 

of their own state, becoming an active actor in ensuring the security of the community. Last but 

not least, as it has been seen during the 2011 Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, the Internet 

had a great contribution in increasing the degree of transparency in political decisions, through 

the communication of hard facts in a timely manner, sharing the rational of the political 

decisions with the public opinion (Wendling et. al., 2013). 

However, it should be mentioned that social media addresses a certain category of auditors, like 

teenagers and youth, mainly because they always manage to adapt to the technological 

developments of each decade and because they are more willing to experience new things and 

try new tools and gadgets. Even though there are also age groups that use news applications on 

their mobile phones and social media to stay informed, the most constant users are teenagers 

(Fig 6). In addition, it appears that those aged 16-24 years old perceive sites such as Facebook 
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or Twitter as more credible during crisis, mainly as a consequence of the frequency with which 

they were updated compared to other media channels (Austin et. al., 2012).  

 

 

Fig 6. Progress in internet regular use according to age groups (% of the population) (Source: European 

Parliamentary Research Service Blog 2015) 

 

Starting from this observation, further research,that can be relevant for better understanding 

the role/impact of new media, has been focused on the reasons for which citizens (especially 

youth) turn to social media in order to be informed in case of disaster, its results showing that 

the main factors that guide their decision are the following (Ward, 2011): 

 Bandwidth – it is more rapid to post a message on a social network and ask for help 

when your device’s (mobile phone, tablet, laptop, etc.) battery is nearly dead; 

moreover, by posting a message in the online environment you can reach a large 

audience; 

 Response – when using social media, people tend to develop their expectancy of 

receiving a response, judging by the fact that studies show that the online environment 

is a social space where the main action is being represented by engagement and 

interaction; 

 Sense of empowerment–the way in which people communicate and share information 

nowadays through social media can considerably change the conversation, the course 

of action of a specific event or the course of response; moreover, posting on social 

network and giving their contribution to solving an issue give people the sense of 

empowerment, the sense that they can really do something for the society they live in. 
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One example which shows that social media and the Internet can be useful as effective tools in 

case of disaster, is the 2010 Haiti earthquake. In this case, in the first two days after the 

earthquake struck, the Ushahidi team developed and implemented a platform for crisis 

reporting and mapping for the area. Anyone who was in or outside Haiti could use the tool via 

the web or on a mobile phone in order to make reports with voice, text or video; after that, the 

reports were mapped and the sources were verified. Moreover, the Red Cross used the power 

of the web for information distribution, as well — between those following the news and the 

organizations, relief workers on the ground and the services they were delivering, and so on 

(Ward, 2011). 

 

By encouraging people to become an active part of the management and recovery process, 

providing solutions and discussing the best strategies to be adopted, new media have 

progressively taken over from the roles of mainstream media to educate people about disasters 

(by warnings, collection and dissemination of information about the affected areas, alerting 

government officials, providing information and advice to victims and public opinion in general) 

(Dave, 2). 

 New media is in an engaging actor that communicates in case of disaster. It provides 

new communication channels between citizens and government representatives or 

institutions with responsibilities in disaster management.  

 Moreover, social media tools allow emergency managers to disseminate information to 

wider audiences, interact with the public, monitor social media networks to get a better 

sense of what’s happening on the ground during a crisis, get better situational 

awareness, and improve collaboration for sharing information during an emergency 

and sharing of best practices and lessons learned (Yasin 2010). 

 Even though new media tools and channels are not available to all categories of target 

audiences, being mainly used by young people, social media and other new media 

instruments can help reach a wider audience and send and receive emergency alerts or 

information related to a disaster strike. 

 Nowadays, social media tools and smart phones are used to reveal the situation and 

location of someone who was caught in a disaster, by simply using two or three clicks 

of a button (Yasin, 2010).  

 Technology has considerably changed the way in which socialmedia serves as a main 

channel of communication, helping to build a bridge between generations, as well as 

between citizens and governments and other public instructions. 
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In conclusion, social media appears to empower citizens to address their own information needs 

during a crisis generated by a disaster (Sutton et. al., 2008). For example, hashtags can function 

as “fire spaces” in which local residents can ask questions of all kinds, which can be answered in 

a timely manner by other users and representatives of key agencies (Cheng et. al., 2015). The 

real-time, context-specific information provided on sites like Facebook, Twitter and so on, can 

sometimes fill the “gaps” left by asynchronous media channels used during disasters 

(Westerman, Spence, 2013). For example, citizens used a mix of Twitter, online forums and 

community websites to obtain information during the 2007 Californian wildfires in the absence 

of regular updates from the traditional media (Reilly, Atanasova, 21). 

Social media can also provide multi-directional information flows that may have psychosocial 

impacts for populations affected by disasters and can contribute to build resilience against 

future incidents. In particular, Facebook and Twitter are instruments which can bring disaster-

affected communities together and help them cope with the trauma associated with these 

incidents (Reilly, Atanasova, 4). 

 

1.6. Conclusions- Best Practices and Lessons Learned 

 

This chapter has been dedicated to surveying the main tools used by mass media in order 

to communicate in case of a crisis generated by a disaster. Media tools have been divided into 

two main categories: traditional media (newspapers, radio and television) and new media (the 

Internet and social media). As demonstrated, both represent invaluable support in 

disseminating information to a large audience.  

News media coverage of a crisis generated by a disaster is usually being divided into four 

stages, each of them requiring crisis communicators to gather and provide relevant information 

to the audience. The stages are as follows: 

 

STAGE 1: BREAKING NEWS 

This stage covers the immediate shocking or dramatic impact, mass media trying to 

present what happened and which is the current evolution of the crisis, but information is not 

usually being available. Stage 1 ends when causes and explanations are presented, mass media 

developing its messages focusing on those certain explanations, but the length of this stage is 

considerably influenced by the importance people gave and their interest into that event. As an 

example, the 2010 Haiti earthquake had a prolonged Stage 1 news coverage due to the fact that 

survivors were being found each day. However, this have helped them because people who read 

about the disaster tended to make donations (Fearn-Banks, 35). 

STAGE 2: COMPREHENSIVE ACCOUNT  
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It begins when detailed information become available and clear messages about what 

happened can be disseminated. In this stage, mass media focuses its messages on facts and 

statistics, disseminating information regarding the consequences of the disaster and its impact 

on affected populations. For example, in the Haitian tragedy, the accounting of the fatalities and 

the raising of the funds represented the starting point of the second stage of media coverage. 

STAGE 3: EXPLANATORY ACCOUNT 

In Stage 3 mass media usually tries to present the results of an analysis of the crisis 

(effects, consequences, casualties, etc.) and its aftermath, and presents answers to questions 

like (Fearn-Banks, 35): 

 How are victims coping? 

 What could be done in order to help the victims and their families? 

 What steps have been taken in order to remedy the situation? 

 

  STAGE 4: EVALUATING CONSEQUENCE AND MOVING FORWARD 

 In this stage, the media provides an evaluation and critique of the crisis, usually focusing 

on the way in which a state/city/government/company was warned that the disaster will strike 

and if any preemptive strategies were developed. Moreover, this stage also includes anniversary 

stories – at first yearly and then perhaps every 10 years - the 9/11 tragedy is revisited every year 

in September (Fearn-Banks, 35). 

 

  For Miller and Riechert (2000), journalists need different kinds of information during 

each phase, and they rely on different sources to help complete the story (to construct the 

“pictures in our heads”) depending on whichever phase of disaster they are in.  

 

 In the immediate aftermath (i.e., disruption of normality), there is a need for the right 

information at the right time. People will always need to know what happened, what are the 

risks and the consequences/effects, what are they supposed to do or what can they do to help, 

what resources are needed and which are the best ways to bring in those resources and so on. 

In this context, the new media plays a crucial role in communicating in case of disaster due to 

the fact that information can be transmitted directly from the ground (the place where the 

disaster stroke) and from those who are experiencing the effects and consequences of the crisis. 

 

 In the investigation phase, experts, government sources, or official company spokes 

people are relied upon more heavily, to help put the facts of what happened into context and 

to lay out a framework for what will occur next. Family members may also be used during this 

second phase of a disaster to give the coverage added emotional texture, reminding readers of 

the human toll of the tragedy.  

 

 Finally, in the post-event, disaster-restoration phase, official sources typically maintain 

their definitional influence by providing explanations for what went wrong, assurances that 
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mistakes, if they occurred, won’t be repeated, and promises to provide some measure of 

resolution and/or amelioration to those affected.  

 

  With regards to their reporting roles, media is important in three ways (Greenberg, 

Scanlon, 2016):  

 first, to act as information brokers and behavior trend settersin the affected region 

during the response and recovery phase, helping in this way people who live in an 

affected area to evaluate if they are at risk or not and what are they supposed to do 

in order to protect themselves and the ones around them;  

 second, to disseminate informationregarding the consequences of the disaster and 

its impact on affected populations, thus helping communities mobilize and 

coordinate efforts and encouraging people to engage in assistance and aid; 

 third, to act as an arena in which various actors play out their roles and seek to 

shape and problematize their actions and perspectives. Actually, mass media 

functions as a platform of communication for all the actors involved in disaster 

management (from public institutions to NGOs and civil society), that gives them the 

proper environment to consult with regards to their roles and the best ways in which 

they can make use of their resources in an efficient manner. Moreover, taking into 

consideration the fact that mass media is a connection between the institutions with 

responsibilities in disaster management and public opinion, it can be said that it also 

helps various actors to evaluate the needs of the population and adapt and prioritize 

the actions to be taken. 

  

  Disasters are thus communicated and constituted within these communication flows, 

and often in paradoxical ways. As Scanlon (2007) characterized it, the mass media can be either 

an ‘unwelcome irritant’ or a ‘useful ally’ in times of emergency and disaster: media not only 

perform valuable functions during these events, they may also distort what is happening and 

can undermine relief and recovery efforts in the longer term.  

 

Moreover, the public awareness of emergencies and disasters is largely influenced by 

mass media. When a disaster strikes in distant places, both established and start-up news 

outlets become the primary sources of information about events as they unfold on the ground 

(Franks, 2013). Even with the apparition and development of social networking sites like 

Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, or of startup news outlets like Vice or Buzzfeed, mainstream 

news media continue to provide a “pivotal role of validating and providing a coherent, reliable 

gatekeeper to the information about such crises” (Franks 2006, 283). 

 

Despite the hope that new technologies and social media platforms will improve the 

speed and quality of information dissemination and emergency response, traditional media still 

perform a critical role in disaster management. Patrick Meier (2012), a leading expert on the use 
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of new technologies for early warning and humanitarian response, concluded that traditional 

media is in some cases at the forefront of providing vital life-saving information and should be 

taken into account by first responders. For example, in the case of the 2013 earthquake in 

Pakistan, Meier wrote that social media and digital technologies were important, but “it was the 

Pakistani mainstream media that provided the immediate situational awareness necessary for a 

preliminary damage and needs assessment” (Greenberg, Scanlon 2016). 

 

Similarly, in describing the use of social media during Hurricane Sandy, Pete Hunt (2012) 

showed that while social media are important, their limitations are also significant (e.g., social 

media is not efficient – even unusual - when your phone battery is dead and the power is out or 

if there is no Internet connection). In his research, Hunt demonstrated that radio and other 

traditional news tools, even if  may have the same limitation as social media, they usually still 

have vital, life-saving roles to play in emergency broadcasting, even if they succeed to reach a 

large audience when they are embedded within the social media environment (Greenberg, 

Scanlon, 2016). 

 

However, during disasters it has been shown that “radio has a particular advantage in 

disaster situations because it is more flexible than television and more instantaneous than 

newspapers” (Dynes, 76). Even though other media instruments have eclipsed the important 

role of radio in providing immediate and timely information in a crisis generated by a disaster, 

radio continues to play a vital role during emergencies, especially in parts of the world where 

television and newer digital media are less prominent (Greenberg, Scanlon, 2016). On the other 

hand, electronic media is an important pillar in disaster coverage. The images and stories of 

disaster presented on television often encourage and mobilize people to take action, such as 

evacuate a disaster zone. Online news sites have also become important sources of information 

in a situation generated by a disaster, and in many countries have overtaken radio, newspapers, 

and television as a first source of emergency information.  

 

Judging by the fact that since its apparition and development, social media has been used 

in a multitude of ways, from starting cultural trends, scrolling through pictures, keeping in touch 

with loved ones to respond to natural disasters, it can be said that this media instrument could 

become the new face of disaster response, by serving as a new platform for both authorities 

and citizens to communicate during natural disasters (Amin, 2016).  
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CHAPTER TWO: Media’s Interaction with Actors 

Involved in Risk and Disaster Management and 

Communication 

 

2.1. Media and Institutions with` Responsibilities in 

Disaster Management: Interactions and 

Communication Strategies 

 

This section relies on four main sources of documentation: (1) academic literature, (2) 

communication plans and normative acts regulating actions of public institutions, (3) 

questionnaires filled in by consortium partners and (4) an analysis of online communication 

practices as emerged in the practice of a selected range of institutions. This range of sources 

was employed in order to facilitate a balanced understanding of how public institutions either 

handle communication or are recommended to handle communication in crisis situations.  

Scientific literature can be, overall, divided into two general strands:  

1. Literature that 65nalysed the 65nalysed65 of public institutions as a function of their 

nature and  

2. Literature that 65nalysed case studies of crisis communication in order to extract best 

practices and lessons learned and to advise institutions on how to behave in relation to 

the media in future crisis. The latter strand of literature is deeply skewed in 65nalys of 

65nalysed65 private companies and entities, while giving little focus to their public 

counterparts. Unfortunately, this leads to the almost complete exclusion of any analysis 

of how institutions entrusted with disaster management communicate as well as how 

and why the media relates to them.  

Additionally, it is focused on the institution rather than the public, as if lessons learnt were 

addressed less to researchers and practitioners and more to CEOs of profit making companies.  

Advice is given on how to best protect the institution’s reputation rather than how one could 

contribute to the development of a better society, more empowered and resilient citizens or, at 

least, how to communicate in case of disaster in order to save lives. 
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Therefore, in order to accomplish the aims of the CARISMAND project, the literature review has 

been put under lens with a new focus in mind: to identify those recommendations that can 

improve disaster communication as a means of saving lives, and not reputations. Findings have 

been structured to respond to institutional and public communication needs – according to the 

disaster phases generally accepted by the field literature: preparedness, mitigation, response 

and recovery.  

Last but not least, in this chapter we compared online communication practices of three public 

institutions with disaster management responsibilities. The Romanian Department for 

Emergency Situations was 66nalysed in comparison with the Italian Civil Protection and the 

German Das Bundesamt für Bevölkerungsschutz und Katastrophenhilfe (BBK – Federal Office for 

Civil Protection and Disaster Assistance). The first two were selected given the relative 

similarities between the legal traditions of Romania and Italy, the relative similar tradition of 

state-formation (unification in the later XIX century), the centralized nature of the state and the 

similar placement of disaster-management institutions in the overall government architecture 

(inside the Interior Ministry). On the other hand, the German example was chosen in order to 

provide an overall balanced perspective – it is a federal-level institution in a de-centralized 

country, which needs to cooperate with similar institutions at lower levels and to avoid turf wars 

while achieving success.  

 

2.2. Main Characteristics of Public Institutions 

Involved in Disaster Management 

 

Understanding the main traits of public institutions is crucial, as their communicative 

66nalysed66 is intrinsically related to their structure and history. As mentioned above, the 

extensive literature on communication generally takes the private firm as the main 

communicator and excludes from the analysis the fact that private firms are subject to specific 

constraints (profit- maximization). Alternatively, public institutions, especially those entrusted 

with managing disasters, are subject to a very different set of constraints and incentives: political 

subordination, permanent employment, and the presence of distinct professional cultures. In 

turn, these factors condition and shape communication. Therefore, in our analysis we have 

selected a limited number of studies that do indeed specifically address how public institutions 

behave.  

For a better understanding of the distinctive dimensions of a public organization, main features 

are outlined below. In the following sections, communication 66nalysed66 will be 66nalysed 
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with the aim to tailor the general characteristics of public institutions to institutions entrusted 

with disaster management.  

 

2.2.1. Role of Public Institutions 

The first and most important characteristic of public institutions is that they have been created 

to “handle problems” (Frederickson and Pallas, 2; Liu and Horsley, 3). To expand on this very 

brief reading of the issue, this means that public institutions are the outcome of a collective 

effort of a group of people faced with collective action problems in the creation and distribution 

of a public good. According to standard economic theory, public goods are characterized by 

being both non-excludable and non-rivalrous and therefore, their production is beset with the 

free rider problem (people refusing to contribute and hoping everyone else will do their part 

and lead to the production of the good). In order to avoid the non-production of the good, the 

state generally steps in and coercively imposes a society-wide sharing of the burdens necessary 

to establish the production of the public good (67nvestopedia – public goods).  While disaster 

relief could be organized on a private basis, with the subsequent exclusion of a large number of 

people, this has been considered inappropriate given the large cost in lives it would entail. Thus, 

similarly to other classical public goods such as national defense or flood protection, states have 

decided to handle disaster relief through state-run institutions.  

 

2.2.2. The Political Nature of Public Institutions 

The second crucial defining trait of public institutions is their political nature (Frederickson, 

Pallas, 2; Liu and Horsley, 3). They are established by political decision, are subject to politicians 

and are strictly regulated by numerous normative acts and individual decisions. Thus, public 

institutions depend to a great extent on the will of one or several elected officials, who are 

sensitive to their public popularity ratings. Many times this traps public institutions in “blame 

games” between politicians. While only one or a few politicians are responsible for the direct 

results of the institution, political rivals might be tempted to assign blame for any failings not 

only to that particular politician but also to as widely as possible according to the required 

political line. According to Frederickson and Pallas (2016, 2): “As a result PSOs often end up in 

blame games between political actors with little or no chance to protect their own interests”. 

This phenomenon emerged in Romania, for instance, after the Apuseni plane accident in 

January 2014, a plane crash which led to two deaths and several injuries of doctors 

heading to harvest organs for transplantation. At that time, the then-prime-minister Victor 

Ponta blamed not only the Aviation Authority (ROMATSA) but also the Special 
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Telecommunications Service, even though the latter was not responsible for the rescue 

operations or for tracking the location of the victims of the crash. 

Thus, public communication by state institutions must pay attention to the sensitivities of 

the politicians who are entrusted with supervising it, but also with those of potential 

future power-holders. Any spill-over effects resulting from any miscommunication are to 

be crucially avoided. Naturally, one can expect that communication that has any political 

impact will be avoided as much as possible.  

Another example of how blame can be assigned on institutions entrusted with disaster 

management without this having any connection to their actual performance is offered by 

Brandstrom (2016). She 68nalyses the media framing of the way the government of three 

Nordic countries (Norway, Sweden and Finland) responded to the 2004 Asian tsunami 

disaster. She concludes that the actual level of blame put on the respective government 

for the way they evacuated their citizens was not connected to actual performance. 

Brandstrom argues that more blame was put on the Swedish Prime-Minister as opposed 

to the Norwegian and Finnish ones, because the number of Swedish dead had been far 

higher and because the Prime-Minister had centralized disaster management 

competences. This led to the emergence of a blame game between the Prime-Minister 

and the Minister of Foreign affairs, as well as the opening of an official inquiry (Brandstrom 

50-54).  

Furthermore, institutions can be reformed or their leadership dismissed either as a result of 

political pressures or of a decision to better organize the delivery of the particular public good.  

 

2.2.3. The Regulated Nature of Public Institutions 

The third important aspect is that public institutions tend to be highly regulated by a number 

of acts detailing exactly what each employee is supposed to do in each situation. In addition to 

laws specifically governing their activity, public institutions often have to comply with additional 

requirements such as public transparency or freedom or information requests, as well as plans 

designed by other institutions. 

For example, in Romania, public institutions need to comply with Law 52/2003 on 

transparency in the public administration (requiring proposals for normative acts to be 

publicly debated), Law 544/2001 on the freedom of information and with the requests of, 

for example, the National Anti-Corruption Strategy which establishes goals to be met in 

order to prevent integrity incidents such as corruption or conflict of interests. In order to 

comply with all these demands, special departments are created, generating extra 

management challenges.  
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The German Freedom of Information Act was approved in 2005 and amended in 2013. 

According to it, “everyone is entitled to official information from the authorities of the 

Federal Government”. Furthermore, the Act equates natural or legal persons that 

discharge duties under the public law with authorities and subject them to the same 

strictures.  The act exempts from the scope of the duty to provide public information 

aspects related to international relations, military and other security-critical interests of 

the Federal Armed Forces, internal or external security interests, monitoring or 

supervisory tasks of the financial, competition and regulatory authorities and matters of 

external financial control (German Freedom of Information Act of 5 September 2005 - 

http://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_ifg/englisch_ifg.html#p0008) 

Given the different professional cultures within each of these departments, communication to 

the public might be encumbered by the lack of understanding between operational departments 

(e.g. the doctors and nurses working on an ambulance), the administrative departments (which 

might or might not understand the specifics of case classification when presented with a 

statistic) and communication departments (interested to present the best possible public image 

of the institution). For example, an independent assessment of the internal culture of a Fairfax 

fire department concluded that “There were also perceptions that conflict exists between 

uniformed staff and volunteers, between uniformed and civilian staff, and between those with 

a traditional fire suppression mindset and those in the EMS/paramedic field. The need for 

enhanced cultural competencies training and awareness was also noted” (County of Fairfax, 

2017)  

Moreover, in addition to having to obey several laws, public institutions must be seen to uphold 

the law. Any small mistake by these institutions will be severely criticized by the media, leading 

to a strong incentive to hide any breach of the law.  This could be seen in the Nordic example 

presented above, where the failure of the foreign ministers translated higher up on the 

hierarchic chain.  

 

2.2.4. State Institutions Compete for Public Funds 

Since they are publicly funded, state institutions compete for public funds. Unlike private 

institutions which compete for customers and aim to attract people to buy their products, the 

budget of public institutions is set by politicians whose goals are, many times, not the same as 

those of the institutions they coordinate. Moreover, in a situation in which an institution is seen 

as having made a mistake or as being wasteful and useless, there are calls to reduce the budget 

of the institution (Tagarev 2010). Thus, public institutions are subject to two different 

constraints: they must demonstrate to the public that they are doing their job in order to secure 

public support and, at the same time, they can be perceived as attractors or destroyers of public 

sympathy and votes to the political elite in power. As a result, public institutions must avoid any 

http://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_ifg/englisch_ifg.html#p0008
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form of controversy, either caused by a direct institutional failure or by the independent actions 

of an employee. This leads to over-regulation of employee conduct and to a more rigid public 

communication. 

 

2.2.5. The Organizational Culture Aspect  

Finally, public institutions are, often, composed of several “tribes” that must work together. 

They are led by political appointees with temporary mandates, who owe allegiance to their 

respective political parties. However, their basic personnel is generally made up of different 

types of professionals (Frederiksson and Pallas, 3). For example, universities are generally made 

up of academics and administrators, which are served by clerical staff; while disaster response 

institutions are composed of e.g. firefighters, doctors, paramedics, drivers, weapons experts, 

lawyers. Moreover, disaster response institutions’ employees have permanent employment 

contracts and a different career track. Thus, the natural gaining of experience allows them to 

develop “possibilities to influence how the work is organized, resources are allocated and how 

decisions are made” (Frederiksson and Pallas, 3). Finally, each of these professions holds specific 

beliefs about what type of 70ehaviour is to be rewarded or punished, thus forming a specific 

professional ethos. As a result, communication sometimes employs the specific jargon of the 

professions, leading to failure to reach the wider audience.  

 

2.3. How Should a Public Institution Manage Crisis 

and Disaster Communication? Literature and 

Open-Source Guidelines to Institutions-Media 

Interaction and Roles 

 

2.3.1. Preparedness Phase 

Three key pieces of advice useful in the preparedness phase can be synthesized from the 

analysis of documents and academic literature:  

Do your research, plan ahead and make friends with the media. 

The central idea of research implies that any public institution must know who it is 

communicating to, the central features of its audience and any special needs any member of the 

audience might have. Furthermore, the institution must establish a plan which designates clear 
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responsibilities for individuals and explicitly points out who must do what in case an emergency 

strikes. Both literature survey and additional sources state that it is crucial for an organization 

to avoid being surprised by a crisis, as people have the tendency to lose their focus in such 

situations. Some sources recommend even conducting mock press conferences in order to 

accustom press officers with the realities of facing potentially hostile members of the media.  

If the institution has a communication plan and a good knowledge of the target audience, this 

has positive effects on the citizens who are its addressees. Messages containing warning on how 

to behave during disasters, as well as emergency indications can be well adapted to the language 

and education level of the audience. For example, drawings or animation can be used to advise 

people on what to do in case of disaster and the language can be adapted to the level of the 

audience’s education or commonly shared narratives. While seemingly banal, a good knowledge 

of the target audience can have a consistent impact during a crisis, when time is short and no 

new research can be performed.  

According to Martinelli (2012, 148), the first thing that a public institution must establish is its 

own goals, which must achieve three separate objectives: maintaining a reputation, keeping 

relationships with stakeholders and fulfilling the official goals of the organization. 

Furthermore, the author recommends researching the target environment, either through 

gathering anecdotal evidence or through a formal opinion poll.  

A crisis communication guide produced by Reich, Bentman and Jackman (2011) also emphasizes 

the roles of planning and of knowing the target audience before a crisis strikes. Among 

relevant aspects that one must find out about the target audience, authors include whether 

there are people with special needs, disabilities or speaking other languages. Additionally, any 

false perspectives that members of the public might share, as well as their patterns of media 

consumption must be explored in-depth. The authors argue that crisis managers must know not 

only the physical needs of the people but also their emotional needs and the way they interpret 

the world. In order to employ the best ways to target the population, the authors advocate the 

research of media consumption by citizens and the targeting of warning messages through 

these channels. This also includes selecting the most credible communicators according to the 

profile of the population (Reich, Bentman and Jackman, 13).  

The same Guide advocates, for the planning phase of the strategy, the creation of partnerships 

before the crisis strikes and the integration and cooperation of all the organizations bound to 

participate in crisis management. Moreover, crisis managers are recommended to decide on a 

strategy of communication (either speak with one single voice for all audiences involved or with 

multiple voices, targeting different audiences) and to decide on whether they desire/are able to 

involve political leaders in the communication action. Moreover, the Guide also advises on 

planning straightforward, simple and self-efficacious messages, as well as communicating 

truthful messages (Reich, Bentman and Jackman, 16).  
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Similar recommendations to establish a crisis communication plan are emphasized by private 

companies and organizations (e.g. Cassling healthcare company, Preparemybusiness.org etc.).  

These recommend: 

- drafting and implementing crisis communication plans;  

- focus on designating persons responsible for collecting information from within the 

organization and for communicating with the media (CASSLING, Crisis Communication 

plans, n.d; Preparemybusiness, Crisis Communications, n.d.); and 

- drafting key messages, especially according to different outcomes of a potential crisis. 

Depending on whether there have been deaths or injuries, or on the type of crisis the 

organization is facing (either it is a victim or it is accused of doing something wrong), the leaders 

of the organization must have messages ready to be delivered (CASSLING, n.d).  

- providing media training for those who will be entrusted to communicate;  

- monitoring social media in order to keep abreast of the popular comments regarding 

the crisis; and  

- establishing clear internal communication rules to be able to send internal messages to 

employees and to stop them from communicating individually to the media (CASSLING, 

n.d).  

An example of a crisis communication plan is that created by Cowley College (2004) which 

contains the measures to be undertaken by the College’s officials in case a crisis occurs on 

campus. The plan commences from defining the crucial terms and types of crisis which can 

confront the college and designs emergency procedures for coping with them. The plan 

distinguishes between nine types of crisis such as: “Medical Emergency – epidemic, poisoning, 

etc;  Terrorist Threat – active killer, etc. (imminent threat to life safety for college community); 

Violent Crime or Behavior – robbery, criminal, shooting, fights, assaults, personal injury (existing 

or potential), etc. – in progress, Discovery of Violent Crimes (post occurrence);  Political 

Situations – riots, demonstrations, etc.;  Off-Campus Incidents/Accidents Involving Students, 

Faculty and/or Staff;  Environmental/Natural Disasters – fires, flood, tornadoes, earthquakes, 

explosions, etc. Bomb Threats or any terroristic threat received by phone, etc. or 

Industrial/Hazardous Materials Spills/Leaks” (Cowley College, 2016).   

Then, the plan establishes the different roles and responsibilities that must be filled in order for 

a crisis management team to be created such as: “incident commander – the person in charge 

with handling the incident”, “information officer – who develops and releases information about 

the incident to media, incident personnel and other appropriate agencies, the safety Officer – 

Develops the Site Safety Plan, reviews the IAP for safety implications and provides timely, 
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complete, and accurate assessment of hazards and required controls,  the liaison Officer – who 

serves as point of contact for assisting agencies” (Cowley College, 2016). 

Establishing good relations in “potential crisis areas” is a crucial strategy all sources emphasize. 

This can be done through common activities or through offering the media material to print in 

times when this is not so forthcoming. Sadow (2011) argues that communication managers can 

employ what is called pitch letters, where they offer media outlets the opportunity of having an 

interview or a feature article with a particular institution/decision maker. The resulting article is 

generally positive for the organization and allows it to mentain good relations with media 

sources. Other authors also suggest that official leaks might be employed in order to give the 

media something to talk about while giving the information an aura of mystery (Sadow, 48).  

The University of Kansas has established a project aimed at helping community institutions to 

handle their public image. One of the first aspects they recommend is to establish a personal 

contact with the reporters that you expect you will be working in the future. It is advisable, 

according to this toolkit, to know the name of the reporter rather than just looking for his or her 

position. Furthermore, the guide advises one to be available (respond when you are called 

upon), be open, be trustworthy (do not lie or give intentionally misleading information, and be 

accurate (make sure you have the facts and quickly correct any inadvertencies that might arise 

during this process). A good research of the media landscape is highly useful, because it allows 

the communicator to access the biases of the journalists and to tailor the information that is 

sent to them. (Kansas University, community toolbox, n.d).  

Ritchie et al (2004) assess, through the use of semi-structured interviews, the 73eighbour 

of the British Tourist Authority during the foot and mouth crisis of 2001 and quote several 

respondents who claim that one of the authority’s main weaknesses was the lack of a clear 

and comprehensive communication strategy. This led, according to the interviewees, to a 

slow and unconvincing response. One respondent described the uncoordinated response 

of the authority as “mainly stabbing in the dark”.  

 

Case Studies 

In order to investigate national-level communication plans (as an example of the preparedness 

phase of disaster communication), this deliverable discusses the cases of Romania and 

Germany.  These two cases were chosen because they are comparable in structure and 

indications. The main difference between the two is that the Romanian plan has been adopted 

through a government-level decision, while the German one was elaborated and adopted at the 

level of the BBK (German Das Bundesamt für Bevölkerungsschutz und Katastrophenhilfe – 

Federal Office for Civil Protection and Disaster Assistance).  
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Romanian emergency communication is structured in a centralized fashion and is regulated 

through a Government Decision adopted in 2008 (GD 548/2008), which creates a strategy for 

communication during emergency situations. This was developed through a grant from the 

World Bank. The strategy establishes clear rules and responsibilities for how crises are to be 

handled, institutions to be formed and messages to be disseminated. It constitutes the 

normative framework under which emergency institutions work. At the local level, the territorial 

representative of the Department for Emergency Situations creates its own communication 

guidelines, generally by adapting the national-level strategy to the local context. Both the 

national- level strategy and two such communication plans were consulted for this research 

(Salaj and Olt).  

Government Decision 548/2008 begins from defining the temporary and the permanent 

emergency situation authorities. The first include Committees for Emergency situation which 

can be established either at the national, county or local level or at the level of the Ministry. The 

two main permanent institutions are the General Inspectorate for Emergency Situations (both 

the central level, the Bucharest level and the county levels) and the permanent committees 

within the different ministries (GD 548/2008). The GD also undertakes an analysis of the 

different hazards that Romania is exposed to and establishes the characteristics of the main 

target groups to whom communication will be addressed to. Thus, according to the decision, 

the main target groups of communication are:  

1) for rural areas – local communities, large families including old people, local 

authorities, enterprises with many employees, opinion leaders, schools and other 

education institutions. These are characterized as being inhabited by an older 

population, with low education and income and very little information about disasters. 

A particular attention is to be paid by local businesspeople interested in saving their 

own goods and which could mobilize other citizens.  

2) for urban areas – the target group is composed of opinion leaders, 74eighbourhood 

associations, and institution leaders. These are characterized as much better informed 

on how to behave during disasters but less willing to get involved in community 

activities (GD 548/2008).  

The Strategy sets out seven objectives for the authorities which it governs disaster management:   

a) improving their capabilities to communicate with the public and the mass-media in 

emergency situation;  

b) harmonizing communication procedures with the aim to make communication more 

efficient;  

c) developing the framework for establishing partnerships and to attract resources for 

emergency communication;  
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d) delineating responsibilities (at the national level, communication is to be handled by 

the minister who has competence over the specific risk; at the local level, 

communication is handled by the city hall or prefecture until the county emergency 

council is called into action this takes over communication);   

e) the quick transmission to the media and the population of the best protection 

measures to be adopted;  

f) answering the media’s questions in the most complete fashion; and  

g) creating unity of message for all the levels involved (GD 548/2008).  

The same normative act includes provisions on having a proactive and tailored communication 

strategy, with the goal of communicating early, avoiding rumors and putting up a single, unitary 

and coherent front. Moreover, according to the strategy, messages should be adapted to the 

group that is targeted by the communication. Finally, the strategy imposes on each authority 

the obligation to maintain a detailed crisis communication plan, including such elements as: “the 

list of people who will be spokespersons, the list of persons and their positions when the 

communication center will be activated, the list of person who will intervene, the contact 

persons and their coordinates, as well as the list of person who will represent these teams in 

their relationship with the mass-media, the estimation of losses, the plan to realize a 

documentation section, including information and testimonials, the categories of information 

that are not meant to be public, the action plan and map of the affected areas, the list of 

materials to be distributed before and during the emergency situation, the standard response 

procedure including for press conferences, the journal of information already distributed, short 

messages to be used by the media (soundbites), official statements to be offered as well as the 

“message carriers” to be used as interviewees by mass-media outlets” (GD 548/2008).   

As part of the proactive approach and, in order to establish good relationships with the media, 

representatives of the Romanian Department for Emergency Situations take public stands on 

different occasions, when the situation permits. This allows them both positive exposure and 

gives the media the opportunity to feature their message. One such example is a story about 

the commemoration of forty years since 4th of March 1977 earthquake (Prima TV, 04.03.2017 – 

see Appendix – Capture 1), the most devastating tremor in recent Romanian history. In addition 

to remembering the earthquake, the story quickly moves to a speech by Raed Arafat, head of 

the Romanian Department for Emergency Situations, underlining the necessity to prepare for 

future earthquakes and to a side-story about the need to upgrade DSU’s equipment, especially 

in regional centers. In another story, Arafat is seen offering first aid to the victim of an accident 

which he allegedly witnessed, together with DSU staff (Romania TV, 31. 01. 2016 – see Appendix 

– Capture 2). The first story aims to use the extreme case of the 1977 earthquake as a warning 

to advise future preparedness and to suggest that this requires a well-funded response force. It 

frames disaster management as of continuous duty of the Department of Emergency Situations 
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and places the burden to fund this institution firmly on the government. The aim of this story is 

to inform the public about the difficulties that the DSU faces and to create public pressure on 

the government to increase fund allocation. It can be seen as a result of the fact that public 

institutions have to compete for public funds. This leads them to create stories, which highlight 

their plight and put forward their message.  

Conversely, the second story personalizes the institution of the emergency responders by 

presenting its head as taking part in rescue actions himself, giving the audience an immediate 

emotional connection with the institution. Moreover, it also aims to instill motivation in the 

wider DSU personnel, who are told indirectly that they need to follow the example of their 

director. Rather than framing the issue as being about the institution, the media focuses on its 

head and on how he, personally, discharges the job of the low-level employee. In addition to 

giving Arafat a photo opportunity and boosting his own career, the goal of the story is to unite 

the different “tribes” inside the institution. This can be done through presenting a powerful 

leader who sympathizes with the plight of all of the employees and who is not afraid to take 

matters in his own hands when this is required.  

Another example of a normative act requiring a communication plan is the Romanian Interior 

Ministry Order 201/2016 (Order 201/2016) which stipulates that the Directorate for Public 

Relations must elaborate a communication plan, which is to include planned actions, channels 

through which information is to be disseminated and financial resources required (Order 

201/2016). The order also required the Ministry to establish a spokesperson, who is entrusted 

with presenting the official public position, researching and responding to information requests 

from journalists, and participating in the public communication of the unit’s representatives, the 

evaluation of potential media risks and the constant communication of updated information 

during crises.  

 

The German BBK establishes a communication plan for cases of radioactive emergency and 

advises its employers and local chapters on how to behave if such an emergency occurs. It 

recommends that efficient communication is done when things are:  kept simple (using 

everyday language and avoiding scientifically difficult expressions, kept short (keeping messages 

for the population concise, precise and clear), limiting oneself to the “27/9/3” rule: the print 

media prints a quote of maximum 27 words, the radio and TV use a total of 9 seconds of speech 

and the population can only understand, in a stressful situation, three key messages. 

Furthermore, the plan advises the communicator to express compassion, recognize the fears 

and concerns of the population, show commitment and competence. This must be done, 

according to the guide, because the affected persons are crucially dependent on the assurances 

by the representatives of authorities as they do not think about the wider context of the 

situation. According to the guide, an open body language is also crucial for an efficient 
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communication. “No comment” type statements should be avoided as much as possible (BBK, 

2007).  

A special chapter of the guide is dedicated to establishing relations with the media. Potential 

spokespeople are advised that journalists work under the pressure of time (and, therefore need 

quick and permanently updated information), that they, many times, lack background 

information on a particular topic, which can be provided by the spokesperson, and that 

journalists are subject to competition and need to bring as much news to their organization as 

quickly as possible. Furthermore, the guide advises the communication departments of the BBK 

to have a pro-active approach to the media, but to not accept interviews unless they are sure 

they have the required information and are the right person to communicate it. When press 

conferences are called, the guide recommends that they should be conducted at the right place, 

invite all types of media and that a limited number of questions should be planned for. When 

the spokesperson does not know the answer to a question, negative replies should be avoided 

as much as possible (BBK, 2007).  

 

In the preparedness phase, the media’s main roles are: 

a) to inform the population about disaster risk and  

b) to represent a watchdog on public authorities to question their level of preparedness.  

 The first role can be carried out either by media channels themselves (relying on 

their own specialists), but it is primordially conducted by carrying over the 

communication by disaster management institutions.  

 In order for the media to accurately transmit messages about disaster risk, the 

disaster management institutions must:  

 know the type of audiences they will address and prepare messages for 

accordingly;  

 establish friendly relations with the media  (by having personal contacts and by 

providing clear and accurate information); and  

 have clear plans about who is in charge of what.  

Another conclusion drawn out of this section is that communication planning at the level of 

disaster-management institutions does not yet envision the fact that communication channels 

are different and that a differentiated approach is needed. The plans consulted only seem to 

address the classical situation in which the institution is in contact with the representatives of 

TV stations or printed journals, but not about how communication should be conducted through 

social media.  
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2.3.2. Response Phase 

According to academic sources, communication, during disaster should be carried out through 

all available sources and should begin immediately, be constant and truthful, yet sympathetic. 

Citizens should be informed quickly and accurately about what is going on and detailed 

information on how to behave should be provided in a very accessible fashion.  

When the crisis strikes, the Reich, Bentman and Jackman Guide (2011) recommends the creation 

of a single center from which information is to be disseminated. This involves the assembly of 

all media representatives to whom the communication is addressed to in a single place. This 

place is meant to keep the media10 close to the communicators, thus satisfying their needs for 

information while stopping them from chasing disaster responders and interfering with the work 

of emergency services (Reich, Bentman and Jackman, 34). Moreover, institutions should 

predominantly communicate matter-of-fact messages that indicate to the target population 

how they should behave and how they can diminish the effects of the disaster. However, the 

Guide also points out that institutional representatives must issue messages that outline their 

sympathy for any victims of the crisis situation (Reich, Bentman and Jackman, 35), while, at the 

same time, making sure those that can help themselves are encouraged to do so without 

panicking. The use of direct means of communications such as “dedicated radio and television 

studios, or at least breaking into regular broadcasts, emergency call centers, emails, SMS, 

telephone blast services, the organization’s website, social networks, handouts for personal 

delivery, announcement devices or public address (PA) systems etc.” (Reich, Bentman and 

Jackman, 34) should be employed in order to directly advise the population on how to behave.  

This is crucial not just for the institution and its public image but for the overall efficiency of 

communication as well. Rather than seeking information from multiple sources, potentially from 

rescuers on the ground, who might well be lacking the whole picture, journalists are offered the 

relevant aspects of the situation from a single communication point. This has the advantage of 

simplifying message delivery, making sure the desired indications are transmitted and that no 

panic-inducing message is allowed to circulate. This greatly improves disaster-relief 

intervention, which crucially requires the panic-less cooperation of those the disaster 

responders are bound to save.  

 

Ritchie et al (2004) mentions that communication by the British Tourism authority was 

very sluggish not only in the beginning of the foot-an-mouth disease outbreak, but that its 

                                                      
10As mentioned above, the sources consulted do not differentiate between communicating to representatives of 
classical media channels and interactions with new media. This is one of the main weaknesses of communication 
plans found by this research.  



 

  

 
 

 
     

 79/193  
 

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

communication during crisis was sometimes inefficient, given that it established e-mail 

addresses for responding to queries while trying to communicate with a rural population 

lacking internet facilities. The authors, however, praise the authority for establishing an 

immediate action group to handle the problem.   

 

Case Studies 

The Cowley College communication plan (2004) stipulates the communications protocol to be 

followed. Firstly, it establishes a clear responsibility for whom is going to be the communications 

officer during the crisis: “the Director of Institutional Communications and Public Relations of 

the College will assume the responsibilities as the Public Information Officer” (Cowley College, 

2016). Further, specific guidelines and attributions of this position are established with the aim 

of streamlining a relationship with the media. The public relationship officer will meet with the 

crisis management team to establish what messages to communicate and then will establish a 

media center within the incident command post. The same person will assist the College’s 

president with counsel on how to communicate, will prepare material to be disseminated to the 

media and will handle and respond to any inquiries. Further, any photography will only be 

arranged through this person, who will also be responsible for enforcing the guidelines on media 

79ehaviour (including limiting access to some parts of the campus) and monitoring what is 

written in the press about it (Cowley College, 2016).  

The Crisis Emergency Risk Communication manual elaborated by the U.S. Department of Health 

divides the response phase in the initial phase and the maintenance phase. In the initial phase, 

the document advises disaster communicators to “convey empathy and reassurance, to 

designate crisis or agency spokespersons, and identify formal channels and methods of 

communication, to establish general and broad-based understanding of the crisis 

circumstances, consequence and anticipated outcomes based on available information and to 

reduce crisis-related uncertainty as much as possible” (U.S. Health Department, 2014). A 

particularly important advice is that of helping the public understand the responsibilities of the 

various organizations involved in the response, considering that the public has sometimes little 

knowledge of who is supposed to do what (U.S. Health Department, 2014).  

During the maintenance phase, the guide advises communicators to update the public, provide 

background information, and gather feedback from the affected population and correct and 

potential misunderstandings. This is crucial because, after the initial shock phases, 

communication by the official institution is sometimes drowned by that of public opinion voices 

which many times only amplify the confusion (U.S. Health Department, 2014).  

The Romanian Government’s Communication strategy gives detailed instructions on how 

institutions should behave. It clearly distinguishes between the preparedness phase and the 
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response phase and instructs the institutions to disseminate their messages across multiple 

channels. The Strategy stipulates that the response phase is activated when a national 

committee for emergency situations is convoked and a communication structure within this 

committee is established. It also details the component parts of such a communication 

structure, which is to be made up of a monitoring and analysis structure, (whose goal is to 

monitor press or other sources of information about the ongoing situation), the information and 

communication structure, which is to work directly with the mass-media and with the public and 

which must handle the mandatory telephone line and webpage and the accreditation structure, 

which handles and accompanies media representatives. A command center for the media is also 

to be established, where accredited journalists can work and transmit information in real time 

(GD 548/2008).   

Clear rules for establishing a spokesperson are regulated through the decision, together with 

the spokesperson’s main responsibilities. He/she is to handle communication in a centralized 

fashion, and communicate the same information to all mass-media channels or institutions 

involved in the handling of the emergency. Furthermore, the designated spokesperson should 

act as the mass-media’s main contact, participate in the decision-making of the committee and 

is not to be contradicted in front of the press (GD 548/2008). 

The Strategy distinguishes between the spokesperson and the “message carriers” 

(representatives of the National Emergency System who answer the media’s inquiries and thus 

gain legitimacy). The messages communicated must be unitary. Thus, according to the Strategy, 

communication must be handled according to the following rules:  

 simultaneous transmission of information to all mass-media channels; 

 frequent press conferences; 

 use of press communiques; 

 all stakeholders must receive the same information – especially public institutions which 

might relay the information further (GD 548/2008). 

A goal of the creation of “message carriers”, in addition to the spokesperson, might be to 

compensate for the potential decrease of credibility that the spokesperson might suffer as a 

result of too frequent exposure and the mistakes that might be associated with it.  

The radioactive emergency plan elaborated by the German BBK advises its personnel to 

communicate during the response phase while taking into account all the possible 

characteristics of the target population. For example, communicators should consider if, in the 

affected area, there are schools, health facilities, non-German speaking groups, and disabled, 

mentally impaired or homeless people. According to the guide, communicators should:  

 design three key messages;  
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 be prepared for possible questions beforehand;  

 develop short, concise answers;  

 make sure they are appropriately dressed;  

 answer questions by re-stating the core messages;  

 show conviction and confidence;  

 keep their language clear and simple – no jargon;  

 show empathy;  

 communicate positive messages;  

 do not speculate or allow the reporter to put words in the spokesperson’s mouth (BBK, 

2007). 

Once again, no specific recommendations are made to communicate differently through 

different media channels. 

 

During the response phase, the role of the media is to transmit the messages of the disaster 

responders and to help the rescue efforts. This is why the media, in general, temporarily 

suspends its watchdog role and takes on a more supportive role, with the aim of: 

 Conveying information – the recommendations of those in charge with disaster 

management must be transmitted to the population in quick and easy to understand 

way.  

 Mobilizing support – the media can help those in need by focusing on special situations 

and cases.  

 Focusing on the actions of the disaster responders so that they receive the appropriate 

support from those inside and outside the affected area. 

Therefore, the public institutions are advised to organize a form of swift and coordinated 

communication which entails:  

 Establishing a single command center and a spokesperson; 

 Communication should be swift, clear and accurate in order not to allow rumors to 

develop; 

 Avoid overtly technical or very long communication;  

 Monitor the way the message is received and respond to any distortions.  
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2.3.3. Recovery Phase 

The recovery phase of a disaster is meant to represent a moment of reflection, re-conciliation 

and the opening up of new opportunities. Thus, according to sources consulted, best practices 

in communicative 82ehaviour include publishing of official reports outlining the causes of the 

disaster and communication of positive messages about recovery and a new beginning.  

According to the Reich, Bentman and Jackman guide, the post-crisis phase should represent a 

moment of evaluation and reform, when conclusions about what was successful and what went 

wrong should be drawn. The authors recommend not only having an internal evaluation but also 

surveying the target population on the understandability and efficacy of the messages 

communicated during the crisis. One particular aspect the authors emphasize is the analysis of 

the relationship with the media as well as of the ways the messages sent were reflected by 

the said media. Journalists should, according to the authors, also be, if possible, included in 

reflection process (Reich, Bentman and Jackman, 2011, 36).  

Ritchie et al (2004) outline for instance the communication stance of the marketing campaigns 

carried out by the British Tourist Authority in the wake of the 2001 foot and mouth disease 

outbreak. These featured direct references to the idea that previously affected UK rural areas 

are now safe to visit and that the British countryside offers excellent vistas and opportunities 

for relaxation.  

During the recovery phase, the media can act as the public conscience and as a watchdog. In 

its first role, mass-media can represent a forum for reflection on what went wrong during the 

disaster itself or the response to it and on how the community can recover. In its watchdog role, 

the mass-media can focus on criticizing those that have committed mistakes and on demanding 

accountability from public institutions. As long as this is done impartially and without miss-

representing the evidence, this particular action of mass-media is crucial to democratic 

accountability.  

However, in politically polarized media landscapes, accountability can turn into the miss-

representation of facts when the goal is to blame already selected individuals or authorities. 

However, the media can also play a positive role, by sharing the message that the disaster is 

now behind and normal life can resume.  

 

Sultănescu (2016) outlines the way in which the media carried out its watchdog role in the 

post-Colectiv recovery phase. Based on sociological data, he shows that while different 

media outlets blamed different institutions or persons for the tragedy, the public tended 

to increase its appreciation of Raed Arafat while decreasing positive evaluations of other 

actors such as Victor Ponta, Gabriel Oprea or the local authorities of sector 4.  
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The different narratives of blame in the wake of a disaster can also be observed in the 

coverage of the 2015 Germanwings Flight 9525. While many media outlets tended to 

blame the pilot’s depression per se, others looked at company policies that overlooked 

depression or the wider social stigma on mental health (Feldman, 2015). 

 

2.3.4. Empirical Investigation of Communication Strategies in Six 

Countries 

Considering that the literature is mostly concerned with suggesting best practices and case 

studies of their implementation and is relatively old and in order to assess the extent to which 

the advice given in the literature is taken up by public authorities in charge with disaster 

management, the MVNIA team elaborated and addressed a series of questionnaires to project 

partners (both research partners and institutional partners. This allowed the responses to be 

a mix of the research experience of the former with the closeness to policy implementation 

of the latter). Replies were received from six partners: Valencia Local Police, South Yorkshire 

Police, EMSC, Italian Civil Protection, Law and Internet Foundation and University of Novi Sad. 

The responses were then 83nalysed and the researchers concluded that they can be grouped 

into two clusters: countries which outline general attributions and those that also give detailed 

instructions to disaster relief managers.  

The questionnaire11 inquired into whether countries have established and to what extent they 

have detailed: 

1. Communication strategies to be applied in cases of disasters at national or county level 

(such as normative acts adopted by the government or regional administrations) 

especially in relation to mass media and NGOs.  

2. Communication plans of disaster relief institutions (detailed institution-wide 

instructions on how to behave) in cases of disasters especially in relation to mass media 

and NGOs.  

Considering the limited scope of the research, the data was not meant to consist of a 

representative sample of European countries or European disaster response institution, but a 

overview of the national policies in the countries of the project partners. Thus, while this does 

not limit the validity of the analysis, no claims to representativity can be made.  Two main 
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clusters12 of countries were identified: countries that only have a general emergency response 

law, which stipulates attributions on who must coordinate disaster relief (Bulgaria, Spain, Serbia) 

and countries that also have (either in law or subsequent documents) detailed instructions/ 

recommendation (Italy, France, United Kingdom) on what an authority must do  regarding 

communications before, during and after a disaster. However, none of the documents identified 

offer particular communication advice on how to differently employ various channels of 

communication to reach diverse audiences.  

In Bulgaria, Serbia and Spain, there is a stipulation about who is legally allowed to declare an 

emergency and about the duties that media channels have in such times. The authorities are 

legally compelled to inform the public about the declaration of the state of emergency and 

about any developments of the situation. The media is always compelled to stop transmission 

and to carry the authorities’ messages to the population. In Serbia, “The Law on Emergency 

Situations stipulates that legal entities, as well as the owners of communication networks and 

information systems are obligated to place their services at the disposal of authorities in the 

cases of disasters” while in Bulgaria “providers of electronic communications shall be obliged to 

cooperate to the Ministry of Interior for implementation of the communications in case of 

disasters and to the National System for Emergency Calls with Unified European Number 112” 

(reported by Law and Internet Foundation). In Spain, at national level, the Ministry of Interior 

has to establish a Communications Director and institutional communications and has the right 

to impose sanctions on media channels who refuse the government’s mandatory 

communications. Therefore, one could observe several commonalities between the first set of 

countries: two of them are post-communist states, which have a tradition of centralization while 

the third, Spain, has also had authoritarian government in the past. While Spain devolved some 

of its powers to autonomous regions, the Madrid government maintains a significant amount of 

power for the rest. This tradition might explain why we find that private operators of 

broadcasting licenses have the legal obligation to place their means of communication in the 

hands of the government.  

Conversely, France, UK and Italy provide detailed instructions about media handling to state 

authorities. All of the three states converge around several points, seen as best practices in 

relationships between state institutions and the media. Generally, there is the recommendation 

to establish rapport with media institutions before anything is bound to happen and to 

establish a unique contact point (including the presence of media on-site) during disasters. The 

governments also advise early communication and verification of all information that is 

                                                      
12 This work uses the term “clusters” as having the same meaning “groups” rather than to refer to the statistical 
technique cluster analysis. These two groups were obtained by observing the similarities and differences between 
different states’ policies.  
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broadcast. Empathy towards the victims of the disaster is also crucial during these moments 

(reported by EMSC).  

The UK government sends clear factsheets to public authorities to explain to them the duties 

they have under the Civil Contingencies Act. These factsheets explain how the communication 

process is to be arranged and what the authorities must do before and during a disaster. In order 

to establish the resilience of public authorities and the populations, the United Kingdom has 

established UK Resilience as “a government-commissioned, non-governmental organization 

bringing together experts in the field of disaster management to advice on a range of areas 

within disaster planning and management, including communication strategies”. It provided a 

wide checklist for public authorities on how to behave towards media in disaster situations.  

The most important provisions on this list are: 

 organizing media facilities and an accreditation system where one holds regular media 

briefings by clearly identified and well-trained spokespeople; 

 having a media coordinating group which monitors; 

 recording and making consistent all information released to the media, so that facts are 

checked and the authority speaks with one voice; 

 recording what the media is saying and briefing key staff on what has been said, making 

sure something is communicated even when there is no relevant information in order 

to avoid communication gaps and vacuums, which lead to rumors taking over (reported 

by Yorkshire Police).  

The three countries, which have detailed strategies, are older democracies, which have had the 

time to institutionalize a strong and well-developed disaster response mechanism. They prefer 

a pro-active approach, which advises public authorities on how to behave before a disaster 

strikes. This might also be caused due to the tradition of public accountability, which causes 

public authorities to fear a popular backlash if they are seen as failing in their duty. 

 

The main conclusion that can be extracted out of this analysis is that, given the media’s crucial 

role in all stages of a disaster, as well as the public authorities’ duty to take into consideration 

saving those involved in a disaster, it is very helpful to have detailed instructions on how to 

behave in such situations. This is especially relevant in countries where there is a democratic 

tradition and the media caters to a more demanding population, behaving more as a watchdog 

than a simple information conduit.  
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2.4. New Channels of Communication – Websites 

and Social Media 

 

In addition to media handling strategies or direct communication to the target audience, a 

significant part of the recent literature discusses the use of websites and web 2.0 tools as means 

of communication by public institutions.  Official government websites are employed by 

institutions with the aim of constituting not only a means of transmitting information in a top-

down approach but also in order to create a community, answer questions and stimulate bonds 

of common identity between the members of large organizations such as armed forces. 

Moreover, more interactive communication tools have been increasingly adopted by public 

institutions. According to an OECD working paper, social media use by national governments has 

increased considerably over the past decade and a significant number of governments now hold 

twitter accounts (Mickoleit, 2014). 

Byars (2012) outlines the way in which the Federal Web Managers Council or Web Council was 

founded in 2004 in the United States, with the aim of pushing federal states or local 

governments to adopt a more web-based approach to communication between public 

institutions and citizens. According to the guidelines published by this body, public institutions 

which wish to be successful in their online communication should: 

 Decide on a strategic plan to accommodate changing organizational and stakeholder 

requirements, as well as the evolving nature of the Internet; 

 Maximize branding by selecting an appropriate name and domain identification, i.e., 

.gov, .org, .com, etc.; 

 Create a design that is functional, reader friendly and easy to navigate; 

 Incorporate a Contact Us Page, About Us Page and Site Map. Include a Search 

 Box on every page and provide search hints and recommendations; 

 Keep content current, audience driven, and use plain language free of acronyms; 

 Decide on which forms and publications to include and how to provide for download of 

data files; 

 Avoid duplicating material from other websites and link to relevant cross agency portals 

when appropriate; 

 Adhere to federal laws, regulations and directives concerning web content, operations 

and the protection of personal information. Incorporate transparency features, i.e., a 

privacy policy, security protocols and guidelines on linking, disclaimers and advertising; 
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 Institute a process for continually improving web operations by conducting formal 

evaluations using online surveys and usability testing; 

 Establish emergency operating procedures and protocols for taking the site off-line for 

system maintenance and other contingencies (Byars, 2012, 55). 

In addition to issues of design and accessibility, Byars quotes officials recommending to public 

institutions website managers that they take care of making the site multilingual and easy to 

use by people with disabilities. Furthermore, as data transfers have increased, the provision 

of cybersecurity becomes crucial. Encryption and data protection protocols must be used to 

make website users feels secure (Byars, 57). 

While admitting that “today’s governments are hierarchically structured, oriented to command 

and control, and bureaucratic in nature” and that “this combination is not the best recipe for 

embracing and adopting new and emerging technologies that can provide process efficiency” 

Leila Sadeghi (2012) outlines the way in which several public institutions across the United States 

have adopted web 2.0 tools with the aim of improving their connections with citizens. She also 

lists possible advantages and disadvantages of the use of web 2.0 tools.  

According to Sadeghi, Facebook could be used to “engage citizens, post events and news, 

and share photos and short videos” (Sadeghi, 133) while Microblogging platforms such as 

Twitter might be employed to “post short and relevant messages such as a reminder to 

attend a town meeting, or to participate in a free event, or take an online poll” (Sadeghi, 

133). Alternatively, blogs are generally used by elected officials directly as these tools 

“provide depth and a more personal connection” and could be employed to interact 

directly with citizens (Sadeghi, 133). Finally, the same authors recommend the use of 

Youtube to post videos of actions by different state agencies and offer the State of 

California as an example (Sadeghi, 133).  

In the same chapter, Sadeghi quotes difficulties with the fact that many government employees 

are of an older generation and less technologically savvy, as well as the difficulty of maintaining 

a permanent online presence and providing quick responses as difficulties in using web 2.0 

tools13 by government agencies. She recommends establishing a comprehensive strategy, which 

includes who is responsible for monitoring the platform and what to post and what not to post 

as a solution to these issues problems.  

The use of websites and social media can be highly useful in reaching a younger public, which is 

less attuned to classical channels of communication such as newspaper or TV. Statistics have 

shown, both in the European Union and in the United States that there is a double age digital 

                                                      
13 The literature distinguishes between web 1.0, which involved only a static presentation of information from 
sender to receiver – such as classical websites and web 2.0 which implies interactivity and user-control of 
information – such as youutube, wikis, blogs, file sharing or social networks.  



 

  

 
 

 
     

 88/193  
 

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

divide. When comparing the media consumption of young and old, researchers found that 

younger people use social media to a much greater extent than older people. Moreover, there 

is yet another divide among internet users. While young people use the internet to access social 

media websites, far fewer among the older internet users also have social media.  At EU level, 

in 2015, only 43% of those aged 55-74 used the internet at all, while the same percentage was 

79% in the 16-29 age cohort and 71% in the 35-44 group (Eurostat). Furthermore, according to 

the latest Eurostat research: age is an important factor determining differences in the use of the 

internet. Among younger users aged 16 to 24 years in the EU some of the most popular online 

activities in 2016 included participating in social networks (88 %), watching videos from 

commercial or sharing services such as YouTube or Netflix (83 %) and listening to music (80 

%). On the other hand, for older users aged 65 to 74 years, reading the news (64 %) and seeking 

health information (59 %) were among the most popular online activities (Eurostat, 2017).  

Conversely, printed newspaper readership, both in the United States and the European Union is 

skewed in 88avour of older people. Thus, according to data obtained by the Pew Research 

Center, in the US, in 2015, 50% of those aged 65+ and 38% of those aged 55-64 read printed 

newspapers while only 16% of those aged 18-24 and 17% of those aged 24-35 did so (Pew 

Research Center, http://www.journalism.org/chart/5802/) A 2011 Eurobarometer found similar 

trends for the European Union, with 59% of those aged 15-24 reading the written press at least 

once a week (only 19% daily). Alternatively, within the 55+ age group, the percentage of those 

who read the written press at least once a week was  72% (45% doing so daily) (Standard 

Eurobarometere 76 –Media use).  

 

Therefore, in the context of disaster management, new media can mostly be employed as a 

form of communication with young people. The potential of communication tools such as 

websites, social media and mobile apps can be harnessed by disaster management institutions 

to address young people, who might be difficult to reach by other means. However, 

considering the statistics above and that a considerable number of older people do not use 

social media or the internet at all, institutions entrusted with disaster management should 

maintain a balance between their communication on social media and the use of classical 

media channels.  

 

2.4.1. New Media 

This section consists of a comparative analysis of the online14 communication practices of three 

disaster-management institutions: the Romanian Department for Emergency Situations, the 

                                                      
14 The online communication practices were chosen in order to 1. Compare and contrast them with official 
strategies and policies, which do not mention any different guidance for different communication channels, 2. 

http://www.journalism.org/chart/5802/


 

  

 
 

 
     

 89/193  
 

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

Italian Civil Protection (Protezione civile) and the German Federal Office for Civil Protection and 

Disaster Assistance (BBK)15. Six aspects were investigated in this research:  

1. What kind of new media do these authorities use? 

2. Which one of the above mentioned media channels is updated more regularly (in order 

to assess which one of these is considered more important by that particular 

authority)? 

3. What information does the authorities’ website contain (such as laws and regulation, 

advice on how to behave during disaster, public communiques)? This is done in order 

to assess whether that authority looks more to communicating actionable information 

or does it prefer to present its own activities. Furthermore, it also looks at whether 

information posted on the authority’s website could be easily taken up by the media 

and disseminated to a broader audience.  

4. What type of contact information does the institution post (general information as 

opposed to detailed and personalized)?  This line of inquiry looks at whether the 

authority creates an easy line of communication between its leadership and the media 

and citizens or whether it bureaucratizes bottom-up communication.  

5. What non-text materials are uploaded? (89ehavi, photos, mobile app links)  

6. What narratives does the institution represent in its materials?  

The three cases were selected given the relative similarities between the legal traditions of 

Romania and Italy, the similar tradition of state-formation (unification in the later XIX century), 

and the centralized nature of the state and the similar placement of the disaster- management 

institutions in the overall government architecture (inside the Interior Ministry). Conversely, an 

authority from a different type of country was brought in, in order to show any possible 

contrasts. Unlike Romania and Italy, Germany is a federal state and the BBK is a central-level 

authority. The use of online channels by the Romanian DSU, the German BBK and the Italian civil 

protection was 89ehaviou through a comparison of their websites and their Facebook pages. 

They were seen neither as a priori good examples nor as bad ones, but the differences between 

them allowed for both their strengths and their weak points to be assessed.  

                                                      
Investigate how public institutions (generally bureaucratic and hierarchical-see above) adapt to a younger and 
more dynamic public.  
15  When evaluating the three disaster management institutions, two cases of best practice were kept in mind. 
Firstly, the American FEMA constantly updates its website and its Facebook page with public service information. 
Secondly, the EU Commission’s Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid 
Operations (ECHO) maintains both a highly developed website (http://ec.europa.eu/echo/) and a constantly 
updated facebook page. Both of these are regularly updated with operational details and public service 
information. 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/
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The main lessons to be drawn from this approach is that both channels need to be frequently 

updated, have to include as much information as possible, both on the background of the 

institution and on current events, and must show operational successes in order to maintain a 

trust between citizens and the authority.  

 

The Romanian Department for Emergency Situations employs a website 

(www.dsu.mai.gov.ro), as well as a Facebook page and a mobile app. The Facebook page is 

updated regularly and includes videos as well as announcements, while the website far less so. 

The Facebook page posts images of the actions in which the employees of Department are 

involved, especially rescue actions which generate the most public support. One video shows a 

DSU helicopter in action over the Romanian mountains, while a picture gallery looks at how DSU 

employees helped people involved in a car crash (see Appendix, Images 3 and 4). This is meant 

to show, in a spectacular fashion, the dedication and skill of DSU employees who utilize modern 

technology to rescue people that have been trapped in the mountains. The images outline an 

image of heroism and dedication and focus on the day-to-day disaster responder rather than 

the general management of the institution. However, this is not connected to any advice about 

how to behave in similar disaster situations or what to do when in an emergency situation.  

A particularly important moment for Romanian state institutions are the yearly reports, which 

are marked with formal ceremonies and the analysis of the previous years’ activity. In February 

2017, on the occasion of the 2016 activity report, the Facebook page of the Department showed 

both the message of Raed Arafat, the head of the Department (as already said), and a message 

sent by Romanian President Klaus Iohannis (see Appendix, Images 5 and 6). They both outlined 

messages through which the institution’s actions in the previous year are praised while 

encouragement for doing even better in the future was transmitted. The idea of these messages 

is to show that the highest decision-makers in the Romanian state are satisfied with the activity 

of the DSU. Alternatively, there is less focus on public-service information and on showing the 

satisfaction of the public. Considering the centralized nature of the Romanian state, the DSU’s 

Facebook page shows that the authority considers praises from the top leadership as an 

important achievement.  

By contrast to its Facebook page, the website of the Romanian Department for Emergency 

Situations’ is less developed and includes only basic information about the Department, its 

leadership and some titles of the agenda of Raed Arafat. The site also features Arafat’s speech 

on the occasion of the annual review of activity, but it does not have a video feed. However, to 

help citizens, the website includes a guide about what citizens who wish to obtain a fire 

authorization for their building must do (DSU n.d.a). The website also encourages citizens to 

download the DSU mobile application and to use it to obtain weather alerts. The application 

http://www.dsu.mai.gov.ro/
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allows the user to select the counties in Romania where he/she wants to monitor the weather 

and to receive alerts when significant relevant events (rain, earthquakes, and landslides) occur.  

As suggested in the literature, the website also includes contact information (only a street 

address and a formal, department-wide email and telephone number, as opposed to detailed 

information on how to contact the institution’s central leadership) for the department, but no 

possibility to contact the department directly through the website or personalized e-mail 

addresses. Given that Romanian legislation on freedom of access to information demands it, the 

Department also includes a section on the legislation governing its activity and information 

about laws governing the prevention and extinction of fire. Moreover, a not very developed 

page on the Department’s site outlines the “Be ready” Caravan – a prevention campaign 

undertaken by the Department. This is complemented by general information on the leadership 

and tasks of the Department (see Appendix, Images 9 and 10). While the literature does not 

discuss how to proceed in the case of establishing an institution’s website, the presence of the 

leadership on the Romanian Department for emergency situations website is rather a legal 

obligation. This shows that public institutions are primordially concerned with obeying laws (the 

Romanian law of Freedom of Access to information 544/2001 obliges public authorities to post 

information about their leadership). However, this is not complemented with public-service 

information, but with more information about the authority’s efforts to cooperate with other 

stakeholders.  

Conversely, the website of the Italian Civil Protection 

(http://www.protezionecivile.gov.it/jcms/en/home.wp) is much more developed than the 

Italian authority’s Facebook page. Its website features information about the latest legal 

measures adopted, weather alerts and news about earthquakes, as well as actions undertaken 

by the authority’s employees. It is updated much more regularly and also features an English 

version as well as information about: the components of the organization, its operating 

structures, and its history as well as general risks affecting the area such as seismic, volcanic, 

weather related and hydro, tsunami, fire, environmental and nuclear disasters. Further, the 

website posts aspects about the laws governing its activity, its personnel and budget and the 

European projects it has been part of (see Appendix, Images 11 and 12). The website also 

contains a relatively easy to retrieve contact information of its head (both e-mail and work 

telephone) and a consistent section of publications including public service information about 

how to behave in cases of disasters. All of this could provide mass-media with consistent source 

of information in cases of disasters, when such information and advice might be difficult to 

obtain in due time. Most of this information is included in the Department’s magazine entitled 

“Protezione Civile”, together with reflections on recent disaster or on possibly dangerous places 

throughout Italy.  

Furthermore, the Civil Protection’s Facebook page also includes images of action and teamwork, 

but is rarely updated. The messages are the same as in the case of the Romanian emergency 

http://www.protezionecivile.gov.it/jcms/en/home.wp
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authority, but their regularity is much reduced. They convey the motivation of employees and 

their heroism in undertaking their tasks, as well as the team spirit which predominates among 

the rescue teams. Airborne rescues’s images are always spectacular and they are featured on 

the Facebook pages of both authorities (see Appendix, Images 13 and 14).  

 

The German Bundesamt für Bevölkerungsschutz und Katastrophenhilfe (BBK) also focuses on 

current news. However, unlike other civil protection authorities, the BBK outlines from its first 

page a set of brochures about how to behave in disaster situations (see Appendix, Image 15). 

Moreover, in contrast with the Romanian DSU, it has a very developed website, focusing on its 

actions, cooperation and successes, but also looking in depth at its legal competences, its 

history, the actions it undertakes in fulfilling each of its designated competences, a detailed 

glossary on the meaning of each term it employs, a publication section where one can retrieve 

different public information as well as reports on how different catastrophes were handled and 

one in which all the latest press communiques are archived. This shows the preoccupation with 

archiving and making public documents of general interest, rather than focusing only on current 

information and personalizing the authority. The German authority does not make public the 

contact information of its leadership, but provides a general contact form. Alternatively, it gives 

detailed instructions on how to request public information both via post and e-mail.  

From the analysis of the BBK’s website, one can see that it allows the media to access a wide 

variety of information. However, the focus is primordially placed on officially-sounding 

information, which the media needs to process. Communication is relatively distant, announcing 

events rather than offering simple lines, which the media could easily reproduce.  

Furthermore, the authority’s Facebook page is highly under-developed. There is no official 

communication on the page, but individuals tag themselves and the authority to communicate 

about meetings or professional development seminars. This represents a major vulnerability for 

the BBK, which risks significant image losses if disaffected individuals will post negative 

messages regarding its activity.  

 

The most important lesson learned from the analysis is that most disaster management 

authorities have adapted to the communication needs of the current generation and are 

employing websites, social media and mobile apps in order to reach as wide a public as possible. 

The Romanian DSU showed the use of Facebook to transmit positive and uplifting messages 

about the dedication of its employees who are engaged in spectacular rescues, while using its 

website to post the information required by law. The Italian civil protection and the German BBK 

did the same, but primordially through their website rather than Facebook page. The three 

institutions were selected since they are representative for European civil protection institutions 
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and their communicative 93ehaviour. However, considering the avalanche of news that these 

institutions share there is less public-service information posted, either on the Facebook page 

of on their websites.  
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CHAPTER THREE: The Role of NGOs in 

Communicating in Case of Disaster. Analysis of 

Communication Strategies and Forms of 

Interaction Used by the Actors Involved in Disaster 

Management 

 

3.1. Main Characteristics of NGOs 

 

Similarly to the argument made above regarding public institutions, it can be said that the social 

communication 94nalysed94 of NGOs and their contribution to disaster relief is a function, of 

the type of NGO that they are (see below), of their organizational structure and is part of the 

role they to play in the disaster management processes. While public institutions are established 

by political will and are meant to solve society-wide problems, NGOs emerge from the free will 

of individuals, who decide to pull resources to pursue a social goal. According to Yaziji and Doh 

(2009), NGOs are very heterogeneous organizations characterized (or supposed to be 

characterized) by humanitarian and cooperative objectives, individuals coalescing around 

common ideas, needs or causes in organized relationship in order to promote collective gains. 

While NGOs are permanent, routinized organizations, in some cases, wide alliances of NGOs 

and individual citizens might emerge, in which case these are called social movements (Yaziji 

& Doh, 4).  

Thus, one can say that the crucial feature of NGOs is that they are private organizations that aim 

to enhance the public production of goods and services, rather than to maximize private benefit. 

Given their differentiation from both state institutions and for-profit private companies, NGOs 

are many times 94nalysed as the “third sector”. The ability to change mindsets and attitudes is 

the most valuable function of NGOs, especially for those involved in managing disasters (Lewis, 

2) 

Authors who have 94nalysed the characteristics and roles of NGOs have divided them according 

to two criteria: whether they aim to benefit their own members or others (Yaziji and Doh, 10) 
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and whether they engage in advocacy (bringing problems to the public attention, bringing cases 

against government institutions) or in service (providing public benefits to citizens where public 

institutions fail to do so) (Yaziji and Doh, 2009, Lewis, 2009). NGOs that are engaged in advocacy 

can further be classified as: watchdogs – those that accept the basic legitimacy of the system 

and merely aim to monitor its functioning and to prevent abuses, and social movements – 

those that seek to have a transformative impact on the wider socio-political environment 

(Yaziji and Doh, 9). Similarly, Lewis (2009, 110-113) points out two main roles that NGOs can 

play in the public space:  service delivery (replacing the state due to its lack of capacity) and 

catalysts of social change (aiming to make things better in a particular area), which can be done 

either through advocacy, innovation (either supporting the creation of new technologies or of 

new social arrangements), acting as a watchdog or partnership with public or for-profit 

institutions.   

Generally, NGOs involved in disaster management are primordially service-delivering 

organizations that aim to either complement or replace government actions, especially in areas 

where the governmental capacity is diminished. This naturally leads to the idea that these NGOs 

will rarely engage in advocacy or undertake watchdog roles, but might concern themselves with 

innovation and will aim to establish partnerships with public institutions.  

 

3.2. Partnering for Disaster Relief and Efficient 

Communication: NGOs and Public Institutions. A 

General Landscape 

 

Even if they themselves might benefit from freedom of action, lack of bureaucracy and no 

political influences, NGOs need to establish partnerships with government institutions. This 

might serve as triggers of growing visibility and trust within public opinion. Even if NGOs’ 

activities don’t need political approval, their legitimacy and efficiency are highly dependent on 

the relationship built with government representatives (Lewis, 4). 

 

An NGO involved in managing disasters could conduct awareness campaigns, highlight 

vulnerabilities and participate in drilling the population through preparedness measures. It 

could also encourage the creation of task forces that can efficiently respond to disasters, 

minimizing the number of victims. After the disaster management process, it could assist the 

public institutions in their effort to develop a disaster management plan, adapted to the critical 

points noticed during the emergency situation (Lundgren, McMakin, 237-239). 
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A partnership between the public and private sector during disaster is strongly recommended, 

not only because of the clear message delivered by this approach to public opinion (a 

transparent and coordinated approach in crisis situations indicates an efficient 

administration) but also because of the benefits brought by the private sector, namely their 

close connection with civil society, trust, credibility and capability to generate social changes. 

These items enable NGOs to conduct successful awareness campaigns within targeted 

populations before and after the disaster and also to efficiently manage the hazardous situation 

(Covello et al. 146) 

 

In order to profit from the benefits offered by the private sector during crisis time, every 

government should build a cooperative mechanism with NGOs on different societal issues long 

before the crisis occurs. In developed democracies, the involvement of representatives of NGOs 

in the processes of decision making became common practice of public governance. Having 

consultations before taking a political decision or adopting a normative act can lead to a higher 

quality of the adopted acts and raises the legitimacy of the decisions and the governance as a 

whole. The cooperation between NGOs and decisional actors highlights the benefits of 

participatory democracy and reflects not only the interests of ruling majority, but also of civil 

society in its diversity (Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 2005, 6). 

At the level of the European Union, organizations that aim to influence public policy making 

need to register themselves in a Transparency Register. This register includes both private lobby 

firms, consultancy firms, representatives of business, advocacy NGOs, organizations 

representing municipal or local authorities and think-tanks/academic institutions dedicated to 

research and analysis. The number and percentage of total from the registered organizations 

can be seen in the following table:  
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Type of organization Number of registered 

organizations  

% of total  

Professional consultancies/law firms/self-employed 

consultants 

1,331 11.72 

In-house lobbyists and trade/business/professional 

associations 

5,608 49.39 

Non-governmental organizations16 2,974 26.19 

Think tanks, research and academic institutions 850 7.49 

Organizations representing churches and religious 

communities 

50 0.44 

Organizations representing local, regional and municipal 

authorities, other public or mixed entities, etc. 

542         4.77 

Table 3 – Types of organizations registered in the EU’s transparency register (EU Transparency register) 

 

In order to assess the importance of the civil society of each country at the European level, the 

percentage of NGOs was calculated for each state. Out of the 2974 organizations registered as 

NGOs, 2679 were registered in EU member states and 295 were registered outside in countries 

such as the US or Iceland.  The data shows that some countries such as Austria or Cyprus have a 

disproportionately higher (measured as the percentage of NGOs registered/% their population), 

while others such as Romania or Poland have a lower influence than their population would 

allow. Belgium, due to being the host of the EU institutions, is an outlier should not be 

considered. Presumably many NGOs, even if their members come from a particular country, 

choose to register themselves in Belgium.  

  

                                                      
16 The tables drawn from the European Transparency register rely on data and classifications provided by the 
European Union. One needs to consider that the Transparency register is based on organizations registering 
themselves and placing themselves in one of the five cateogries. According to the EU guidelines for registration, 
NGOs can be defined as “Not-for-profit organisations (with or without legal status) which are independent of 
public authorities or commercial organisations. Includes foundations, charities, etc. Any such organisation which 
includes substantial profit-making elements among its membership must register in Section II”, while think-tanks 
are “Specialised think tanks and research institutions dealing with EU activities & policies.” (Guidelines 2015). 
While the number of NGOs registered at the level of the European Union might be different depending on 
different definitions of the concept (could include think tanks or even curch organizations), this does not subtract 
from the results of the theoretical analyses presented above (last retrieved July 2017).  
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Member state  Number of registered 

organizations  

% of total  % of EU population 

Austria  72 2.69 1.69 

Belgium  658 24.56 2.22 

Bulgaria  35 1.31 1.42 

Croatia 19 0.71 0.83 

Cyprus 12 0.45 0.17 

Czech Republic 36 1.34 2.07 

Denmark  43 1.61 1.11 

Estonia  16 0.60 0.26 

Finland  35 1.31 1.08 

France  212 7.91 13.06 

Germany 318 11.87 15.97 

Greece 43 1.61 2.13 

Hungary  31 1.16 1.94 

Ireland  47 1.75 0.91 

Italy  169 6.31 11.96 

Latvia  19 0.71 0.39 

Lithuania  14 0.52 0.57 

Luxembourg 21 0.78 0.11 

Malta 13 0.49 0.08 

Netherlands 202 7.54 3.33 

Poland  60 2.24 7.48 

Portugal  36 1.34 2.04 

Romania  44 1.64 3.91 

Slovakia  22 0.82 1.07 

Slovenia  20 0.75 0.41 

Spain  152 5.67 9.14 

Sweden  69 2.58 1.92 

United Kingdom  261 9.74 12.74 

Total  2679 100.00  

Table 4 – Number of NGOs per member state (EU Transparency register) 

https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/austria_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/belgium_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/bulgaria_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/croatia_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/cyprus_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/czechrepublic_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/denmark_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/estonia_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/finland_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/france_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/germany_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/greece_en
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One example of NGO association at the European level is the CONCORD (European NGO 

Confederation for Relief and Development) network, which was founded in 2003 in Brussels with 

the aim of monitoring and lobbying the EU institutions to adopt policies that foster sustainable 

development, local ownership-based development policies, global citizenship education and a 

wider role for civil society in the world (CONCORD, n.d.).  

One such action was the proposal of recommendations to the European Commission on the 

planned European Fund for sustainable development. This will be part of the European External 

Investment Plan (EIP) for Africa and Neighborhood countries. Given the risks that European 

money might be eventually used against the purposes for which they were designated, the 

CONCORD network elaborated a series of proposals addressed to the Commission. Four main 

policies were required in order to make the EFSD a much “safer” financial instrument of the 

Commission’s policies:  

1. Ensure full transparency and accountability including via a scoreboard of indicators;  

2. Establish an EU centralized Grievance Mechanism for affected local communities;  

3. Include an Exclusion List to ensure that climate environmental and social standards are 

respected; 

4. Ensure that the EFSD objectives reflect a Sustainable Development Theory of Change 

(CONCORD 2017). 

Great Britain is one of the countries of greatest traditions and best developed consultations 

with citizens and civic organizations. The adoption of the Compact on Relations between 

Government and the Community Sector in 1998 represented the first step towards enhancing 

the cooperation of the Government and private sector. It was shortly followed by a code for 

consultations between the two parties, who stated some major criteria to be met: to consult 

widely, be clear about the purpose of the consultation, give feedback to the private sector after 

the process, monitor the effectiveness of the consultation process and carrying out a regulatory 

impact assessment on the issues debated (Compactvoice, 1998). 

 

The principles listed above could be adjusted to specific cultural, political or social traits. As a 

general inference, the main steps that ensure an efficient cooperation between NGOs and 

public institutions are: establishing a commission or department that deals with problems of 

civil society, adopting strategic documents enabling the participation of NGOs in decision-

making processes and adopting codes for consultations, as main rules of cooperation. In other 

words, having a regulatory approach towards the cooperation with private actors and constantly 

measuring the impact of governmental acts are the first steps of ensuring participatory 

democracy and benefiting from this format (Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 2005, 26-

27). 
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While the media is not necessarily an actor in the relationship between NGOs and the state, it 

can facilitate or hinder this cooperation. The media can negatively represent the actions of NGOs 

and criticize the state for cooperating with them. Alternatively, media channels can foster trust 

and good relations between the partners by showing how this cooperation leads to fruitful 

results and to the solving of people’s problems. Especially when a disaster is involved, the way 

the media covers the events can have long-term effects on trust between NGOs, public 

institution and the general citizenry.  

 

While not as developed as the United Kingdom, Romania also shows evidence of cooperation 

between public institutions and private organizations regarding critical societal issues, including 

disaster management. On example is the glossary created by Romanian Chamber of Deputies 

for civil society to register. The main objectives of this glossary is to constantly update a list of 

nongovernmental organizations registered upon the conditions stipulated by some legislative 

acts (Law 54/2003 and Ordinance 26/2000) and enhance the cooperation between the 

lawmakers and the representatives of these associations (Romanian Chamber of Deputies, n.d.). 

However, despite the above mentioned initiative, the influence that NGOs have on legislation 

in Romania is relatively reduced. According to a survey held in April-May 2013, the Romanian 

Parliament and the NGOs’ representatives do not usually cooperate and do not perceive each 

other as real partners (IPP Data Research, 2013). On a more positive note, one can observe 

cooperation between public institutions and not-for-profit organizations. An example is offered 

by a cooperation protocol recently signed by Raed Arafat and the head of the Habitat for 

Humanity Romania for managing a crisis situation, not only during the crisis, but also in the 

recovery phase, with the aim of helping communities to build resilience (stiriong.ro, 2017). 

Furthermore, Government Decision 768/2016 stipulates the creation of a national platform for 

reducing the negative effects of disasters and enhancing cooperation between the actors 

involved – National Committee for Special Emergency Situations, NGOs, professional and 

religious associations and also research institutions) (GD 768/2016). 

Possible explanations for the lack of visibility of NGOs in Romania could be the perceived 

idealistic nature of an NGO within a pragmatic world or its lack of consistent activity, despite its 

financial and logistic resources. The public does not seem to understand NGOs activities and 

thus the role of this sector for societal development. The lack of information and insufficient 

promotion in mass-media could also be reasons for the misperceptions outlined above.  

In the case of Romania’s Colectiv nightclub fire, NGOs did not have a consistent input to the 

emergency services’ intervention. The lack of collaborative mechanisms between public 

institutions and NGOs was the one of the problem indicated by the control report drafted after 

a few months after the event. The non-profit sector was mostly involved in raising funds for 
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helping the victims and their families to get over the tragedy. One of these NGOs is Estuar, which 

succeeded, in two months after the event, to collect almost 300,000 euros (Estuar, 2016). 

NGOs’ representatives also participated during the protests and the discussions held after the 

event with the Romanian president Klaus Iohannis. During these consultations, the private 

actors highlighted the major solutions to improve crisis management. Among these were 

mentioned the need to eliminate political influences from public administration and encourage 

the adoption of performance criteria, objective and free media and a higher budget for 

education and health systems (Caritasromania, 2016). 

 

3.3. How Can NGOs Contribute to Disaster Risk 

Communication? 

 

As mentioned in the section regarding public institutions, communication literature generally 

takes a private company as the main communicating organization and advises it on how to 

improve its practices, with a view to improving maintaining or salvaging its reputation. 

Alternatively, literature on NGOs is analytical and explains their 101ehaviour as function of the 

constraints they faced. Thus, a combination of these resources is necessary in order to tease out 

recommendations for public-service-oriented NGO communication.  

Unlike public institutions, who also need to serve political masters, NGOs are generally public-

service oriented by definition. However, they also need to take into account the audience in the 

disaster area, potential competition in the quest for public recognition and the need to maintain 

a constant cash flow (generally from donors, who do not desire to be associated with attempts 

to help that backfires or abuses committed by institutions promising to relieve suffering). Thus, 

if they wish to succeed in delivering their services, these NGOs must maintain a good relation 

with the government and therefore avoid advocacy campaigns directly targeting local politicians 

or institutions. Diverging interests between these actors might hamper institutional 

coordination in the case of disaster, lead to competition and actually harm those that they 

intend to save.  

According to the literature, the relationship between service-delivering NGOs concerned with 

disaster management and the media has been one of a mutual benefit. While the media is avid 

for content, NGOs are part of an ever-tougher “competitive compassion market”. This means 

that NGOs need the media because it allows them to tell their story to the public and thus attract 

funds for their activities. In cases where a disaster is happening in a place that is far away from 

where the media outlet is based, NGOs that have a presence in the field (the example found in 
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the literature is the case of British charities involved in relieving African hunger) sometimes 

represent the only source of information that the media has. Thus, NGOs can act both as 

information conduits to the media or as area analysts, providing not only raw information but 

also interpretation. An even closer form of relationship between media and NGOs is the 

embedding of journalists with aid organizations in disaster stricken areas. This feeds the media’s 

need for content and allows the NGOs to send its story across. However, as admitted by some 

NGO activists, given the “compassion market” they need to act in, NGOs are liable to edit their 

stories to focus on the humanitarian dimension or even to show embedded journalists only the 

desired aspects of a story (Cooper 2011, Kalsics 2011). 

Thus, in order for NGOs to successfully perform their implementer’s role, the role of the media 

is crucial. The media can create a positive image for particular NGOs or for NGOs in general 

within the disaster-stricken population. This eliminates any risks of potential rejections from the 

side of those receiving assistance due to mistrust or even worse, of violence perpetrated against 

the assisting personnel. This applies especially in cases when the affected population has little 

knowledge of what NGOs are doing; then, a positive representation by the media is crucial. 

Furthermore, the role of catalyst is also highly dependent on positive media representations: 

NGOs cannot address wider publics and engage in reflexive exercises about how to better 

organize disaster relief if people believe their goals are sinister. The same applies to cooperation 

between NGOs and public institutions: state officials must be convinced that NGOs are actually 

pursuing the goal they say they are pursuing rather than being motivated by ulterior motives. 

Otherwise cooperation will be formal or lacking. This offers the media a crucial role in the 

representation of NGOs and obliges them to strive for good relations with journalists.  

 

NGOs involved in disaster management have the ability to complement state efforts and to 

efficiently promote social mobilization and public awareness. To accomplish these major goals, 

their communicational efforts should be focused on three main dimensions: implementer, 

catalyst and partner.  

- The implementer role is concerned with the mobilization of resources to provide goods 

and services to people who need them (in this particular case, information).  

- The catalyst role can be defined as an NGO’s ability to inspire, facilitate or contribute 

to improved thinking and action to promote social transformation.  

- The role of the partner reflects the growing trend for NGOs to work with government, 

media and the private sector on joint activities (Lewis 1-2). 
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3.3.1. Preparedness Phase  

 

In a similar vein to all other actors, NGOs are also advised to plan ahead of time. The idea of 

planning can be understood in two distinct ways: development of communication plans for the 

organization, and preparation of the local population, state authorities and private actors on 

how to behave in cases of disasters. Planning is crucial to executing successful disaster relief, 

both by state authorities and NGOs.  

 

Organizational communication is best when a strategy is developed ahead of time. An 

organization needs to constantly communicate to its environment about its development and 

latest achievements. An NGO which can produce a media strategy, with clearly identifiable and 

predetermined outcomes, can survive longer, improve its visibility and increase the public trust 

in its actions. In order to develop an efficient communication strategy, an NGO involved in 

disaster management has to follow these steps: define the goal of the process, select the 

audiences, the tools, appoint the messengers, select a timetable and evaluate the entire plan 

(Haddow & Haddow, 215). Thus, if disaster strikes, the NGO knows who to address, which 

institutions to cooperate with and how to reach the target audience.  

 

Within the public arena, the ultimate goal of a NGOs is, usually, to make a positive change in 

government policy. Specific goals imply making people aware of an issue and the motives of its 

importance; creating strategic advocates for the issue involved; developing a broad network of 

supporters who can work together; enhancing public will, which gives a sense of urgency and 

makes change happen. Making the audience aware of your issue and conscious of its 

importance, changing the way people think about an issue, identifying the social norms of the 

target audience and framing perceptions should be the major targets of the NGOs responsible 

of managing disasters (Asibey Consulting, 7). 

Regarding target audiences for both preparedness and disaster mitigation communications 

campaigns, they should be defined as broadly as possible. They should include residents from 

certain geographic locations, groups of individuals (in case the key messages match the group’s 

vision) and individuals from all social classes and groups with functional needs (Haddow & 

Haddow, 216). One should not neglect the cultural dimension of the communication strategy: 

the impact of the key-messages delivered by an NGO through a trusted voice highly depends on 

the cultural context, the severity of the crisis and the way of thinking and acting of the people 

involved (Sharma, 85). 
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The analysis of the chosen target audience should approach factors like the audience’s ability to 

comprehend the communication, socioeconomic status, education, demographics and also 

psychological items (motivations, mental models of risk). Possible ways to gather the 

information listed above are conducting interviews, surveys, hosting focus groups or less-direct 

methods like consulting existing sources of information and surrogate audience (people who 

seem to approximate the general audience and are easy to access) (Lundgren & McMakin, 91-

96). 

The tools used in communication should be adapted to the channels of information mostly used 

by the target audience. These mechanisms should include working with traditional media outlets 

and also with digital and social media. Choosing the communication tools should be a result of 

a consistent study over the individuals’ choices to receive information (newspapers, television, 

internet or social media).  

 

Identifying the individuals most connected within a group or a community could also enhance 

the dissemination of the messages in short time (Haddow & Haddow, 217). The messengers 

could include elected and appointed officials, community leaders, charismatic individuals 

perceived as trustworthy, responsible and well-intentioned. However, for keeping the audience 

up to date and reinforce the messages, there should be updated series of presentations, 

replayed by mass media and social media. Television and radio are considered to be useful 

sources in crisis situations, in which people need to be quickly and continuously updated. 

(Lundgren & McMakin, 121) 

The timetable refers to the length of the communication program. It is advisable to plot the 

various tasks over a time frame in order to adjust the tools, messages and the time allowed for 

knowing the audience. A major step that ensures the success of the communication strategy is 

developing a thoughtful evaluation strategy. By identifying possible improvements and 

adjustments, the NGO could reach the pursued outcome or even change its main focus or 

priorities, according to the values and feedback obtained from the target audience (Asibey 

Consulting, 5). 

 

The role of NGOs in the preparedness phase is crucial, considering that, by definition, in the 

other two phases, they need to let public institutions take charge. In the preparedness phase, 

NGOs can complement or even supplant state institutions in their communication of risks. NGOs 

can spread the message more widely and in a more interactive and understandable fashion than 

public institutions. Furthermore, they can leverage media to discuss issues of preparedness 

and mitigation 104ehaviour. However, NGOs can also act as watchdogs and criticize public 
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institutions in cases of any dereliction of duty and suggest improvements. This must be done 

with care, since partnership with public institutions is crucial in the following two phases.  

 

3.3.2. Response Phase  

 

The response phase requires a crucial and time-strained cooperation between all actors involved 

in disaster relief. That is why NGOs must work closely and in a coordinated fashion with public 

institutions engaged in disaster-relief (who are the main responsible parties) and aim to avoid 

duplications or even worse, competition, for the public 105avour. Cooperation with private 

donors, who, many times, materially support NGO efforts in exchange for media visibility is also 

crucial. That is why, a pre-determined and pre-rehearsed division of roles is also quintessential. 

Finally, the media is crucial in conveying the messages of all actors involved, selecting or 

deforming some along the way.  

 

A case of deforming the role of NGOs has been noticed by Daly and Feenner (2016, 198) 

who observe that Muslim conservative groups in Aceh, Indonesia were highly suspicious 

of Western feminist NGOs, which were accuses of corrupting the women of Aceh and 

introducing immoral Western practices of female autonomy and empowerment. This was 

reinforced, according to the authors, by the way that female western aid workers dressed.  

 

Every news story is a result of a collaborative effort between journalists and the sources they 

talk to – in our case, NGOs’ representatives. When the relationship between the response 

organization and the media weakens, each party’s motives and trustworthiness as an 

information source are questioned. The inaccuracy of media stories are mainly caused by efforts 

to present complex materials in a readable and appealing style or the journalists’ interest to 

grab and keep the audience’s attention (Lundgren & McMakin, 212). Therefore, NGO’s generally 

devote attention and foster a transparent relationship with the media, which can in turn become 

a leverage of success to be exploited during a crisis communication process for optimization of 

results. In the literature, mislead communication is treated distinctively and experts attract 

attention on the negative impact of a poorly managed communication between NGO’s involved 

in crisis management and the media. 

Intentionally misleading the public during a crisis time could highly endanger the relation 

between the emergency team and the public, which means that it could also diminish the impact 

of an NGO’s efforts to raise awareness on some specific issues, to enhance citizen participation, 

build its visibility and create a bound with targeted audiences. This is why building relationships 
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with leading news media should be a priority for every NGO engaged in disaster management 

(Palttala et al., 8). 

The relationship between media and NGOs should therefore be developed gradually and 

exploited in a timely manner during disaster. Otherwise, every result accomplished by an NGO, 

as part of the emergency team, will be misunderstood and attributed to hidden interests and a 

doubtful mission (Lundgren & McMakin, 213). 

 

At the current moment, at European level, according to the 2017 Edelman trust 

barometer, only 23% of Swedes, 39% of Germans, 46% of Dutch, 46% of British people and 

48% of Polish people have confidence in NGOs. Similarly, only 32% of Romanians show 

trust in NGOs’ activities (INSCOP, 2016). The European states with a high trust in NGOs are 

Italy (59%) and Spain (60%) (Edelman Foundation, 2017). 

 

During the response phase, NGOs must necessarily take second place and allow state 

institutions to perform their role. However, they can mobilize support and streamline offers 

from the public. Many times, there are many people willing to help and this leads to a glut in 

some form of supplies combined with penury of others. NGOs can handle communications with 

the media and distribute information about what is required and what has already been 

collected. Furthermore, NGOs can bring to the public’s attention the difficulties that disaster 

responders are facing and to elicit the people’s support for them.  

 

3.3.3. Recovery Phase  

 

Unlike state institutions that focus on analysis and reconciliation, in addition to investment in 

recovery, NGOs can be much more involved in supporting actual recovery efforts. Their 

communication primarily involves campaigns addressed to the target population through which 

people are advised on how to behave, how to quickly eliminate the effects of the disaster and 

how to reduce the risk of the disaster happening again. According to the Red Cross’ Recovery 

Program Guidance, the final aim of any recovery program should be to build resilience, which 

means “building on the community’s own recovery efforts” (IFRC 2012, 10). Moreover, 

according to the Guide, “the disaster management cycle calls for an overall longer-term view of 

disasters so that programming contributes to reducing a community’s risk to future disasters 

and strengthening individual and collective resilience” (IFRC 2012, 10).  

For example, the International Red Cross participated in a post-disaster relief program in Timor 

Leste in the wake of a 2004 disastrous potato crop. The program involved teaching locals how 
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to cultivate other crops beyond potatoes and introducing new potato seeds as opposed to those 

affected by disease (IFRC, n.d). Alternatively, the Romanian chapter of Habitat for Humanity 

undertook a communication campaign in the wake of the 2016 floods in Moldova. This was 

entitled “Let’s Rebuild hope” and featured both a collection of money for the victims and a set 

of public trainings for affected individuals on how to better react in case of flooding and how to 

strengthen their dwelling (Habitat for Humanity, Report 2016).  

Educo, a Spanish NGO acting in development assistance contributed to disaster relief both in 

the wake of the Nepal (2015) and Ecuador (2016) earthquakes. Their intervention focused not 

only on delivering assistance to those in need (especially children) but also capacity building 

training for the affected communities on how to act in cases of emergency (Educo, 2015, 2016).  

During the recovery phase, NGOs can contribute to the reflection process and document 

reports about any responsibility either for a disaster or for any faulty intervention. The media 

would represent the channel through which an NGO could communicate to the wider public 

about these issues. Furthermore, NGOs can also employ the media to reach affected 

communities and advise them how to increase their resilience or to lobby for a change in policy 

(such as better safety standards). Finally, NGOs can also raise donations for those in need 

through nationwide appeals.  

 

3.4. NGOs and New Media 

 

Considering their humanitarian nature and their need to present a worldview centered on 

personal dedication and moral values, NGOs generally focus their public communication on 

highlighting their successful activity and projecting an image of voluntary participation17. This 

might be useful for the general public as it encourages personal involvement, donations, builds 

community and increases civic awareness. A report drafted by nonprofits Tech for Good and 

Public Interest Registry states that “there is a gap between the use of internet and social 

platforms by NGOs in Western nations and those in developing nations”. However, the report 

acknowledges the importance of social media communication for all NGO’s surveyed across the 

world.  

The report, based on a survey of 2,780 NGOs in 133 countries, revealed that 92% of NGOs have a 

website and less than half maintain a regular blog. Nearly 80% of the respondents agreed that 

social media is effective for fundraising, but only 11% were able to employ either part-time or 

                                                      
17 We have limited our analysis in this sub-chapter to the way NGOs involved in disaster management use social 
media to communicate disaster-related information. Therefore, innovative ways in which NGOs have employed 
social media outside this context fall outside the scope of this analysis.  

http://www.nptechforgood.com/
https://pir.org/
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full-time social media managers; while 15% depend on volunteers. According to same report, 95% 

of the survey respondents have a Facebook page with smaller NGOs averaging about 5,700 likes 

and larger NGOs averaging just under 128,000. The report shows that 83% of NGOs have a Twitter 

profile with an average of 3,332 followers for smaller organizations and about 66,000 for larger 

organizations. Millennials and Gen Xers are most likely to donate online at 72 and 67% 

respectively, but Baby Boomers still give online at 54%. At 43%, millennials are most likely to be 

inspired to donate by social media, while Gen Xers and Baby Boomers are more inspired to give by 

email. Websites also inspire Gen Xers to give 20% of the time (Morrison, 2016). 

Data mentioned above prove that social media is a relevant component of NGO’s strategies to 

promote their goal for social change, to collect funds and social capital and to engage with target 

audiences across the world. However, the report does not reveal whether and how social media 

can be used by NGO’s for more specific purposes related to the management and support of 

disaster preparedness and relief.  

In the same line, the 2017 edition of the Global NGO Online Technology Report, a report 

focused on how NGOs use online technology on a global scale, has established that “due to 

regional discrepancies in the global Internet infrastructure, how effectively NGOs utilize online 

technology to inspire philanthropy and create social change varies greatly depending upon their 

location” (Non Profit Tech for Good, 2017). Although there is a general understanding about the 

importance of social media for the promotion of NGOs’ impact and their cause, little research 

has been effected on what are the most effective methods and strategies in the social media 

that can actually be successfully integrated into a coherent communication during crisis and/or 

disaster.  

 

The 2017 Global NGO Online Technology Report mentions among effective new media 

instruments email updates, text messaging, blogging, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.  

Email updates and blogging are in the global context considered as most effective 

communication tools, with a rating of 52% and 54% respectively, while Facebook (26%), Twitter 

(12%) and Instagram (8%) remain at the low bottom of the ranking. According to the report, the 

goals NGO’s reach through the use of social media range from brand awareness, online 

fundraising, recruiting volunteers, to recruiting event attendees and creating social change.  

In conclusion, we can state that social media has come to represent a strong leverage for the 

promotion of awareness, involvement and education of the target audience. Interestingly, 

nevertheless, the report shows that social media instruments by NGOs have a constantly lower 

average impact in Europe than at global level, which also opens up a series of questions with 

respect to how and when we can use social media to advance social change (Global NGO Online 

Technology Report, 2017). 
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Other studies enlarge the scope of social media tools employed by relevant actors involved in 

crisis and disaster communication, including NGO’s, to: 

- bookmarking sites (sites that help people store, classify, share and search though 

collaboratively creating and managing tags to annotate and categorize content – e.g. 

reddit.com, dig.com); 

- collaborative projects (communal databases created through user generated content 

- e.g. Wikipedia); 

- content communities (online communities where people share various types of 

content such as photos, audio and videos – e.g. YouTube, Flickr); 

- social review (websites that allow people to search, rate and share information as well 

as provide recommendations – e.g. Google Places etc.) (Jason). 

 

Enlarging the range of acknowledged social media instruments with potential use during risk, 

crisis and disaster situations by NGO’s and not only can definitely facilitate better preparedness 

and response. If fostered by not-for-profit organizations, social media tools such as bookmarking 

and social review websites can provide the right context for easy access information, content 

building, educations and awareness building by the general public. On the other hand, 

collaborative projects can help identify and crowdsource innovative solutions and collective 

sharing of resources during crisis situations, whereas content communities can serve as link 

between individuals and information dissemination platforms from the scene of the disaster. 

They can generate actionable information and equip NGOs and competent authorities with 

detailed information and knowhow on how to reach the public, what the public knows and what 

ingenious new ways to tackle with a local crisis or disaster exist have already been registered 

elsewhere.  

 

On the other hand, when dealing with the use of social media by private entities and citizens, 

one also has to take into consideration the potential negative effects of a non-regulated and 

unfiltered dissemination of information. As author Lindsay Bruce R. notes “another concern is 

that some individuals or organizations might intentionally provide inaccurate information to 

confuse, disrupt, or otherwise thwart response efforts. Malicious use of social media during an 

incident could range from mischievous pranks to acts of terrorism. One tactic that has been used 

by terrorists involves the use of a secondary attack after an initial attack to kill and injure first 

responders. Social media could be used as a tool for such purposes by issuing calls for assistance 

to an area, or notifying officials of a false hazard or threat that requires a response. When using 

social media for situational awareness and response efforts, officials and first responders should 
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be aware it could be used for malicious purposes and develop measures to mitigate those 

possibilities” (Lindsay, 2011). 

In terms of message, while public institutions highlight a narrative of a duty accomplished, NGOs 

specialized in disaster intervention and mitigation present images of young, helpful and 

enthusiastic volunteers. As can be seen from the Facebook pages (see Appendix, Images 15 and 

16) of both the Romanian Habitat for Humanity and the International Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Societies, their public projection shows images of post-disaster relief and includes 

pictures of happy teams after having contributed to disaster relief operations.  

Considering that most NGOs distinguish aim to present themselves as youthful institutions, they 

constantly employ Facebook in order to reach their audience. Taking this into consideration, one 

can rely on NGOs to better reach a youthful audience in all the phases of the disaster and to 

contribute to the spread both messages of preparedness (in the preparedness phase) and 

solidarity (in the mitigation phase) among their audience.  

Beyond considerations of brand image and management, it is important to emphasize that 

NGOs and civil society have been at the forefront in using social media for action oriented, 

practical purposes, thus contributing to the development of a multi-use an multi-benefit 

framework. J. Brian Huston et al. have managed to identify and collate no less than 15 x different 

uses of the social media by NGOs, citizens and state institutions alike, which open up a whole 

range of opportunities in  exploiting social media for risk and crisis communication (Houston, 

2014). 

Disaster social media use  Actors involved Disaster phase 

Provide and receive disaster preparedness 

information 

INSTITUTIONS  

NGO’S  

CITIZENS18  

Pre-event 

 

Provide and receive disaster warnings  INSTITUTIONS  

NGO’S  

CITIZENS  

Pre-event 

Signal and detect disasters INSTITUTIONS  

CITIZENS 

Pre-event 

Event 

Send and receive requests for help or assistance INSTITUTIONS  

NGO’S  

CITIZENS 

Event 

Inform others about one’s own condition and 

location and learn about a disaster-affected 

individual’s condition and location 

INSTITUTIONS  

CITIZENS 

Event 

 

                                                      
18 In this particular table, we employ the term “institutions” to mean public institutions and “citizens” as 
individuals as opposed to organized citizens’ interest groups.  
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Document and learn what is happening in the 

disaster 

INSTITUTIONS  

CITIZENS 

Event 

Post-event 

Deliver and consume news coverage of the 

disaster 

CITIZENS  

NGO’S 

INSTITUTIONS 

Event  

Post-event 

 

Provide and receive disaster response 

information; identify and list ways to assist in the 

disaster response 

 

INSTITUTIONS 

NGO’s 

Event   

Post-event 

 

Raise and develop awareness of an event; donate 

and receive donations; identify and list ways to 

help or volunteer 

 

NGO’s 

CITIZENS  

Event   

Post-event 

 

Provide and receive disaster mental/behavioral 

health support 

INSTITUTIONS  

NGO’S  

CITIZENS 

Event   

Post-event 

 

Express emotions, concerns, well-wishes; 

memorialize victims 

INSTITUTIONS  

NGO’S  

CITIZENS 

Event  

Post-event 

 

Provide and receive information about (and 

discuss) disaster response, recovery, and 

rebuilding; tell and hear stories about the disaster 

 

NGO’S  

CITIZENS 

Event   

Post-event 

 

Discuss socio-political and scientific causes and 

implications of and responsibility for events  

 

SCHOLARS 

NGO’s 

 

Post-event 

(Re)connect community members  

 

NGO’S  

CITIZENS 

Post-event 

Implement traditional crisis communication 

activities 

INSTITUTIONS  

NGO’S  

Pre-event  

Post-event 

Fig. 7 Social media use in disaster communication (adapted after J. Brian Houston et al.) 

 

The above framework illustrates the way in which the networked character of the social media 

can be exploited to enhance the range of message recipients, to increase the level of awareness 

and enhance the knowhow of target population as to what behaviors are most lifesaving 

efficient during disaster situations. In unprecedented ways, social media provides NGO’s with 

the opportunity to better centralize requests for help from victims, offers of assistance and 

support from volunteers and thus maximize the efficient use of available resources at 

community level. And last but not least, social media can be and has many times been used to 

raise alerts, document incidents, reconnect communities and last but not least facilitate the 

provision of emotional and psychological support. In other words, if wisely used by NGOs and 

citizens, social media can dramatically enhance the level of empowerment and resilience at 
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community level, offering a sense of community cohesion and solidarity in the face of adverse 

situations.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: The “COLECTIV” Nightclub Fire – 

Special Case Study on (Social) Media’s Impact on 

Citizen’s Behavior during Disaster Situation. 

Goodbye to Gravity Band - The Day We Die 

 

4.1. Introduction 

 

Goodbye to Gravity was a metalcore band from Bucharest, founded in 2011. The band had five 

members: Andrei Găluț (voice), Mihai Alexandru (guitar), Bogdan Enache (drums), Vlad Țelea 

(guitar) and Alex Pascu (bass). 

On October 29th, 2015, on Facebook, Goodbye to Gravity announced that they would be 

celebrating the release of their album Mantras of War with a free concert in Club Colectiv the 

following night. Doors were opened to the public at 8:30 pm. On this occasion, the band 

prepared a show with pyrotechnics and lights which lead to a disastrous arson.  

About an hour before midnight, the club was engulfed in flames because of a spark set off by 

pyrotechnics. Some witnesses said there was an explosion, but this was disputed and later 

dismissed by other sources. The club's ceiling was supported by pillars, which were coated with 

flammable soundproofing foam. Soon after the pyrotechnics began, the foam on one of the 

pillars was ignited. The fire spread rapidly to the ceiling, eventually causing it to collapse.  

Media reported that club-goers initially thought the flames were part of the show and did not 

immediately react. When the ceiling caught fire, the approximately 200 to 400 people in the 

club panicked and rushed to the only working exit door at the venue, creating a stampede. The 

two-part door was only half opened, thus too narrow, so people climbed on top of each other 

in order to get out. Many of the casualties suffered from leg injuries after being trampled. A 

witness said terrified concert-goers had to break down the other half of the door to escape, but 

many people had already suffered burns, or were in respiratory distress. People also smashed 

windows in order to escape.  
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The first to arrive on the scene were nurses and doctors from nearby Bucur Maternity Hospital, 

who were on duty that Friday night. They heard the screams of the injured and went out to the 

street in robes and slippers to provide first aid. The first 112 call came at 10:32 p.m. 

During the fire, guitarists Mihai Alexandru and Vlad Țelea died. Bogdan Enache, the band's 

drummer, died on November 8th, shortly after the plane that transported him from the 

Burn Hospital to a clinic in Zurich, Switzerland, returned on Otopeni airport because he had 

entered into cardiopulmonary arrest. Bassist Alex Pascu was hospitalized in serious 

condition with burns on 70% of the body at Floreasca Hospital, where he was intubated 

and underwent two surgeries. On November 11th, he was transferred to a medical unit in 

France, but died at the airport in Paris. Soloist Andrei Găluț suffered burns on 45% of the 

body surface (on hands, face and shoulder), burns of the respiratory tract and a strong 

smoke poisoning. He was initially hospitalized in serious condition at Elias Hospital in 

Bucharest where he was tracheostomised and mechanically ventilated. On November 7th, 

he was transferred in the Netherlands, where he was admitted to the intensive care unit 

of Red Cross Hospital in Beverwijk. He is the only survivor from the band. 

 

4.2. Timeline of Events 

 

Friday, October 30th, 2015 

 

 21:00 – The concert begins. 

 22:30 – During a song performed by Goodbye to Gravity, pyrotechnics are ignited. Sparks 

from two fireworks reach one of the pillars of technical scaffold and catch fire. A group 

of between 50 -70 people preventively leave the club. 

 22:32 – The first call to 112 is made. The fire spreads quickly from the pillar to the ceiling 

covered with strips of pinewood and acoustic foam. The strips of incandescent wood 

collapse over those left inside. The crowd tramples, heading toward the only available 

exit. 

 22:40 – An agitated crowd of bewildered people, many with burns, leaves the Club 

Colectiv, screaming for help. Those less-affected run after taxis or cars. Hearing screams, 

medical staff from neighboring Bucur Maternity Hospital arrives at the scene to assist 

the wounded. 

 22:42 – First ambulances and fire engines arrive at the Colectiv. 
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 23:30 – Police isolates a perimeter of several streets around the club building.  

 23:55 – State authorities representatives, Secretary of State Raed Arafat and Interior 

Minister Gabriel Oprea arrive at the scene. 

 

First official information released by the media: 18 dead and many injured 
(Radio România Actualități, 2017). 

 

Saturday, October 31st, 2015 

 

 00:08 – The first official number of deaths announced is 25. 

 00:37 – The Minister of the Interior, Gabriel Oprea, notifies President Klaus Iohannis 

about the tragedy.  

 01:00 – The last emergency ambulances carrying injured people leave for hospital. 

 01:55 – The Health Minister, Nicolae Bănicioiu, makes a public call for people to donate 

blood. 

 02:00 - Raed Arafat, State Secretary for Emergency Situations in the Ministry of Interior, 

and Gabriel Oprea, Minister of Interior, announced that the number of deaths had 

reached 27, and that 139 injured people had been hospitalized in various hospitals in 

Bucharest after the fire. 

 03:52 – The Prosecutor's Office attached to the High Court of Cassation and Justice opens 

a criminal file in the Colectiv Club fire case. 

 07:13 – The National Committee for Emergency Situations is convoked. 

 

Authorities estimated the number of the personnel from the intervention teams who were 

involved in the Colectiv event at about 500 fireman, gendarmes, police and medical staff. Social 

media reports and accounts suffer an exponential increase as a channel calling for people’s 

mobilization and help to the victims and their families, doctors, hospitals etc.  
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Following an official press release stating the lack of blood in hospitals from Bucharest, the 

population assaulted medical institutions in order to donate blood on Friday to Saturday 

morning, (October 30-31, 2017).  

Individual citizens, professional associations, private companies, food retailers and restaurants, 

NGO’S mobilise to provide assistance to victims and their families and offers of help ranging 

from providing accommodation, delivering food in hospitals for family members that refuse to 

leave their loved ones, providing psychological assistance, donating supplies of medical 

materials and drugs reported on social media to be missing by citizens that visit hospitals etc. 

 

Over 1000 people donated blood following the call launched by the 
authorities in and through the traditional and social media.  

 

Sunday, November 1st, 2015 

The number of deaths turns to 30, according to public releases. Traditional and social media 

keep acting as channels for the mobilization of efforts to help the victims and their family 

members.  

Monday, November 2nd 

The death cause is determined and officially announced – intoxication with smoke and toxic 

gases. According to the specialists – the victims from the Colectiv Club “had been poisoned” and 

the injuries “were unique”, as the gases emanating from the fire were containing cyanide. 

Tuesday, November 3rd 

The official number of deaths reaches 32. Accusations against the behaviour of the Orthodox 

Romanian Church in the early days of the “Colectiv” fire are being expressed in both the 

traditional and online media. The first large-scale demonstration begins with 25,000 people 

marching on the boulevards of the capital. The owners of the Colectiv Club are preventively 

arrested for 30 days, being charged with manslaughter and bodily harm. 

Wednesday, November 4th 

Following the Colectiv tragedy, Cristian Popescu-Piedone, the mayor of the 4th District 

announces his resignation. Thousands of people in Bucharest and in the country continue to 

march on the streets, requesting better legislation, better supervision and control of public 

spaces, political reforms and punishment of corrupted authorities and negligent clerks that 

allowed for the club to function under such precarious conditions.   
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Thursday, November 5th  

Raed Arafat, State Secretary in the Ministry of Interior, announced that several European states 

have offered to receive critical and seriously wounded patients. Mainstream and social media 

alike are flooded with comments, positions and public statements of opinion leaders, actors, 

artists, citizens etc. accusing the Romanian state for not managing the situation better and not 

asking for help from more modern medical facilities abroad. 

Friday, November 6th  

Prosecutors from the National Anticorruption Directorate have brought criminal charges related 

to the “Colectiv” case, for acts committed by decision-makers and counselors from the City Hall 

of the 4th District, with allegations of abuse of power and intellectual forgery. 

The night of 6 to 7 November, 2015 

16 injured people from the Colectiv club fire were transferred during the night in hospitals from 

other countries. Unfortunately, two of them died during the transfer.  

Saturday, November 7th, 2015 

The condition of seriously wounded patients becomes critical – “the black series of deaths” 

begins. As will soon turn out, improper conditions in medical facilities are blamed for the 

nosocomial infections that kill patients. Three patients die on the night from Friday to Saturday. 

The number of victims reaches 37. The intensity of discussions related to the abroad transfer of 

the patients increases in the public space, taking into consideration the difficulties faced by 

Romanian authorities and institutions in managing such complex medical cases. 

Soon, the number of dead people turns to 45. 

Sunday, November 8th, 2015 

The transfer of victims to hospitals abroad continues at an accelerated pace. 

Monday, November 9th, 2015 

The Government adopts measures to support the families or relatives of the patients 

hospitalized both in Romanian hospitals and abroad, for the period of hospitalization. The 

transfer of serious, but stable patients continues. The number of deaths from the Colectiv club 

fire reaches 47. 

Tuesday, November 10th, 2015 

The number of people who died as a result of the Colectiv club fire tragedy reached 49. 

Wednesday, November 11th, 2015 

The number of lives lost in the Colectiv club tragedy dramatically increases to 50. 

Thursday, November 12th, 2015 
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The number of deaths reaches 54. 

Friday, November 13th, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 55. 

Monday, November 16th, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 56. 

Friday, November 20th, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 58. 

Saturday, November 21st, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 59. 

Sunday, November 22nd, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 60. 

Wednesday, December 3rd, 2015 

The scandal regarding the nosocomial infection increases in traditional and online media. 

Sunday, December 13th, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 61. 

Tuesday, December 15th, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 62. 

Monday, December 21st, 2015 

The number of deaths reaches 63. 

Monday, March 14th, 2016 

The number of deaths reaches 64. 

 

Friday, October 21st, 2016  

Nearly one year after the fire in the Colectiv Club, which caused the death of 64 people and 

injured more than 150, the band Goodbye to Gravity posted a commemorative video of the 

“Heed the Call” song. 
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Friday-Sunday, October 28th-30th, 2016 

Several commemorative events for the victims in the Colectiv took place. 

Sunday, October 30th, 2016  

Piaţa Unirii is the meeting point of the commemorative march for the 
victims who died in the Colectiv Club fire. More than 5000 people 

participated at the silent march. 

 

4.3. The Role of Media in the Colectiv Disaster – 

Impact, Mitigation, Outcome 

 

4.3.1. The Media Dissemination Impact in the Early Hours of the Disaster 

– an Emotional Register Analysis 

Emotions are an intrinsic part of our human nature; their manifestation can initiate and maintain 

social interactions and can shape patterns of communication between individuals (Hayes and 

Metts, 2008). By facilitating easy access to information from around the world, contemporary 

media connects us to the suffering and tragedies of others, regardless of the physical distance. 

Therefore, given the globalized circulation of media related information, one needs to consider 

the role played by media circulated emotional trigger facts in shaping social interactions and 

how much a communicator needs to understand, employ and negotiate emotions in order to 

create the right framework of communication during risk, crisis and/or disaster situations. 

Research related to measuring emotions in media content revealed that public suffering 

transmitted online can be just as stressful and emotional for an individual as the death of a 

family member, a friend or a relative (Jaworsky, 2008).  

Therefore, emotions can be considered a relevant level of analysis in establishing the impact of 

a disaster situation and how effective disaster communication can be in given cases. Moreover, 

an analysis of emotions displayed during mediated communication via media can offer us 

significant hints to the guiding principles a communicator should follow in order to generate 

maximum positive impact from the part of the target audience, taking into consideration the 

significant role of media in shaping emotions of the target audience. 
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The working definition of emotional register used in this analysis refers to the range of emotions 

that anyone can experience in relation to an external situation.  

The operationalization of the emotional register concept started from one dimension of 

emotions, namely their valence, which means that emotions tend to group around an either 

positive or negative pole, with the caveat that there is also the possibility of an emotional 

indifference. Consequently, we assigned the emotional register concept three dimensions: 

positive, negative and neutral, identifying a neutral dimension when the message content could 

not be fitted into either the negative or the positive dimension.  

To identify emotions that can be assigned either a positive or a negative dimension, we started 

from the basic emotions taxonomy identified by P. Ekman (happiness, sadness, anger, contempt, 

surprise, fear) to which we added those emotions that people are experiencing in crisis 

situations, whether positive or negative (Frandsen & Johansen, 2016), as well as relevant 

emotions stated in general taxonomies such as that mentioned in the “Dictionary of Psychology” 

(Neveanu, 1978) and “Introduction to Psychology” (Smith & Hoeksema, 2005). 

 

4.3.2. The “Emotional Register” – Concept, Definitions, Taxonomy 
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THE 
CONCEPT 

DIMENSIONS VARIABLE INDICATORS FREQUENCY 
OF OCCURING 

E 
M 
O 
T 
I 
O 
N 
A 
L 
 
 

R 
E 
G 
I 
S 
T 
E 
R 

POSITIVE Compassion (to be moved by others’ 
pain; the need to help others)  

Compassion 
indicating content  

 

Hope   

Relief   

Sympathy   

Happiness   

Love   

Admiration   

Satisfaction   

Pleasure   

Content   

Interest   

Gratitude   

Surprise   

NEGATIVE Anger   

Disgust   

Anxiety   

Fear/Terror   

Contempt   

Sadness   

Despair   

Hate   

Grief/Sorrow   

Indignation   

Discontent   

Guilt   

Antipathy   

Dissatisfaction   

Shame   

Envy   

Jealousy   

Pride   

Surprise   

NEUTRAL Information/Facts explanation   

Seeking information   

Table 5. The operationalization of the “emotional register” concept 

For the specific Colectiv case, we framed the reference period between October 30, 2015, 22:32 

(the time of the first call announcing the fire incident to the 112 emergency number) to October 

31, 2015, 02:00, when firefighters’, ambulances’ and SMURD19interventions at the scene were 

completed. The analysis started from the premise that in the mentioned timeframe reactions in 

the media would more likely be positive, warm and authentic reflections of the event/crisis. 

Later on in the aftermath, as the crisis peak moment fades away, the event filters through 

                                                      
19Mobile Emergency Service for Resuscitation and Extrication 
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political agendas and social circumstances, and reflections tend to generate increasingly 

different significances.  

Data were collected from three social media platforms, FACEBOOK, TWITTER, YOUTUBE, 

considered the most frequently and widely accessed by Romanian users, and two traditional 

media TV channels, ROMANIA TV and Digi 24 TV, being two of the most widely known news 

channels in Romania. No newspaper articles were available in the mentioned timeframe.  

In the analysis conducted on social media content, we included activities of accounts that 

disseminated posts and replies publicly within the referenced period.  

 

SOCIAL MEDIA 

 

Twitter 

Research was conducted based on the following hashtags: #colectiv, and #colectiv tragedy. In 

the latter case, results didn`t match the time frame. Consequently, we used the data returned 

by the search for #colectiv. The returned information dated from October 30, 2015 and provided 

all posts related to the incident.  

From 10:32 PM (October 30th), the time of the first 112 call announcing the event, until midnight, 

the number of tweets was very low (see Table 6) and posts were mainly neutral - just inquiries 

about the incident.  The posts were made by native (local) citizens. This can be explained by the 

hour at which the event had occurred, late on Friday night, when people start to relax and 

prepare for the weekend. It should also be taken into consideration that information needs a 

certain amount of time to get to the media and eventually reach the public. 

Table 6. Emotional register of Twitter posts relating to “Colectiv” (starting with 22:32 PM until 23:59 PM on 

30.10.2015) 

No. TIME DATE EMOTIONAL REGISTER POST 

1 11:35 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/seeking 
information 

“how is at  #colectiv?” 

2 11:47 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/contempt Along with the announcement of the concert 
“Mantras of war”,”a unique show […]” it is 

posted “The announcement of an explosive 
show resulting in dead and injured people”. 

3 11:48 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/information “18 young people confirmed dead in Colectiv 
club, in Bucharest” 

4 11:49 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/information “Tens killed and injured. Blast and fire in a club.” 

5 11:59 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/information ”the number of dead people reached 21 at this 
moment” 
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It is also important to mention that there were no posts expressing compassion; there is only 

one post framed within the negative register. 

According to the results, the first Twitter post was published an hour and three minutes after 

the first 112 call announcing the fire. It is also important to mention that the posts fall 

predominantly in the neutral register. On October 31st, 2015, between 12:00 – 12:59 AM, we 

identified 41 posts (there was a 42nd post but it was unintelligible) with 49 corresponding 

indicators (Table 7). However, it must be noted that a significant number of the early tweets 

maight have gone unnoticed since in the first hour after the disaster no hashtag was yet 

available. The limit of this our analysis comes from the fact that only hashtagged tweets could 

be retrieved.  

Of these indicators: 

- almost half are in neutral register – information about dead and injured people, about 

the fire, about the concert; 

- a quarter of them express positive register values – compassion, and refer to the 

telephone numbers which the relatives of those in Colectiv club could call to ask about 

the victims’ state of health, to the fact that it is important to donate blood for injured 

people; they express solidarity with the relatives of those who were injured or killed in 

this fire or post the list of victims taken to the Municipal Hospital; 

- just over one quarter expressed a negative emotional value in relation to the 

authorities, the local media ("BBC had breaking news faster than the national 

television") or in response to someone else's post. 

Compared to the previous time frame (10:32PM – 11:59PM, October 30th, 2017), posts in this 

second timeframe can be described as follows: 

- They integrate two distinct emotional registers: posts that have both a neutral valence 

of information but also a positive valence of expressing compassion (for  example, any 

posts on blood donation); 

- They can be assigned several variables within the same register. For example, we framed 

the post “in the country where small bribe is generalized and big theft is voted, there 

couldn't be a better name for tragedy #colectiv”, within the negative dimension, 

expressing variables such as sadness, grief, indignation, anger. 

There have also been identified posts that expressed sarcasm, but we could not classify them as 

such; therefore, we framed them as contempt along with other variables/emotions expressing a 

negative dimension of the emotional register. For example, we framed the post "Did Oprea get 

to ride with a motorcade to the club?” as contempt, indignation, anger. 
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EMOTIONAL REGISTER 

DIMENSIONS VARIABLE INDICATORS FREQUENCY OF OCCURING 

Neutral Information/ 

seeking 

information 

Information about the number of 

dead and injured people and 

about the fire 

21 

Information about the concert 1 

Positive Compassion Support lines numbers 

dissemination 

6 

Need for blood 2 

Showing compassion 3 

The list of patients at the Municipal 

Hospital 

1 

Negative Indignation  7 

Sadness  1 

Surprise  1 

Fear  1 

Anxiety  1 

   

Anger  2 

Sorrow/grief  1 

Contempt Contempt towards other people’s 

posts 

1 

Contempt towards the authorities 2 

Table 7. Emotional register of Twitter posts related to “Colectiv” (00:00 – 0:59 AM, 31.10.2017) 

 

On October 31st, 2015, between 01:00AM – 01:59AM, we identified 41 tweets, a significant 

increase therefore, maintaining the trend that posts can be framed within two emotional register 

dimensions as well as the tendency for posts to be assigned multiple variables/emotions within 

the same register. 

Of those 41 posts, 4 are negative – against the authorities: 

“It seems to be the greatest tragedy since 1989. Will Ponta stay in Mexico to watch the 

Formula 1 race?” 

“(…) I say we fuck Oprea tomorrow”. 

“The authorities are caught off guard and there are not (enough) beds in the emergency 

units for 80 survivors”;  
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”While Arafat was speaking, Oprea was instructed what to say and he came back with the 

idea of the emergency committee". 

 

It is important to mention that among the posts expressing compassion/care for friends or 

relatives there were some posts from people that asked to “check, using Facebook, if those who 

said would go to the concert are well."  

There are 41 posts which correspond to 53 indicators (see Table 8). 

EMOTIONAL REGISTER 

DIMENSIONS VARIABLE INDICATORS FREQUENCY OF 

OCCURING 

Neutral Offering/seeking 

information 

Information  about dead and injured 

people 

19 

Information about concert 1 

The need to clarify the behavior 1 

Positive Compassion A  list of support lines numbers 5 

Blood need 5 

A list of patients in the Municipal Hospital 1 

Caring for unknown people 2 

Negative Anger  3 

Anxiety  1 

Indignation  4 

Disgust Against the authorities 4 

Fear, fright, horror  3 

Disgust With the interpretation of the event 4 

Table 8.Emotional register of Twitter posts related to “Colectiv” (01:00 – 01:59 AM, 31.10.2015) 

 

In comparison to the previous time frame (12:00 – 12:59, 31.10.2015), during 01:00 – 01:59 AM, 

31.10.2015: 

 the number of neutral indicators has remained relatively constant; 

 the number of indicators expressing compassion has been constant; 
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 the number of indicators with a negative affective value linked to the expression of 

negative emotions caused by what happened in the club has increased; we identified 

adjectives like “tragic”, “awful". 

 

Summing up the affective valences of TWITTER posts during the three time periods mentioned 

above, we obtain the following data (as described in Table 9 and Chart 1): 

 FREQUENCY OF OCCURING 

EMOTIONAL REGISTER 30.10.2015, 

11:35 – 11:59 PM 

31.10.2015, 

12:00 – 12:59 AM 

31.10.2015, 

01:00 – 01:59 AM 

Neutral 4 20 21 

Positive 0 12 13 

Negative 1 17 19 

Table 9. Affective valences of Twitter posts related to “Colectiv” during three time periods: 11:35 – 

11:59/30.10.2015, 12:00 – 12:59 AM/31.10.2015, 01:00 – 01:59 AM/31.10.2015 
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Chart 1.Affective valences of TWITTER posts related to “Colectiv” during three time periods: 11:35 – 11:59 

PM/30.10.2015, 12:00 – 12:59 AM/31.10.2015, 01:00 – 01:59 AM/31.10.2015 

 

From the data above it becomes apparent that: 

 An hour and a half after the first post, the need for information has grown and it has 

maintained a relatively constant level for the next two hours. 

 During the first hour and 28 minutes since the first 112 call (until 12:00 AM) there have 

not been any posts expressing compassion for those injured, nor solidarity with those 

affected. In other words, during the first 30 minutes after the event became public, 

information circulated in the neutral register. The first opinion expressing compassion 

was posted at 12:38 AM, 31.10.2015, and it referred to the support lines numbers which 

the relatives of the victims could call. 
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 Indicators in the negative register do not exceed the frequency of those in the neutral 

register, but they are in greater numbers than indicators in the positive emotions 

register. 

 The first post we framed within the negative register during the 12:00 – 12:59 

AM/31.10.2015 period was at 12:16 AM and it expressed sadness; the second was at 

00:23 AM, and expressed irony/sarcasm towards the prime minister. 

Interestingly, the focus on negative emotions and the circulation of opinions expressing direct 

criticism against the prime minister seems to suggest that the disaster fell against a background 

of discontent and was therefore interpreted by segments of the public as an effect of badly 

managed policies, or it may suggest that an incipient intervention to shape public opinion was 

launched some 30 minutes after the disaster occurred. 

 

Facebook 

Facebook searches using the hashtag #colectiv, did not return consistent timelined information. 

Therefore, search was effected for posts that contained the name of the band performing in the 

club that night, "Goodbye to Gravity", which returned the following data: 

Starting with 10:32 AM, the time of the first 112 call announcing the fire, until midnight, there 

were made some 17 posts on Facebook (see Table 10). Most of them are posts with two affective 

valences. Also, more variables/emotions are to be found within the same affective valences. 

The first post related to the incident was at 11:33 PM: "There are no words for such tragedy, for 

such loss. There's only music, the only thing we have left, the only thing that keeps us going and 

can bring the mem….".  

These 17 posts were assigned 52 indicators (see Table 11): 9 in the neutral register, 6 in the 

positive register and 37 in the negative register. 

NO. TIME DATE EMOTIONAL REGISTER POST 

1 11:33 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/sorrow/grief “There are no words for such tragedy, for 
such loss. There’s only music, the only thing 

we have left, the only thing that keeps us 
going and can bring the mem….” 

positive/love,hope, 
compassion 

2 11:37 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/ seeking 
information 

“Goodbye “Colectiv” club! 
The club caught fire tonight, after an 
explosion followed by a fire, with 200 
people in there while GOODBYE TO 

GRAVITY launched the album 'Mantras of 
war'.  

At least 25 dead and 88 people injured with 
burns went to the hospital.” 

Negative/sadness 
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3 11:40 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/guilt, sadness “The news are not very good. This is what 
happens when they use pyrotechnic effects 

without authorization. Let us hope that 

nobody is dead :( “ 

Positive/hope 

4 11:41 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/information “That the club burned down is one thing, 
but from what I’m learning now from 

people that have been there (and answered 
the phone) it is the worst, especially for 

those in front of the stage :( god” 

Negative/sadness, 

fear, surprise 

5 11:41 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/ surprise, 
sadness, fear 

“Wow, that sucks :( I hope there are no 

victims :( “ 

6 11:43 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/sadness, despair, 
surprise 

“It’s a horrible tragedy, it seems there will 

be some deaths, unfortunately :( “ 
Neutral/information 

7 11:43 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/sadness, grief “Unfortunately, there are” (deaths) 

8 11:43 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/surprise sadness, 
indignation 

“ :( so shitty…what the fuck are they 
saying about 20 dead people?" 

Neutral/ seeking 
information 

9 11:43 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/anxiety “Mumule, are you ok?” 

10 11:44 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/compassion, 
anxiety 

“Is Miluta ok?” 

Neutral/ seeking 
information 

11 11:44 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/ sadness, anxiety 
“They say there are 20 dead people :( “ 

Neutral/information 

12 11:44 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/anger, 
indignation 

“jesus fucking christ” 

13 11:45 PM 30.10.2015 Negative/anger, sadness, 
indignation, contempt 

“Fuck theirpyrotechnic effects, those 
retarded bums have blown themselves 

up!!! ?” 

14 11:51 30.10.2015 Neutral/information “Digi 24 has been broadcasting from there 
for about 30 minutes …at some point I’ve 
heard something about 40 dead people!” 

15 11:52 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/information “Yes, it is from the pyrotechnic effects, 
here’s a comment from the scene: How the 
hell to have an event (concert is much said) 

and besides being a shitty band, to also 
want a "pyrotechnic show"!!! Pyrotechnic 

show in a space very…” 

Positive/compassion 

Negative/ anger, guilt, 
blame 

http://context.reverso.net/translation/english-romanian/pyrotechnic+effects
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16 11:52 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/information 

 

“Fucking shit ... 18 deaths and more injured 
people. 

Something exploded in Colectiv Club, 
tonight, at the Goodbye to Gravity concert. 

Fuuuuck! I am hysterical, many of my 
friends were there” 

Negative/ fear, sorrow 

17 11:59 PM 30.10.2015 Neutral/seeking 
information 

“My boyfriend was there and I still don't 
have any news from him:((((“ 

Negative/sorrow, anxiety, 
fear, sadness 

Table 10. The timeline and emotional register of Facebook posts (from 10:32 PM until 11:59 PM, 30.10.2017) 

related to Colectiv 

 

EMOTIONAL REGISTER 

DIMENSIONS VARIABLES FREQUENCY OF OCCURING 

Neutral Information 5 

Seeking information 4 

Positive Compassion 3 

Hope 2 

Love 1 

Negative Anger 3 

Surprise 4 

Sadness 11 

Contempt 1 

Grief 2 

Anxiety 4 

Indignation 3 

Guilt, blame 2 

Anger/fear/terror 4 

Despair 3 

Table 11. The emotional registerof Facebook posts (from 10:32 PMuntil 11:59 PM, 30.10.2017) related to Colectiv 

 

Of these 17 posts, the one at 11:40 PM contains a negative assessment of respecting the 

effective regulations: “The news are not very good. This is what happens when they use 

pyrotechnic effects without authorization. Let us hope that nobody is dead :( “ 
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The other indicators in the negative register represent the expression of emotions generated by 

the incident.  

We also found on Facebook an exchange of messages among friends, dated before the fire 

started, regarding the atmosphere in the club, much appreciated and fully enjoyed by hard rock 

music fans there. Those messages have a playful content and they express the joy and the 

pleasure of the moment. They were written at 10:25, 10:27, and 10:41 PM. Then, after 11:00 

PM, the messages started expressing the concern of those who weren’t able to get in touch with 

their friends in the club: 

11:43 PM “Are you ok, Mumule?” 

12:09 AM “Are you ok???  Say something….” 

12:15 AM “I hope you are ok.” 

12:22 AM “Tell me you weren’t hurt.” 

12:33 AM “Mumuleeee, are you ok?” 

12:37 AM “You are ok…you must be!!!” 

On October 31st 2015, during 12:00 – 12:59 AM timeframe we found 29 posts (14 framed within 

the neutral register, 16 within the positive register and 32 within the negative register), having 

the following indicators (see Table 12): 

EMOTIONAL REGISTER 

DIMENSIONS VARIABLES FREQUENCY OF OCCURING 

Neutral Information 12 

Seeking information 2 

Positive Compassion 13 

Hope 3 

Negative Anger 2 

Surprise 2 

Sadness 12 

Contempt 4 

Grief 3 

Anxiety 2 

Indignation 2 

Guilt/blame 3 

Disgust 1 

Despair 1 

Table 12. The emotional register of Facebook posts (from 12:00 AM until 12:59 AM, 31.10.2017) related to Colectiv 
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During this period of time there were also negative posts towards the authorities or against the 

way in which laws and rules are complied with. For example: 

 at 12:25 AM, October 31st, 2015 Robert Turcescu, a key opinion leader, posted a 

message that included the announcement of the Goodbye to Gravity concert and 

concluded with a bit tendentious question: "first question: how is it possible to even 

talk about pyrotechnic effects in a club?". A citizen replied to this post at 12:34 AM: 

"bribe for paperwork, just like here;" 

 at 12:52 AM, Rares Bogdan, another key opinion leader, posted the following: 

"CONTROLS in CLUBS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!URGENTLY!", which suggested the lack of 

rigor in complying with current legislation and the rules derived from it. 

On October 31st, 2015, during 1:00-1:59 AM period, we identified 62 posts on Facebook (see 

Table 13) that we were able to frame as follows: 27 in the neutral register, 47 in the positive 

register and 51 in the negative register. 

EMOTIONAL REGISTER 

DIMENSIONS VARIABLES FREQUENCY OF OCCURING 

Neutral Information 21 

Seeking information 6 

Positive Compassion 17 

Hope 12 

Relief 8 

Sympathy 3 

Gratitude 4 

Happiness 2 

Love 1 

Negative Anger 2 

Surprise 4 

Sadness 15 

Contempt 7 

Grief 3 

Anxiety 4 

Disgust 2 

Indignation 3 
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Guilt/blame 4 

Fear/terror/anger 1 

Despair 3 

Antipathy 2 

Hate 1 

Table 13. The emotional register of Facebook posts (from 1:00 AM until 1:59 AM, 31.10.2017) related to Colectiv 

 

During this time period, negative posts are expressing views and opinions: 

 against the authorities (at 01:04 AM, Rares Bogdan posted: “[…] It would be interesting 

to know how this club got its authorization […]";  

 against the event organizers (at 01:30 AM: “[…] they fell prey to the organizers’ 

unprofessionalism”). 

Affective valences of Facebook posts related to Colectiv during the established time frames, are 

illustrated by Table 14 and Chart 2: 

 

 FREQUENCY OF OCCURING 

EMOTIONAL 

REGISTER 

30.10.2015,  
11:35 – 11:59 

31.10.2015,  

00:00 – 00:59 

31.10.2015, 

1:00 – 1:59 

Neutral 9 14 27 

Positive 6 16 47 

Negative 37 32 51 

Table 14. Affective valences of FACEBOOK posts related to Colectiv in the following time periods: 11:35 – 11:59 PM, 

30.10.2015, 12:00 – 12:59 AM, 31.10.2015, 01:00 – 01:59 AM, 31.10.2015 
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Chart2. Affective valences of FACEBOOK posts related to Colectiv in the following time periods: 11:35 – 11:59 PM, 

30.10.2015, 12:00 – 12:59 AM, 31.10.2015, 01:00 – 01:59 AM, 31.10.2015 

 

Within the first time frame, people have expressed negative emotions related to finding out 

about the disaster to a larger extent than they have expressed compassion for those affected. 

Within the next two time frames: 

 the neutral content (exchanging information) is doubled; and 

 expressions of compassion and hope increase, until eventually, indicators in the positive 

register match those in the negative register. 
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11:33 – 11:59 PM/30.10.2015: 

 

 
Chart 3. Comparison between the affective valences of Twitter and Facebook posts during 11:35 – 11:59 

PM/30.10.2015 

 

According to Chart 3, during the established time frame: 

 On Facebook, neutral, negative and positive indicators have been much more numerous 

than on Twitter. 

 On Facebook, the frequency of indicators in the neutral register has been double than 

that on Twitter. 

 There haven’t been any positive indicators on Twitter. 

 On Facebook, people have expressed their negative emotions (sadness, anger, grief, 

etc.) in relation to the disaster. We didn’t identifiy the same on Twitter, where the only 

post framed within the negative register expressed sarcasm linked to the anouncement 

of the event and what had actually happened in the club.  This may be related to the 
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general style rules preferred for Twitter and Facebook, with Twitter the style features 

being brevity, neutral, impactful, information oriented.  

 

Comparison between the affective valences of Twitter and Facebook posts during  

12:00 – 12:59 AM/31.10.2015 

 

Chart 4. Comparison between the affective valences of Twitter and Facebook posts during 12:00 – 12:59 

AM/31.10.2015 

 

According to Chart 4, on 31.10.2015, during 12:00 – 12:59 AM: 

 On Twitter, people have searched for or have offered information to a greater extent 

than on Facebook. 
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 Compassion was also expressed on Twitter, but still slightly less frequent than on 

Facebook. 

 The number of posts framed within the negative register was double on Facebook than 

on Twitter. However, the number of negative posts related to the authorities was 

three times higher on Twitter than on Facebook. 

 The expression of negative emotions related to the fire was much more frequent on 

Facebook than on Twitter, although during this time frame there were 41 posts on 

Twitter and only 29 on Facebook. 

 

Comparison between the affective valences of Twitter and Facebook posts during  

01:00 – 01:59 AM/31.10.2015 

 

 
Chart 5. Comparison between the affective valences of Twitter and Facebook posts during 01:00 – 01:59 

AM/31.10.2015 
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On 31.10.2015, during 01:00 – 01:59 AM: 

 The number of Facebook posts (62) exceeded those on Twitter (41); therefore, 

indicators of the three emotional dimensions have been more numerous on Facebook 

than on Twitter. 

 There were 2 negative posts towards the authorities on Facebook, while on Twitter 

there were 4. 

In Romania, Facebook users are more numerous than Twitter users, and perhaps this was 

reflected in the difference between the number of posts on the two social media platforms. The 

messages analyzed on Facebook are accompanied by emoticons which either strengthen the 

excitement transmitted through text or add a new meaning to what was already expressed. The 

abundance of Facebook replies with high emotional content may also be due to the fact that 

emotions are “contagious” in social media. 

We didn’t find emoticons in the Twitter posts we identified; we do not know whether this can 

be explained by the fact that messages have a limited number of maximum 140 characters on 

Twitter. 

At the same time, we noted that on Facebook, compared to Twitter, the number of negative 

messages towards the authorities and compliance with current laws is more reduced. On 

Facebook, negative indicators have represented mostly emotional reactions to the incident. On 

Twitter, by comparison with Facebook, messages have been more “intellectual”, seeking for or 

providing information, and they have expressed compassion towards the injured or their families 

or negative emotions caused by the disaster to a lesser extent. Timewise, the first posts are close 

to each other on both social media platforms - 11:33 PM on Facebook and 11:35 PM on Twitter, 

both of them appearing at about one hour after the fire occurred. 

 

Youtube 

The posts found on Youtube are very popular at the moment but we cannot identify exactly 

what was their audience during our established time frame. 

 

11:54 PM, 30.10.2015 

A post named "In front of Colectiv club" on B.A.’s Youtube channel 

It is a video filmed with the phone camera, without any comments, that had 764 views. 

Audio: an urge ("come"), a question ("died?"), sporadic voices that report on the fire, sirens. 

Visual: it is dark around, you can only see the blue lights of the ambulances; at some point the 

camera zooms in inside an ambulance, where a paramedic is resuscitating somebody. 
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12:00 AM, 31.10.2015 

The Realitatea Moldova Youtube channel transmits the live broadcast of RomaniaTV station. 

 

30.10.2015 

A post on Live Go Youtube channel named “Fire in Colectiv club” 

The time of the post does not appear (we assumed, considering the video was published on 

October 30th, 2015, that it was made before 12:00 AM on October 31st, 2015)  

Audio: the press conference held by Raed Arafat about the number of injured people, their 

distribution, etc.  

Visual: a succession of unedited on the spot images, with blurred faces of the victims, with 

people who hug each other, crying, as well as images from the Floreasca hospital, both at the 

entrance and from inside, showing patients on stretchers. 

Replies to this post have the following affective valences: 

 positive: compassion; 

 neutral and negative: confirmation that the disaster had happened: “I was in the club, I 

have burns on my legs”; 

 positive: confidence in the authorities: “I notice that Arafat is involved and he is an ok 

person, he is efficient.” 

 

30.10.2015  

A video named “Fire in Colectiv Club in the Capital city: 27 deaths, 162 people in hospital” is 

broadcasted on Agerpres Youtube channel. The video is filmed at the main entrance of the 

Floreasca hospital, showing injured people being transported to another hospital with a multiple 

victims SMURD vehicle. 

The time of the post does not appear (we assumed, considering the post was published on 

30.10.2015, that it was made before 12:00 AM on 31.10.2015). 

 

TRADITIONAL MEDIA 

 

TV Channels 
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As we have previously mentioned, the research team performed a visual, content and discourse 

analysis on the accounts of the event given by two local news channels with high audience at 

the time of the event. Both represent mainstream channels, one with a slight tendency to the 

left (Realitatea TV) and one with a more distinct tendency to the right (DIGITV). We have 

however excluded from our analysis those news TV channels that, although had good ratings at 

the time, displayed a very pronounced ideological bias and were therefore more oriented 

towards advancing a specific political agenda. These were however integrated into the 1 month 

range analysis dedicated to agenda setting that will be detailed below: 

 

Romania TV 

Starting with 12:00 AM, Romania TV broadcasted images from the scene of the fire, showing 

emergency units in action and reporters meddling among them. 

We cannot tell if RomaniaTV had broadcasted information related to Colectiv before 12:00 

AM/31.10.2015, not being able to find any records before 00:00 AM. We found the video file 

from 12:00 AM because it was posted on Realitatea Moldova Youtube channel. It had a time 

lapse of 14:56 minutes. 

RomaniaTV’s images are broadcast under the title: "images that can affect you emotionally".  At 

the same time, on the TV banner, the following posts alternate: 

 “Explosion in a club in Bucharest: 21 dead, 88 wounded"; neutral register/information; 

 "Terrible scenes: young people resuscitated on the pavement"; negative 

register/sadness, pain, fear, terror; neutral register/information; 

 "Doctors called from home to save lives"; neutral register/information; 

 "All employees of the emergency institutions were asked to come to their office"; 

neutral register/information; 

 "Red Code of operations after the explosion in the club'; neutral register/information; 

 "Minister Oprea and Raed Arafat at the scene of the tragedy"; neutral 

register/information; 

 "Oprea: I have informed president Iohannis"; neutral register /information; 

"The injured people were taken to emergency hospitals" neutral register/information. 

Images with people being resuscitated on the pavement have had a major emotional impact, 

due to the pain and grief felt at the beginning. Emotions displayed veered shortly towards anger, 

indignation and blame towards the emergency services and SMURD, which have been accused 

“of not properly fulfilling their mission of saving lives by resuscitating people on the pavement”. 
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Visual  

On the spot images with high emotional value are being broadcast: CPR, ambulances, fire trucks, 

SMURD, people wrapped up in foil. 

 

Audio 

The anchor informs the public about the dead and wounded people, providing information 

about the concert that took place in the club and the invitation at the show. Describing the 

current situation, the anchor uses expressions like: 

 negative value labels: 

“we are watching a horror movie” negative register/ fear/terror 

“dramatic images” negative register/ fear/terror 

“very difficult intervention” negative register/ despair 

“pyrotechnic show inside, unfortunately” negative register/ blame/guilt 

 information 

“over 200 young people” 

“red code of operations”. 

Then a reporter from the scene of the fire gives an account of the events, which is a combination 

of: 

 providing information: 

“Explosion due to pyrotechnic effects"; 

"More than 88 wounded at the hospital"; 

"Floreasca Hospital can no longer receive any wounded people"; 

"Firemen and ambulances are still intervening "; 

"There are still people inside that are not alive";  

"Doctors are trying to keep them alive";  

"There are young people inside"; 

"I hear that after an explosion the ceiling has fallen, too”. 

 negative value labels: 

"The victims are not taken out" negative register/ fear/ terror; 
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"We have seen young people lying on the pavement" negative register/ 

anxiety/despair; 

“It is dreadful" negative register/ fear/terror; 

"I don’t know if the situation can be improved" negative register/ despair/fear/ horror; 

 

A phone intervention in the studio: 

"It is clearly a catastrophe; I hope we learn something from this misfortune; unfortunately 

someone has approved pyrotechnic effects into an enclosed space" negative register/ 

fear/ horror/blame, also positive register/hope. 

 

The anchor:  

“The club should have a pyrotechnician” negative register/ blame/guilt; 

"What happened now shows us that they have not complied with the safety rules” 

negative register/blame/guilt; 

“Deployment of forces" positive register /compassion. 

 

Then they broadcast live interviews with the authorities: minister Oprea and Raed Arafat: 

"More victims are resuscitated" neutral register/information; 

"It has been difficult" neutral register/information; 

"88 people transferred to emergency hospitals" neutral register/information;  

“They will be redistributed depending on the severity level" neutral register/information; 

"This is all the information we give" neutral register/information; 

" It is a terrible tragedy, after the one at Giulesti" negative register/fear/horror/anxiety; 

neutral register/information. 

 

Both the anchor and the reporter’s account of the events are associated with the negative 

emotional register/ sadness, despair and blame. 

The tendency toward a negative emotional register is felt as well in the comments provided by 

the guest on the phone. 

There are only two expressions of the positive emotional register/compassion and hope in these 

reports of the event. 
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In conclusion, an analysis of the emotional register of the reports made by the anchor, the 

reporter at the scene of the fire and the guest shows the following: 

 the neutral register (providing information) was predominant (28); 

 anxiety – 2; 

 despair – 3; 

 guilt/blame – 4;  

 fear/horror – 8; 

 the positive emotional register has been faintly represented; there were only two 

indicators, one showing compassion and the other hope. 

 

DIMENSIONS VARIABLES FREQUENCY OF OCCURING 

Positive Compassion (to be moved by others’ 
pain; the need to help others) 

1 

Hope 1 

Negative Anxiety 2 

Fear/terror/dread 8 

Despair 3 

Grief/pain 1 

Guilt/blame 4 

Neutral Information/facts account 28 

 

DIGI24TV 

On the www.digi24.ro website we found recordings from October 30th, 2015, at 11:33 PM, 11:48 

PM, and 11:55 PM and from October 31st, 2015, but the option to play the respective videos was 

no longer active. 

The fact that the DIGI24TV recording from 11:33 PM (breaking news) is at the same time as the 

first post on Facebook (11:33 PM) and almost at the same time as the first Twitter post (11:35 

PM) needs to be underlined, as well as the fact that the telephone numbers of the support lines 

for the relatives of those affected were published on Twitter at 12:38 AM. 

On RomaniaTV channel, news of the event were broadcast during 12:00 – 1:00 AM. Comparing 

the emotional register of the TV content with what was posted on Twitter or on Facebook during 

the same period of time, we find a discrepancy between the positive register and other registers, 
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discrepancy which does not appear on Twitter or on Facebook (it should be noted that we have 

not analyzed any emotional dimension of the images transmitted from the scene). 

 

4.4.  Media Impact as Reported by Emergency Line 

Call Operators 

 

4.4.1. Semi-structured Interviews: Main Findings 

This section of the disaster communication research initiative complements the approach 

established via media content analysis, rhetorical arena interactions and emotional analysis 

performed on social media networks. 

The interviews were aimed to determine what influence media content had on the interaction 

between emergency services operators and citizens in the case of the Colectiv club fire. The 

interviews provided basis for qualitative research and provided researchers with the possibility 

to accomplish a deeper understanding of the targeted “social universe” via the subjective 

images rendered by the subjects. Subjects stand as expert witnesses in relation to the reported 

facts (Miftode, 1995). 

There were conducted a number of 14 intervews, in this number including all the emergency 

operators that were on duty at the night of the accident. Interviwes were conducted in 

Romanian, one on one, at approximately a year and a half post-event. They were semi-

structured, using open questions that guided the subjects20. It is important to note that the 

subjects were encouraged to speak their mind and add any other information they felt relevant 

in relation to the topic. On average, each interview lasted up to 30 – 40 minutes. 

The chosen subjects were emergency and support lines call operators that were on duty on 

October, 30th – 31st, 2015. 

The emergency call operators were women aged 29 – 50, while the support lines call operators 

were men and women aged 30 – 52. 

The criteria behind the researchers’ choice of-subjects included the subjects’ direct interaction 

to citizens in the aftermath of the event as well as their professional expertise which allowed 

for a better understanding of the specific conditionscreated in the social and media 

interaction. The subjects were the first ones that carried out the task of communicating with 

the affected citizens. In this regard, the interviews were able to shed light on if and how much 

                                                      
20 See Annex 1. 
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emergency services personnel were taken out of their “comfort zone” by having to 

communicate in this particular disaster situation, if and how media were perceived as partners 

in the communication process and, nonetheless, to provide hands on experience on how 

emergency/disaster communication during the crisis and in the early post – crisis phase is 

currently carried out.  

Apart from offering an answer to the above mentioned questions, the questions were also 

designed to explore how media content influences disaster communication, from a two-way 

point of view: the relation and communication initiated by the citizen towards authorities 

mitigating with a disaster situation and the relations and communication initiated by the 

disaster management authorities with affected citizens, taking into consideration job related 

efficiency and emotional parameters.   

 

4.4.2. Emergency Call Takers 

For experienced call operators, processing emergency calls announcing disaster and crisis 

situations such as arson, flood, major accidents, and medical emergencies, the situation of 

dealing with panicked callers is nothing unusual. Therefore, when the first calls announcing the 

Colectiv club fire arrived, they treated them as they would normally treat any fire call. It wasn’t 

until the number of calls increased, the description of the situation became more dramatic and 

the callers more and more desperate, when the call takers realized the severity of the disaster. 

Later on, when they got breaks from the calls, operators felt the need to search for information 

– changed the TV on a news channel (two respondents remembered that first information about 

the fire were shown on Realitatea TV), two of them contacted their families, two of them 

mentioned looking for information online. One respondent mentioned that the images shown 

live on TV (a person being resuscitated on the pavement) added to the burden.  

Three respondents, although experienced call takers (minimum experience – 5 years, maximum 

11 years), admitted that the severity of the situation influenced the way they communicated 

with the callers, adding more care and compassion to their usual emergency communication 

(explaining how they could not hang up the phone on crying people, although there was nothing 

else they could do, or how the fact that some of the callers were using inappropriate language 

was more understandable). 

In terms of how their mood was affected when they realized the severity of the incident, 

each call taker gave different answers, according to their personal experiences and their 

individual cognitive structure. Although some of the call takers denied a change of mood 

caused by the severity of the incident, their account of the events showed a change 

actually took place. On an emotional level, they experienced anxiety, pity, panic, sadness; 

on a physiological level, they experienced the sensation of pit in the stomach, goose 
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bumps; on a cognitive level, the feeling of worry and care for the loved ones was 

predominant, together with empathy for the parents that were calling to ask about their 

children and feelings of doubt towards the faultlessness of their actions regarding the way 

they processed this particular emergency situation; on a 146ehavioural level, they 

experienced inquietude. 

Regarding the change in the callers` attitude throughout the night, it is important to mention 

that not all of the interviewed call takers were present in the control room when the first calls 

arrived; some of them were taking their breaks and have no recollection of the first calls. This 

caused the call takers to remember the citizens` attitude differently: some remembered they 

sensed a change in the callers` attitude, becoming anxious, annoyed, verbally aggressive, 

dissatisfied with what was going on; others didn’t seem to remember a change of attitude, 

declaring that the callers were mainly calm, worried but not aggressive. One respondent even 

declared that the callers` aggressiveness was legitimate. 

When asked if the callers referred to information learned from the media, four respondents 

answered that they didn’t think the event happened that night and three that they don’t know 

or don’t recall. This is understandable, as media learned of the fire and transmitted the first 

news after a certain amount of time.  

When asked if they perceived the media as a partner in transmitting adequate messages 

during crisis management, none of the respondents had positive things to say of the local 

TV channels and did not consider media as partners; they even pointed out that 

continuously showing images of the victims (injured and/or dead) was too much and 

insensitive towards their relatives.TV channels were considered useful in terms of 

transmitting information regarding the need for blood donations, for instance. One 

respondent pointed out that some of the facts presented on the news channels and in 

online media were erroneous (including information on the first 112 emergency line call), 

while other respondent declared that Facebook had a bigger impact on building solidarity 

than TV channels. 

Most of the interviewed call takers consider that generally, the 112 Emergency Service 

does not have a positive image and that citizens aren’t aware that the 112 call takers do 

not assign and alert resources. Furthermore, they declared that whenever there is a need 

to find a scapegoat for how a case was dealt with, the 112 Emergency Service is always 

guilty in the eyes of the public. 

When it comes to the role they have been assigned and how media influenced carrying out this 

role, the call takers declared they act as mediators between citizens and emergency agencies, 

having to collect a minimum set of information in order to transfer the call as fast as possible 

to the appropriate agencies. Most of them consider media as having no influence on how they 
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carry out this role. One respondent pointed out that “the media can’t be bothered to provide 

an accurate description of the emergency system” and that this thing “was upsetting”. 

In terms of the influence media had on the opinions of the callers, it was made clear by most of 

the respondents that the people that called that night to announce the fire could not have been 

and were not influenced by the media; however, a certain influence was felt in the days after 

the event, when there were calls that announced different incidents but referred to how the 

Colectiv fire was dealt with. 

When asked what were the things that impressed them the most that night, five out of seven 

respondents explicitly referred to calls from relatives trying to find out information about the 

victims. The severity of the fire, the desperate cries for help and how people got together to 

help anyone affected after the incident were also mentioned. 

In terms of how their lives were affected by being on duty on the night of the fire, it was 

obvious that the 112 call takers felt at a great intensity the severity of the incident due to the 

high number of victims, the increased number of calls processed in a very short time, with 

callers being desperate, crying and being able to hear the victims groan in pain in the 

background, despite the fact that each of them had created defense mechanisms in order to 

cope with potentially traumatizing events. Furthermore, respondents declared that the 

images shown on media channels, allowing them to associate details given by the callers with 

scenes from the premises, added to the burden. 

When asked what they considered to be the main difficulties they had to deal with that night, 

various aspects were identified: on an internal/organizational level, the respondents 

mentioned the reduced number of call takers covering the shifts, the working schedule, and 

their managers` attitude towards how the call takers performed that night; on an external level, 

the respondents mentioned having difficulties communicating with those callers that were in a 

state of shock; it was difficult to gather the minimum set of information necessary for processing 

the call; on an individual level, (individual coping mechanisms) they mentioned having to 

overcome their own emotions in order to calm down and offer all their support to the callers. 

When asked to recall in detail how that night went through, the respondents made it clear that 

each and every one of them had lived that night at great intensity. Some of them even refused 

to remember details about that night. The fact that the media had continuously shown images 

of the fire and the victims only made it more difficult for the call takers to distance themselves 

from the case in the following days. 

All the interviewed call takers declared they have followed the case in the next days, albeit 

some of them involuntarily (due to the fact that news about the fire were the only things not 

only shown on TV, but also shared on social media). One respondent admitted preferring online 

media to traditional media, while most respondents said TV was their main source of 
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information (with a preference for some news channels to the detriment of others that have 

accused their institution in the past and that were not perceived as objective and reliable).  

In terms of the need for emotional support in the aftermath of the event, three of the 

respondents were pro and three were against emotional support, while the seventh respondent 

declared emotional support would have been useful after the plane crash in Apuseni21, when 

call takers were flooded with accusation calls. Two of the respondents pointed out that they 

cannot really evaluate if there was a need for emotional support since this aspect is hardly ever 

taken into consideration. 

When asked if their organization should use different strategies to communicate with 

media/citizens in order to improve their reactions in case of disaster, the interviewed call 

takers unanimously declared that the role of the 112 Emergency Number should be better 

explained to citizens. It was stated that most of the information regarding 112 circulated by 

the media is not accurate and that their organization rarely takes a stand nor does much to 

correct false information. 

When asked to remember other emergency situations that have had an impact on them, most 

respondents could think of more than one example (suicides, rapes, fires, etc.). Five of them 

mentioned incidents involving children, either as callers or victims, (amongst which the Giulesti 

maternity fire22) and two respondents mentioned the plane crash in Apuseni. 

 

4.4.3. Support Lines Call Takers 

Given the fact that most of the emergency call takers mentioned the calls from the victims’ 

relatives being the ones that had the strongest impact on them, we decided to further explore 

this matter, interviewing the support lines call takers in order to investigate how they perceived 

the event, if media were perceived as partners and how communication was carried out with 

those involved. 

The support lines were effective a few hours after the fire and were destined to offer 

information on the victims. They weren’t dedicated phone numbers for this type of 

                                                      
21 On 20th of January 2014, around 16:15, an aircraft with seven people on board (two crew members and a five-
person medical team) on a humanitarian mission from Bucharest to Oradea crashed in the Apuseni Mountains. The 
pilot and a medical student died, while the copilot and the remainder four members of the medical team were 
injured. The accident happened in poor weather conditions and the rescue team had difficulty finding the crash 
site, not knowing the precise location and with the area covered in snow and thick fog. The main controversy in 
this accident was why all methods used to locate the crash site failed, delaying the search and rescue teams. 
Emergency services, especially the 112 service, faced media and public backlash, resulting in an increased number 
of abusive and accusation calls to 112 in the weeks following the plane crash and determining a 112 call taker to 
write an open letter pleading to journalists to “stop the horrific campaign against 112 call takers”.   
22 On the 16th August 2010, due to an improvised electrical installation, a fire broke out in the ITU ward for 
premature born babies, resulting in the death of six and in the severe injuring of five newly born infants.  
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events, but phone numbers belonging to the Department of Emergency Situation and 

Ministry of Interior that were made public that night, in order to establish a direct 

communication line with citizens, thus reducing the number of information calls on the 

emergency line and providing the relatives of the victims with a place they could call and 

find out reliable information (albeit information that was changing frequently). 

The people that answered those calls were mostly employees of the Department of Emergency 

Situations23: doctors, former fire fighters, press officers, secretaries and so on. It is important to 

note that although familiar with emergency situations, none of them were professional call 

takers and most likely were not prepared on how to carry out this type of communication. It 

is also important to mention that for some of them answering these calls was a secondary task. 

The interview guide was based on the same questions used on the emergency call takers, with 

some of them removed or adapted in order to remain relevant to the subjects. 

Firstly, we wanted to find out how they learned of the event; five of them found out the same 

night (three received an SMS alert from the workplace, two of them were contacted by their 

relatives) and other two learned about the fire the next day, from TV broadcastings. Four 

respondents realized the amplitude of the event when they arrived to their workplace (three of 

them that same night), one of them was on the premises and two respondents declared they 

realized the severity of the incident when they saw the TV reports (one during that night, the 

other the next day). One respondent declared thinking it was a drill before realizing what had 

actually happened. Digi24, RealitateaTV, Antena3 and B1 TV were the local news channels that 

were mentioned by those respondents who could remember what TV channels they were 

watching.  

When asked if having realized the severity of the incident had influenced how they 

communicated with the callers, four respondents stated that they weren’t influenced by the 

severity of the incident, while two admitted to being influenced by it. One of the four that were 

not influenced (a journalist that described himself as hardened by many events he had contact 

with) declared that he was hindered by the first minutes’ uncertainty, due to the fact that they 

didn’t have the lists of those wounded or deceased from the beginning. Another subject 

mentioned not being influenced when being on the phone, but experiencing the next day the 

entire emotional burden of the situation. The remaning two subjects of the four that stated they 

were not influenced (a man and a woman) and described how they tried to remain calm and not 

provide any information they were not supposed to give. The two subjects that admitted to 

being influenced were both women and declared the main difficulty was dealing with the calls 

inquiring about deceased people. One of them even remembered the names of certain victims 

she was asked about. 

                                                      
23 We were able to interview only seven of those who answered the support lines that night and the days after. 
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In terms of how their mood was affected by the severity of the incident, two of the subjects, 

both men, declared that their profession acted as a buffer in relation to the emotional burden 

of the situation: one of them is a journalist and stated that having been a journalist for 12 years 

and having seen all sorts of accidents makes one a bit more cynical and not very impressionable. 

The other male subject, a doctor and emergency medicine specialist, declared that he is not 

allowed to get emotional, otherwise he would lose patients, that acting immediately is 

compulsory and that after a week he may remember that he needs to consume some emotions. 

Three other subjects stated that they didn’t have time to feel emotions while answering the 

support lines; still, one of them admitted to having experienced some intense moments due to 

the fact that the names of some of the victims resembled the names of some of his friends. 

When their shifts were over, however, they admitted to having fully experienced the emotional 

burden of those hours, especially having seen the images circulated by the media and taking 

the time to realize the tragedy the involved families were going through. Their thoughts were 

also with their colleagues that were on the site of the fire. Two of the female subjects declared 

they have lived those shifts at a great intensity, having cried on the phone, and experienced 

similar emotions even a year and a half post-event, at the time of the interview, being able to 

remember with whose relatives or friends they spoke and unable to forget the dread in the 

voices of those who called them. 

When asked if the citizens that called the support lines referred to information circulated by the 

media, all subjects considered that they did, because the people that called them had learned 

about the fire, the number of victims and about the respective phone numbers from the media. 

In terms of the callers’ attitude towards their organization, all subjects considered that the 

callers were respectful, decent, civil, having had very few hostile calls and that this attitude 

didn’t necessarily change in the following hours, but they felt an increase in desperation, 

worry and anxiety as time passed by and when the callers couldn’t find out news of their 

relatives. 

When asked about their role in interacting with the citizens, all subjects considered they were 

the only link between citizens and authorities, that they were there to help the citizens, to 

offer them reliable information and support. One subject stated that the role of such a call 

centre is of paramount importance during a crisis situation, because it relieves the ones who 

carry out the intervention from having to answer all the questions. On the influence media had 

in performing this role, the subjects were unable to pinpoint exactly if it was a positive or 

negative influence, stating that sometimes information that they didn’t yet have was posted 

on social media, that the media became aggressive towards their organization afterwards, 

that sometimes the information circulated by the media was chaotic and that media tried to 

turn the public opinion against their organization or that it may have been easier for them to 

cope with the situation if there weren’t so many images of the victims shown on TV or posted 

on social media. 
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When asked if they perceived media as partners in transmitting adequate messages during 

crisis management, all subjects agreed that media was a partner in that it transmitted all the 

important information: the support lines phone numbers, information on the victims, on the 

need for blood donors. For the rest of its actions, media were not praised. One subject stated 

that Romanian media is not mature enough to objectively report on events and that it takes 

experience in order to not cause panic, while another subject pointed out that on some 

channels inexperienced people were commenting on the event. Overall, most subjects 

considered that in the post-crisis phase media were not a partner, circulating unverified 

information and unadvised opinions. 

In terms of how media influenced the opinions of the callers, most subjects agreed that the 

callers were not influenced by the media that night. 

In terms of how affected they were by having to answer those calls and what impressed 

them the most, two male subjects declared they were not affected, while the remaining 

respondents admitted to being affected by the desperation in the relatives’ voices and by 

seeing images of the victims. The subjects were most impressed by their colleagues’ 

actions (firefighters and medical personnel, whose “hands smelled of burnt flesh for two 

days”), and by conversations they had with people that couldn’t find their loved ones. One 

subject (female) declared being “very much, very, very much affected (…), I have cried a 

lot, I have stared at the ceiling and I have seen all those faces, I felt the need to speak 

about this to people I know, to spend time on the phone with my mother, to cry with her, 

to go home and see my kid…”, while other (male) stated “the night following the second 

day, when the list with the names of the…deceased…was made public and the names 

started flowing on the screen…I remembered almost each and every conversation, I mean 

I knew them from during the day, they were exactly those people that were not on the 

lists from the hospitals and I had a moment of…I don’t know, déjà-vu combined with…I 

don’t know, a very strong emotion.” 

When asked how their lives were subsequently affected by being on duty that night, all subjects 

considered that their lives were not subsequently affected. Moreover, one subject admitted to 

having learned new things after this experience, while another subject mentioned improving his 

skills, having attended a first aid course after this event. 

The main difficulties the subjects identified in relation to the job they had that night were the 

lack of information or the delay in receiving information, the fact that they weren’t allowed to 

disclose that a certain person is deceased (“…I am sure we deceived them, but many times we 

didn’t exactly know the truth ourselves”), or receiving erroneous information. Other difficulties 

concerned or were caused by the media and the way they reported on the event, and that had 

a negative impact in managing the aftermath. 
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When asked to recall in detail how that shift went through, the respondents made it clear that 

each and every one of them had lived that shift at great intensity: “as a 24-hour breaking news”, 

“I didn’t drink water, I didn’t eat, everything was intense”, “those hours passed by very quickly, 

probably because of the adrenaline and the intense activity (…)”. 

In relation to following the case in the next days, some respondents declared that due to the 

specifics of their jobs they had to monitor the information on Colectiv fire on all media (social 

media, print, all important local TV news channels – Digi24, ProTV, Antena3, Realitatea, 

RomaniaTV). Within their organization, they received information about the state of the 

victims, their transfer to various hospitals abroad from the Ministry of Interior (the 

Inspectorate for Emergency Situations) and the Ministry of Health (ambulance, hospitals). 

In terms of the need for emotional support in the aftermath of the event, three respondents 

declared they felt no such need, while another three admitted emotional support would have 

been necessary. Of the latter, one respondent pointed out that there isn’t a tradition to that 

effect in Romania, but that this aspect shouldn’t be neglected. One subject considered support 

from a psychologist wasn’t necessary, declaring “you know how it is, it’s better not to forget so 

that…so that it doesn’t happen again, and from our point of view, as clerks, so that we don’t 

repeat, maybe, some mistakes”. 

When asked if their organization should use different strategies to communicate with 

media/citizens in order to improve their reactions in case of disaster, all respondents agreed 

that their organization makes efforts to communicate effectively and that all channels of 

communication should be used in order to improve citizens’ and media’s reactions in case of 

disaster, admitting there is always room for improvement. One respondent pointed out that, 

despite the efforts, citizens are not aware of what to do in case of disaster. Another 

respondent suggested creating a department within a central authority, whose only task 

would be to communicate and to provide real time information to media.  

When asked to remember other emergency situations that have had an impact on them, the 

answers were diverse: the doctor remembered his first emergency intervention as a student, 

the former firefighter recalled his first interventions, while the remaining respondents 

mentioned the fire that took place at the Giulesti maternity, a 14 year old that was in cardiac 

arrest and the bus accident in Montenegro24. 

 

                                                      
24 On the 23rd June 2013, 19 Romanian tourists died and another 28 were injured when their bus toppled 40m 
into a ravine near Podgorica, Montenegro. An operational Romanian team was sent to Montenegro and 
collaborated with local authorities in order to assist the victims. 
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4.5.  Conclusions 

 

While the respondents did not perceive any media influence on the citizens that called the 

emergency services and/or the support lines during the crisis, media reports of the incident 

have had an impact on our subjects, both during that night and afterwards. Most of them 

agreed that on this particular case media acted as partners during the crisis situation by 

disseminating useful information, but somehow this “partnership” ended the next days, when 

media disseminated unverified, unadvised and sometimes false information, causing panic 

and distrust towards the authorities and forcing the involved organizations to fight rumors, in 

addition to managing the consequences of the event. The fact that media tends to focus only 

on the negative aspects also emerged. Both public authorities and media should intensify their 

combined efforts in order to communicate effectively during all three phases of crisis. 

 

4.5.1. Roles of the Media during the Colectiv Crisis  

In order to analyze the roles that the media played during the Colectiv disaster, a set of articles 

were collected from the Romanian press, using automated machine collection programs. About 

200 news articles were collected, and they were categorized according to the role that the media 

played. The vast majority of articles was then eliminated. Firstly, they contained virtually the 

same information as many others: some of them simply copied previously published material 

from the same newspaper, generally from a few days before. The second reason to eliminate 

other articles was that they simply amounted to live-text of the events of the Colectiv fire as 

they happened. Finally, considering that the goal of this analysis was not a quantitative 

description of the number of articles in which the media played a particular role, only the most 

illustrative articles were chosen. The most representative articles for each role were kept and 

they were used to illustrate how the media undertook different vantage points. As a result of 

this selection process, a total of about 10 articles were eventually used and passages from them 

were selected in order to highlight how the media played some particular roles.  

During and soon after the Colectiv crisis, the media took on several roles:  reporting on what 

was happening, highlighting instances of social solidarity and acting as a watchdog to point out 

the abuses and irregularities which caused the fire. In its watchdog capacity, the media focused 

either on abuses committed by the club owners and local authorities, who were in charge with 

authorizing the functioning of the club or, much later and in far fewer cases, on mistakes 

committed by rescuers. Moreover, one has to mention that in the vast majority of articles 

analyzed, the journalists did not assume an active voice but chose to convey their message 
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through the choices to present specific material and to exclude others and through the choice 

of persons  they covered. 

1. In articles in which the main role of the media was to inform, a significant amount of 

raw data was presented with a rather dispassionate tone to the observers. This allows 

for the reader to obtain a clear picture of the overall development of the fire but fails 

to convey the extent of the drama that those affected had to go through.  An account 

of the fire is presented in the following article, as an eye-witness account by a reporter 

of the journal (Ziarul Financiar, 02.11.2015 a):   

“During the first seconds, everything seemed under control and one of the bodyguards 

came to me with a small fire-extinguisher to put out the fire. Without panicking, I told 

the person I had come with to go towards the exit, just in case. Within less than 10 

seconds, while I had walked only ten meters, the fire reached the ceiling, where it quickly 

expanded. This was the moment people panicked and began to exit the club. Initially, 

one of the two entrance doors was closed/blocked, but it was torn down before I 

reached it. Behind me there was chaos and all I did was trying to keep my balance and 

not to step on people that had fallen”. 

Another article in the same journal outlines the main events and publishes the list of victims 

(Ziarul Financiar, 01.11. 2015):  

“The first 112 call was recorded at 22:36, according to the Ministry of Interior. The fire 

was caused by the fireworks during the show, which lit the inflammable sponge-like 

material used to soundproof the hall. Immediately before, the fire spread to the ceiling, 

which was also covered in soundproof-ing sponge. Whole pieces of the ceiling collapsed 

on the people – later, the owners of the place stated that they refused to buy fire-proof 

material as it was too expensive”.  

The article, written in the immediate aftermath of the fire, also publishes the list of names of 

the first thirty victims, as well as the situation of those who were committed to different 

hospitals. Given that this particular article was written in the immediate aftermath of the 

Colectiv tragedy, the fact that it not only presented an account of the fire but also the names of 

the victims showed strong documentation from the side of the journalists. Secondly, the article 

also represented a springboard for the news and commentary that was going to come in the 

following days which would aim for social mobilization. In this particular case, information 

represented the basis for criticism and watchdog journalism.  

“Azi” magazine takes up the informative tone and focuses on the first measures taken by public 

authorities. The article looks at the arrival of Israeli doctors who came to Bucharest to help with 

the treatment of the wounded, as well as the identification of the victims. It reports the 

statements of Dr. Raed Arafat who presents the actions taken by emergency responders and 
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defends them from any possible attack by saying they arrived in eleven minutes from the time 

of the first call. Furthermore, the article covers the initiation of criminal procedures by 

Romania’s general prosecutor, Tiberiu Nitu who began an investigation for murder and stated 

that the “penalty is severe”. The reaction of the government is also included, especially the 

immediate declaration of three days of national mourning. The article reports even on the 

ministers who were absent from this meeting. Then, the article moves on to describe the 

reaction of Romania’s President, Klaus Iohannis, who visited victims in the hospital, called an 

emergency meeting with the Minister of Interior and the general prosecutor and stated that 

“the space was completely improper for this activity and that it was unimaginable for so many 

people to be there at the same time” and that “basic rules were ignored”. 

2. The media also aimed to represent a form of social glue (to highlight issues that 

equally affect everybody and that are highly emotional, creating a temporary feeling 

of unity and common action between people)  and to focus on moments of solidarity 

among people, or to use this solidarity as a way to voice outrage at what happened. For 

example, an article in “Ring” magazine highlights the actions taken by Bogdan Gavrila, 

a football player, who helped the five children of the Colectiv cleaning lady. The latter 

had come to work to replace one of her colleagues as she needed the money and died 

as a result of the fire. Gavrila visited the relatives of the deceased and advised people 

to donate for them. This elicited a 5000 RON (1200 Euro) help from the Ministry of 

Labor.  

Another article, entitled “Unprecedented Solidarity after the Bucharest tragedy” describes all 

the ways in which people donated to those wounded or the families of the deceased. Thus, 

according to the article  

“Vola.ro provides free plane tickets to relatives of the first and second rank presently 

outside Romania, who want to return to the country and be by the side of their beloved”,  

“The pharmacy Materna provides huge quantities of Veloderm and Graftygen, 

substitutes of the epidermis, respectively collagen membrane 100%, top products in the 

extremely efficient recovery of severe and highly severe burn injuries”. “The 

Psychologists’ College in Romania announced they provide free counseling services. 

Also, the Psihomedeor Team offers free counseling to victims and their families”. “SKAL 

International Romania offers free accommodation to families who lost some of their 

beloved in the tragedy on Friday. “We are by the side of mourning families and offer 

free accommodation to people living outside Bucharest at ibis Bucharest near the North 

Railway Station, Hotel Novotel, Hotel Ramada Parc, Hotel Cismigiu and Le Boutique 

Hotel Moxa – Bucharest.” Uber provides  free transportation to blood donors for the 

victims of the fire: “the free ride will be offered to people departing from Transfusions’ 

Centre to help them get home safely. We will keep you up to date regarding changes in 

the offer!”.” “Medlife offered medical personnel and supplies to treat Colectiv victims. 
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Over 1,000 persons donated blood for victims of Club Colectiv fire Over 900 Bucharesters 

donated blood on Saturday for the victims of the fire at Club Colectiv, and on Sunday 

morning, there were 200 more donors registered at the Transfusions Centre in 

Bucharest”  (Nine o’clock, 01.11.2015).  

Other articles focus on the solidarity shown by foreign representatives with the victims of the 

Bucharest fire. The American ambassador’s visit to the place of the tragedy is covered, as well 

as his statement of prayer and his recollection of a similar fire in the United States. An article in 

the daily “Puterea” journal lists all the foreign dignitaries that expressed condolences, especially 

the ambassadors of France and Germany and the President of the European Commission, Jean 

Claude Junker (Puterea, 01.11.2015). Moments of social solidarity were also evoked by outlining 

the actions of the sports minister, Gabriela Szabo, who asked all games to be played by players 

wearing a black armband. This was complemented by players expressing their solidarity on 

Facebook and donating blood. 

The articles highlighted how common people came together and gave something to help those 

affected by the tragedy. It spread a message of unity and solidarity and allowed the readers to 

identify with those helping and incentivized them to contribute to the rescue efforts. Further, 

the feeling of unity, combined with that of outrage generated by the media’s watchdog role led 

to the mass street protests and the toppling of the government.  

3. In its capacity as a watchdog, the media focused on the irregularities which caused the 

tragedy. The main frame through which they reported it was that of corruption and 

administrative deficiency which led to the organizers being allowed to have used 

flammable sound-proofing sponge. The blame was primordially directed at politicians 

in general, and local authorities, embodied by District 4 mayor, Cristian Popescu-

Piedone, in particular. Later there are mentions of possible irregularities in the pre-

emptive controls by the Fire Department.  Dan Sultănescu (2016) shows how the media 

tended to blame different political leaders or institutions for the tragedy. According to 

him, most of the blame was absorbed by Prime-Minister Victor Ponta and interior 

Minister, Gabriel Oprea, while the head of the Deparment for Emergency Situations, 

Raed Arafat was praised by both media and the public.  

An article in the “Ziarul Fianciar” analyzes the weaknesses of the legislation that led to the 

relative ease with which the “Colectiv Club” firm was founded. The newspaper reports 

“According to sources, the Colectiv Club SRL firm used the weaknesses of the legislation 

designed to regulate the foundation of companies in order to be able to work without a valid 

permit from the fire department, which are subordinated to the Department of Emergency 

Situations in the Ministry of Interior. The law became more flexible in 2004 in order to allow for 

the formalities of establishing firms to be sped up. Authorizations became easier to obtain, while 
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the focus was laid on verification of whether the firm was authorized. This verification became 

the responsibility of the district city hall”. (Ziarul Financiar, 02.12.2015 b)  

Another article, published in “Ring” magazine outlines the judicial investigation and quotes 

sources comparing the human drama with that of the 1977 earthquake. It enumerates the 

institutions involved in the investigation as well as judicial sources. The article refers to the 

prosecutors’ investigation, who raided the premises of the 4th county City Hall, as well as 

investigations carried out by the labor inspection and by specialists knowledgeable in mine fire 

inquiries.  

The “Evenimentul Zilei” daily also covered the investigation and quoted fire department sources 

which stated that they had not been officially notified about the existence of the Colectiv Club. 

It also reported on the searches conducted on the premises of the 4th county City Hall 

(Evenimentul Zilei, 02.11.2015). Finally, an article from “Adevarul” quotes an NGO expert 

looking into the investigation and explaining the charges and the possible guilty parties 

(Adevarul, 01.11.2015).  

The press contextualized its watchdog role by expressing outrage at the events. This was done 

through the repeated coverage of the facebook post of a nurse which participated in the event. 

She stated: “We went peacefully, believing we will take part in a minor fire. We were the second 

crew there, but we got ourselves into a nightmare. There were two ambulances. Young people 

were walking, crawling, they were disfigured. They were burned all over. They came to me and 

wanted to come inside the ambulance. They would not go away from the road. Their flesh was 

dripping. I begged for more ambulances. A fireman carried an 18-year girl whose body was 

burned over 98%. The head fireman was crying, in shock and screaming: Why my lord?  Six young 

people were in cardiac arrest” (Kanal D, 02.11.2015)   

 

4.5.2. Narratives and Inter-textuality between Social and Mainstream 

Media. Impact on Citizens 

The social media analysis reflects the high emotional charge attached to the disaster and the 

early on assignment of guilt towards those actively or passively involved in fostering the 

conditions for human negligence, error, lack of professionalism and insufficient regulation of the 

fire regime within pubs and bars.  

These early messages influenced the public agenda and created the preconditions for an 

interpretation of the disaster as a symptomatic manifestation of a larger socio-political 

dysfunctional landscape.  

Interestingly, at a closer look, an analysis of Facebook in comparison to Twitter messages reveals 

a higher emotional charge, focus on empathy, compassion, fear and anxiety on Facebook versus 
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a much more targeted agenda expressed on Twitter where the finger was placed right from the 

beginning on the political class, government and local authorities. These targeted messages 

were however expresses on Twitter at the beginning by opinion leaders and journalists, which 

complicates even more the inter-relation and cross-pollination of messages in the rhetorical 

arena during crisis situations. TV accounts in the same timeframe were focused on reporting 

from the scene, enhancing dramatism of the situation, crude, unfiltered images and the 

amplification of an un-coped with negative emotional register that amplified feelings of 

uncertainty, fear, anxiety and discontent. The inter-relation between the narratives of 

helplessness, tragedy and anger expressed by individual users online was thus amplified in the 

mainstream media in the coming days and months, with the TV channels reporting increasingly 

on the helplessness of the authorities, the medical errors causing death, the lack of interest of 

local authorities and the generalized guilt placed upon what was recurrently labeled as a most 

corrupt government etc. With journalists and opinion leaders putting the blame on politicians 

via social media posts, in the early hours of the disaster, and the social media general embrace 

of anger and discontent, it is very difficult to establish the exact condition of how intertextuality 

and cross-pollination of messages happened between social and mainstream media actors. The 

simultaneous nature of opinion leaders as media actors and social media contributors, the public 

expression of negative emotions veered soon into a general master narrative, embraced 

simultaneously in both milieus and environments, of a corrupt and ineffective public 

administration and political class. This master narrative has lead in a matter of weeks to 

mourning and solidarity marches, soon transformed into massive national protests and a 

subsequent change of a political government with a technocrat one.   

From this point of view, the Colectiv disaster proves an extremely relevant case in which a 

disaster generated by human error has led to massive social movements and a drastic political 

change. Communication, as demonstrated in the analysis of emotions performed in the 

previous chapter, has played an essential role. Media and social media concurrently picked up 

the stimuli contributed by individual users, enhanced the narrative impact, conveyed 

dramatism to the situation and generated a chain of reactions that spread across the nation.  

An analysis performed on the public effects of the Colectiv Club accident some three months 

after the incident has also shown that there was a considerable impact of mass-media on the 

public perceptions. The analysis was based on opinion polls and showed that the media agenda 

had influenced significantly perceptions about those responsible for the disaster. (Sultanescu, 

2015).  

The study cited data collected from polls effected in November 2015, and, subsequently, a 

month later, in December 2015 and in January 2016 with a maximum accepted error of 3.2 

and a probability level of 95%. The polls were applied on adult un-institutionalized 

population using the CATI method.  
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Questions were selected, according to the author, so as to test perceptions on main actors to 

be blamed for the Colectiv disaster, as well as to establish who, among the wide range of political 

actors, benefitted the most in terms of image and popularity in the aftermath of the event. 

Concrete measured data were correlated by the author with publics’ profile, socio-demographic 

data, media consume pattern and expressed political options. The range of actors identified as 

entities to be blamed for the disaster include both private entities (club owners and the band) 

as well as public entities (local authorities, the government, the political class). Initially, as the 

polls cited in the study showed, the natural tendency of the public opinion was to transfer the 

guilt towards those more closely linked to the disaster (club owners and city hall). By January 

2016 though, three months after the event, the guilt was already veered in the perceptions of 

the public towards authorities at central level and the entire political class accused of fostering 

generalized corruption and negligence.   

In November 2015, club owners and the city hall were blamed by 73% of the interviewed. 

In December, the rate fell to 64%, 9% of the Romanians shifting perceptions of guilt 

towards the government, the band and the political class. In other words, the central 

authorities have been assigned as guilty for the emergence of the disaster by 19% of the 

public on November, and 26% of the public a month later, in December 2015. This 

dramatic increase of 7% has been documented and placed by the author of the study 

indirect relation with the way the disaster has been narrated about in the mainstream 

media, which credited central authorities with a significant role in the crisis.  

Here, it must be noted though, that social media contributors, as we have seen in the previous 

chapter, were much more focused on blaming the overall system and government, which may 

hint to a transfer of narratives of guilt from the social media to the mainstream media channels 

and hence to a direct and indirect influence of social media contributors on the perceptions of 

other citizens and the subsequent generalization of blame directed towards the political class.   

Hence, this particular case study places into a clear light the high level of diffusion, intertextuality 

and crosspollination currently existing between narratives of disaster advanced in the social vs. 

mainstream media. As elsewhere discussed, we can only emphasize the complex 

interdependences created in the rhetorical arena during and after a disaster situation occurs and 

the high level of cross-pollination between messages advanced by a diverse range of 

contributors - citizens, opinion leaders, journalists, politicians, political analysists, etc. Therefore, 

an effective disaster management policy and its strategic communication action plan should take 

into consideration the increasing level of interdependency between the various mainstream and 

social communication channels, as well as the high diffusion of message formation. Any good 

communication is recommended therefore to create concerted and simultaneous dissemination 

of key messages, coherent explanations of actions taken and desired behaviors on the part of 

affected population.  
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One aspect yet to be emphasized is that of self-help and voluntary action. As above 

demonstrated, many of the messages that circulated in the social media in this particular crisis 

and in general during the crisis management period have to do with what people can and should 

do to prove their solidarity and help in the relief phase. The Colectiv case with its numerous ad-

hoc networks of support organized via Facebook groups, which provided help, assistance, 

medicine supplies, blood donations, food for families stranded in hospital halls for weeks, 

accommodation to same families and even psychological support, prove the immense potential 

that civil society, NGO’s and private actors are willing and able to harness in times of crisis. Unless 

supported via a correct communication of needs, networked assistance and strategic direction 

by state institutions, these networks can and will organize in parallel and sometimes willingly or 

unwillingly against central authorities. Therefore, it is of vital importance for central public and 

local authorities to understand how information gets to be generated, diffused, rolled in social 

and mainstream media environments and how it can be used creatively to enhance the capacity 

of the community to resist and cope with disaster. 
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Lessons learnt 

  

 During the preparedness phase of the disaster, the role of the media is to act:  

1. As a conduit of information for disaster risk reduction information; and 

2. As a watchdog which verifies how public authorities conduct their prevention. 

Both public authorities and NGOs need to:  

A) Do constant research about the characteristics of the target population;  

B) Communicate disaster risk information to those potentially affected;  

C) Establish communication plans for when disasters strike;  

D) Establish friendly relations with the media through e.g. networking 

opportunities.  

 During the response phase, the role of the media is to:  

1. Transmit information about how to behave in order to mitigate the effects of 

the disaster;  

2. Mobilize and streamline public support for those affected. 

Public institutions have to: 

a) Communicate as quickly and as accurately as possible in order to avoid rumors;   

b) Establish a dedicated communication area and spokesperson; 

c) Monitor the reaction of the media and correct misinformation.  

NGOs have to:  

a) Lend support to the disaster responders;  

b) Streamline public support and sort/organize those that wish to help.  

 During the recovery phase the role of the media is to participate in the public 

reflection  

- Public institutions can make their voice heard and explain their actions;  

- NGOs can contribute to the reflection process by publishing independent reports.  

 New media channels, especially social networks are a way to reach primordially a 

younger audience. Both public institutions and NGOs need to adapt their messages 

to communicative patterns of young people. This is a challenge especially for 

seniority-based, hierarchical public institutions. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

The starting point of the current report was the need to explore the way in which risk 

communication “filtered” by the media affects citizens’ disaster preparedness and responses, to 

identify the roles played by the media in different countries in risk communication and provide 

an overview of sensitive risk communication media instruments that have a clear impact on how 

institutions, non-governmental organizations, civil society organizations and citizens act and 

react during crisis and disaster situations.  

The approach embraced in this document has been multidisciplinary, special focus being placed 

on media related and social implications of disaster communication. To the forefront there have 

been placed the various roles media plays in promoting, filtering and modelling communication 

between institutions responsible with crisis and disaster communication and their target 

audiences, how these roles, as effected today, impede or enforce efficient communication 

during risk, crisis and disaster situations and how behaviors are modelled or impacted by the 

filtered communication. At the same time, the study has provided a detailed and pragmatic 

insight into media filtered communication and their practices, but also into the interactions 

established on the rhetorical arena of a crisis situation between the various actors relevant to 

the communication process – public institutions, NGO’s/CSO’s, contributing citizens, private 

stakeholders, and media. Last but not least, it offered a convergent summary of best practices 

and lessons learnt during various crisis and disaster communication cases, the interaction 

factors they need to integrate and the specific media channels that can respond to the needs 

established in culturally-informed risk communication models as outlined in Deliverable D8.1 - 

Report briefing on risk communication models and best practices. 

Building on a taxonomy of essential academic concepts for the understanding of media related 

communication, the report provided a set of conceptual models for the understanding of risk, 

crisis and disaster communication, specific focus being placed on the roles played by the media 

(both mainstream and new). Once models explained and contextualized, it was our aim to look 

at disaster situations and the communication interventions attached to them from multiple 

perspectives:  
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1. a detailed literature review,   

2. a mapping of the roles and functions the media nowadays play in disseminating 

knowledge, prescribing attitudes and behaviors, generating cultural beliefs or social 

(un)cohesion,  

3. a structural review of media related communication practices fostered by public 

institutions, NGOs and CSOs involved in risk, crisis and disaster communication, 

4. an analysis of mainstream and social media content, their do’s and don’ts, their 

regulated or not regulated features, and, last but not least, 

5. a close up study of a recent disaster with high social, political, cultural and institutional 

impact – the Colectiv case from 2015. 

Moving on to a practical oriented and facts driven approach, the report also provided a set of 

answers to questions frequently addressed by practitioners expressed during interviews: 

 Which media have the most significant impact and when? 

 What are the main labels attached to media nowadays – filter, gatekeeper, mobiliser, 

watchdog, blocker, disinformation disseminator, partner etc.? 

 How can we tailor communication according to the various media channels 

recommended for coverage? 

 How can we use new media as a leverage of success in communicating to various target 

audiences? 

Specific focus was placed on identifying and studying cases where effective working 

relationships between disaster management organizations, mainstream/new media and 

NGOs/CSOs were established, at the same time exploring contexts where the media had a 

negative impact on disaster response and recovery. Finally, our aim was to map the way in which 

both mainstream and new media inform and mediate social and cultural values, thus modelling 

behavior and perceptions towards agents engaged in crisis and disaster situations management. 

The report has also been focused on the role of different media cultures, i.e., the role and usage 

of mainstream and social media for/by different entities.  

One of the most significant conclusions emphasized by the report was that, when 

communicating a risk, crisis or disaster relevant information, it is very important to  consider 

that each type of mediadisplays certain communicative characteristics, influencing how, 

where and why a specific message is produced and delivered to the members of a rhetorical 

arena. That is why choosing a multi-media communication strategy, and including messages 

tailored for each media, but having the same essential message, is the best solution to adopt 

for both public institutions and other actors.  
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Thus, a couple of general conclusions emerged: 

 Whereas social media’s role is definitely increasing both in times of calm and crisis, 

traditional media remains a trusted and authoritative source of information, making 

their mix ideal for the communication of strategic messages to the citizens.   

 The media have played an important role in educating people on matters of public 

interest in general and on crisis, and risks in particular. Moreover, they can make 

significant contributions to information flows during and after cascading crises and 

disasters; yet, many times, myths perpetuated through media channels may also hinder 

response and recovery initiatives through their distortion of the behavior and needs 

affected populations have.  

 Emotional discourses in disaster media coverage can help raise aid donations and invite 

members of the public to care about ‘distant suffering’. However, critics argue that this 

focus on ‘death and destruction’ hasdisproportionate influence upon the allocation of 

resources, and it is often appropriated by political elites to serve their respective 

agendas. 

 Media have been promoting a model of ‘shared responsibility’, in which citizens are 

encouraged to play an active role in the production and sharing of crisis information, 

this being mainly seen within the last years via social media.  

 The role of the news media has shifted from gatekeeping to gate watching, whereby 

they publicize and share relevant news content rather than focus solely on production.    

 ‘First informers’ and citizen journalists provide eyewitness perspectives on disasters 

that help emergency managers build situational awareness. Thus, the harnessing of 

collective intelligence via social media has the potential to create new information 

flows during the response and recovery stages of cascading disasters that could prevent 

disruption spreading to other elements of the socio-technical system.  

 Social media can also facilitate multi-directional information flows. In their turn, these 

flows may have significant psychosocial impact for disaster-affected populations and 

help in building resilience against future incidents. However, it should be noted that 

this often privileges the voices of better off residents at the expense of poorer ones, 

who typical lack the skills and expertise to make themselves heard online.  

 New media is in an engaging actor that communicates in case of disaster. It provides 

new communication channels between citizens and government representatives or 

institutions with responsibilities in disaster management. Moreover, social media tools 

allow emergency managers to disseminate information to wider audiences, interact 

with the public, monitor social media networks to get a better sense of what’s 
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happening on the ground during a crisis, get better situational awareness, and improve 

collaboration for sharing information during an emergency and sharing of best practices 

and lessons learned (Yasin, 2010). Even though new media tools and channels are not 

available to all categories of target audience, being mainly used by young people, social 

media and other new media instruments can help reach a wider audience and send and 

receive emergency alerts or information related to a disaster strike. Nowadays, social 

media tools and smart phones are used to reveal the situation and location of someone 

who was caught in a disaster, by simply using two or three clicks of a button (Yasin, 

2010). Technology has considerably change the way in which mass media serves as a 

main channel of communication, helping to build a bridge between generations, as well 

as between citizens and governments and other public institutions. Whether we refer 

to bookmarking sites (sites that help people store, classify, share and search though 

collaboratively creating and managing tags to annotate and categorize content – e.g. 

reddit.com, dig.com), collaborative projects (communal databases created through 

user generated content - e.g. Wikipedia), content communities (online communities 

where people share various types of content such as photos, audio and videos – e.g. 

YouTube, Flickr), social review (websites that allow people to search, rate and share 

information as well as provide recommendations – e.g. Google Places (Jason), social 

media opens up a  whole new set of opportunities an challenges to how communication 

during risk, crisis and disaster has to be performed in order to become effective. 

 As an essential instrument of communication during and after a disasters strikes, media 

helps connecting affected people, families and communities with other family 

members, first responders, support systems and institutions/organizations with 

responsibilities in disaster management, playing an important role in the process of 

response and recovery. In conclusion, print and broadcast media remain one of the 

most trusted and authoritative sources of information during crisis situations, as they 

provide information to citizens about “what happened, what to do, how to protect 

themselves during crisis and how to find their missing loved ones” (Hannides, 5).  

 Traditional media are perhaps more likely to influence the behavior of the communities 

directly affected by man-made and natural disasters as a result of the fact that they 

have long played an important role in educating the public on disaster risk. However, 

media interventions appear to have a greater influence upon general behaviors and are 

not suitable for the provision of real time, context-specific information (Reilly, 

Atanasova, 3). 

 In their turn, during a crisis situation, social media channels can be used to provide 

consisted updates and information about the development of the effects of the 

disaster to both stakeholders and public opinion. All new media instruments (like blogs, 
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instant messages, tweets, Facebook updates) are an efficient tool that can be used to 

keep citizens informed, as well as to collect data and information from the audience 

with regards to the events experienced by them in case of a disaster (Ulmer et. al., 58-

59). This might contribute to the development of efficient response strategies that can 

cover all the needs of the population (not only in terms of communication). 

In crisis communication, social media can be used to: 

o Communicate with citizens during a crisis generated by a disaster; 

o Monitor what is being said about the disaster; 

o Raise target audience’s level of awareness; 

o Develop and increase the dialogue between public opinion and 

authorities/institutions with responsibilities in disaster management; 

o Draw conclusions and lessons learned to manage to anticipate another potential 

crises generated by a disaster. 

 Recommendations, highlighted by the field literature for institutional use of social 

media during risk, crisis and disaster communication include:  

o Decide on a strategic plan to accommodate changing organizational and 

stakeholder requirements as well as the evolving nature of the Internet; 

o Maximize branding by selecting an appropriate name and domain identification, 

i.e., .gov, .org, .com, etc.; 

o Create a design that is functional, reader friendly and easy to navigate; 

o Incorporate a Contact Us Page, About Us Page and Site Map. Include a Search; 

o Provide box on every page and search hints and recommendations; 

o Keep content current, audience driven, and use plain language free of acronyms; 

o Decide on which forms and publications to include and how to provide for 

download of data files; 

o Avoid duplicating material from other websites and link to relevant cross agency 

portals when appropriate; 

o Adhere to federal laws, regulations and directives concerning web content, 

operations and the protection of personal information. Incorporate transparency 

features, i.e., a privacy policy, security protocols and guidelines on linking, 

disclaimers and advertising; 

o Institute a process for continually improving web operations by conducting 

formal evaluations using online surveys and usability testing; 
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o Establish emergency operating procedures and protocols for taking the site off-

line for system maintenance and other contingencies. (Byars, 2012, 55).  

Finally, the case study on the Colectiv fire disaster has allowed for a reflection on the high 

emotional charge attached to the disaster and the early on asignement of guilt towards those 

actively or passively involved in fostering the conditions for human negligence, error, lack of 

professionalism and insufficient regulation of the fire regime within pubs and bars.  

 The early messages circulated on social media (especially by recognized opinion 

leaders) and then in the mainstream media, influenced the public rhetoric arena and 

created the preconditions for an interpretation of the disaster as a symptomatic 

manifestation of a larger socio-political dysfunctional landscape.  

 Interestingly, at a closer look, an analysis of Facebook in comparison to Twitter 

messages revealed a higher emotional charge, focus on empathy, compassion, fear and 

anxiety on Facebook versus a much more targeted agenda expressed on Twitter where 

the finger was placed right from the beginning on the political class, government and 

local authorities. These targeted messages were however expressed on Twitter at the 

beginning by opinion leaders and journalists, which complicates even more the inter-

relation and cross-pollination of messages in the rhetorical arena during crisis 

situations.  

 TV accounts in the same timeframe were focused on reporting from the scene, 

enhancing dramatism of the situation, crude, unfiltered images and the amplification 

of an un-coped with negative emotional register that amplified feelings of uncertainty, 

fear, anxiety and discontent.   

 The inter-relation between the narratives of helplessness, tragedy and anger expressed 

by individual users online was thus amplified in the mainstream media in the coming 

days and months, with the TV channels reporting increasingly on the helplessness of 

the authorities, the medical errors causing death, the lack of interest of local authorities 

and the generalized guilt placed upon what was recurrently labeled as a most corrupt 

government etc.  

 With journalists and opinion leaders putting the blame on politicians via social media 

posts, in the early hours of the disaster, and the social media general embrace of anger 

and discontent, it is very difficult to establish the exact condition of how intertextuality 

and cross-pollination of messages happened between social and mainstream media 

actors. The simultaneous nature of opinion leaders as media actors and social media 

contributors, the public expression of negative emotions veered soon into a general 

master narrative, embraced simultaneously in both milieus and environments, of a 

corrupt and ineffective public administration and political class. This master narrative 
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has lead in a matter of weeks to mourning and solidarity marches, soon transformed 

into massive national protests and a subsequent change of a political government with 

a technocrat one.  From this point of view, the Colectiv disaster proved an extremely 

relevant case in which a disaster generated by human error has led to massive social 

movements and a drastic political change. Communication, as demonstrated in the 

analysis of emotions performed has played an essential role. Media and social media 

concurrently picked up the stimuli contributed by individual users, enhanced the 

narrative impact, conveyed dramatism to the situation and generated a chain of 

reactions that spread across the nation.  

In conclusion, as field literature survey, media content analysis, rhetorical arena interactions 

and specific case studies and interviews reflect, we can conclude that one of the most 

important aspects to be emphasized is that today mainstream and social media have to be 

treated as a continuum interacting with all relevant actors of the rhetorical arena. Together, 

they can open valuable opportunities for the development of more integrative strategies on 

the part of institutions involved in crisis and disaster mitigation. They also represent the 

catalyst for the generation of resilient communities of self and reciprocal help and voluntary 

action.  

As above demonstrated, many of the messages that circulated in the social media in the 

particular crisis of Colectiv and in general during crisis management have to do with what people 

can and should do to prove their solidarity and help in the relief phase. The Colectiv case with 

its numerous ad-hoc networks of support organized via Facebook groups, which provided help, 

assistance, medicine supplies, blood donations, food for families stranded in hospital halls for 

weeks, accommodation to same families and even psychological support, prove the immense 

potential that civil society, NGO’s and private actors are willing and able to harness in times 

of crisis.  

Unless supported via a correct communication of needs, networked assistance and strategic 

direction by state institutions, these networks can and will organize in parallel and sometimes 

willingly or unwillingly against central authorities, with negative implications on the level of 

efficiency of the disaster and relief interventions. Therefore, it is of vital importance for central 

public and local authorities to understand how information gets to be generated, diffused, 

rolled in social and mainstream media environments and how it can be used creatively to 

enhance the capacity of the community to reactand cope with disaster. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

1 - Raed Arafat talking about resilience during earthquakes on the occasion of the commemoration of the great 

1977 earthquake (January 2017) 

 

 

2 - (Left) Raed Arafat offering first aid to an accident victim (January 2016) 
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I3 and 4 - Screen captures from DSU’ Facebook page an airborne rescue action (left) and a road accident (right) 

 

 

Screen captures from DSU’ Facebook page outlining the messages of Dr. Arafat (left –5) and President Iohannis 

(right – 6) on the occasion of civil protection 
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7 – FEMA outlining the post-hurricane efforts in Colorado 

 

8 – FEMA demonstrating prevention advice 
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9 – FEMA’s message for 4th of July 2017  

 

 

10 - Screen capture from the DSU’s website – encouraging people to download the application. Information about 

the laws regulating the Department and contact information can be found in the top right 
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11 - Screen capture from the Italian civil protection’s website detailing earthquakes, new laws and official 

statements 

 

 

12 - Screen capture from the Italian civil protection’s website detailing information such as local risks and 

administrative information 
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13 and 14 - Screen captures from the Italian civil protection’s Facebook page outlining snow-removal actions and a 

helicopter rescue – both are from 2012 
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15 – Public service information on the site of the German Bundesamt fur Bevolkerungschutz und 

Katastrophienhilfe 
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16 and 17 – Images of post-disaster relief by International Red Cross (up) and Habitat for Humanity Romania 

(down) 
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APPENDIX B: ANNEXES 

 

Annex 1. Interview guide for emergency call takers 

 

1. How was the situation described in the first calls? 

How did you evaluate the situation during the first calls? 

2. How and when did you realize the amplitude of the event? 

Probing: On what channel was the TV? What news channel did you switch to? What other 

information sources did you use? 

3. Did realizing the amplitude of the event influence how you communicated with the 

callers? 

4. Did realizing the amplitude of the event influence your mood/state of mind?  

Probing: What emotions did you feel? Did you experience any of the following 

physiological manifestations: lump in the throat, tears, heart flutter, shaking, sweaty 

hands, sweating, other? Who/what did you think of? 

5. During the event, did you perceive a change in the callers’ attitude? 

6. Did the callers mention information they learned from mass media? To what extent did 

it prompt them to call 112? 

7. In retrospect, to what extent did you perceive mass media as a partner in transmitting 

adequate messages in managing the crisis? 

8. How did you perceive the citizens’ attitude towards your organization?  

Probing: As being rather confident, cooperative, bewildered, suspicious, accusing/other, 

according to the development of the situation. 

9. What do you think was the role assigned to you in interacting with citizens? Do you think 

mass media had any influence in carrying out this role? 

10.  How do you think callers’ opinions were influenced by mass media? 

11. To what extent were you affected by being on duty during the Colectiv fire? What 

impressed you the most that night? 
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12. To what extent was your life subsequently affected by being on duty during the Colectiv 

fire? 

13. In your opinion, what were the main difficulties a 112 call taker encountered that night? 

14. Please recount in detail how you experienced (lived) the night of the Colectiv fire. 

15. Did you follow the Colectiv case the next days?  

Probing: What were your main sources of information? Why did you prefer them to 

others? 

16. Do you think you needed more emotional support after the night of the Colectiv fire?  

Probing: seeing a psychologist, free time to spend with your family, others. 

17. Do you think your organization should try other communication strategies with mass 

media/citizens in order to improve their reactions in case of disaster? 

18. Apart from the Colectiv fire, what other emergency situation has made an impression on 

you since you started working at 112? 

 

Annex 2. Interview guide for support lines call takers 

 

1. How and when did you realize the amplitude of the event? 

Probing: On what channel was the TV? What news channel did you switch to? What 

other information sources did you use? 

2. Did realizing the amplitude of the event influence how you communicated with the 

callers? 

3. Did realizing the amplitude of the event influence your mood/state of mind?  

Probing: What emotions did you feel? Did you experience any of the following 

physiological manifestations: lump in the throat, tears, heart flutter, shaking, sweaty 

hands, sweating, other? Who/what did you think of? 

4. Did the callers mention information they learned from mass media? To what extent did 

it prompt them to call the support lines? 

5. How did you perceive the citizens’ attitude towards your organization?  

Probing: As being rather confident, cooperative, bewildered, suspicious, 

accusing/other, according to the development of the situation. 
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6. During the event, did you perceive a change in the callers’ attitude? 

7. What do you think was the role assigned to you in interacting with citizens? Do you 

think mass media had any influence in carrying out this role? 

8. In retrospect, to what extent did you perceive mass media as a partner in transmitting 

adequate messages in managing the crisis? 

9. How do you think callers’ opinions were influenced by mass media? 

10. To what extent were you affected by being on duty during the Colectiv fire? What 

impressed you the most that night? 

11. To what extent was your life subsequently affected by being on duty during the Colectiv 

fire? 

12. In your opinion, what were the main difficulties you encountered that night? 

13. Please recount in detail how you experienced (lived) the night of the Colectiv fire. 

14. Did you follow the Colectiv case the next days?  

Probing: What were your main sources of information? Why did you prefer them to 

others? 

15. Do you think you needed more emotional support after the night of the Colectiv fire?  

16. Do you think your organization should try other communication strategies with mass 

media/citizens in order to improve their reactions in case of disaster? 

17. Apart from the Colectiv fire, what other case has made an impression on you since you 

started working in this field?  
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