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*Merni Fitzgerald
*Regional Emergency Support Function 15 Chair

*Fairfax County Director of Public Affairs

*Laurie Schintler
*Associate Professor, GMU School of Public Policy

*Associate Director, Center for the Study of 
International Medical Policies and Practices
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*Led by Kim Stephens, Social Media Researcher and Blogger

*Tony Castrilli, City of Alexandria

*Julie Parker, Prince George’s County Police Department

*Topper Shutt, WUSA 9 Meteorologist

*Scott Broom, WUSA 9 Digital Correspondent
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*Short, quick presentations about key topics.
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DHS Virtual Social Media 
Working Group

Community Engagement 

Introduction

Social media and collaborative technologies have 
become critical components of emergency 
preparedness, response, and recovery. 
Officials now turn to social media technologies to 
share information and connect with the community 
during all phases of a crisis. 
Implementing these new technologies requires that 
responding agencies adopt new communication 
strategies and engagement methods. 
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Purpose

In response, the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security’s Science and Technology 
Directorate (DHS S&T) established the virtual 
social media working group (VSMWG). 
The mission of the VSMWG is to provide 
recommendations to the emergency 
preparedness and response community on the 
safe and sustainable use of social media 
technologies before, during, and after 
emergencies. 

Purpose

Drawn from a cross-section of subject matter 
experts from local tribal, state, territorial, and 
federal VSMWG members  responders are 
establishing and collecting best practices and 
solutions that can be leveraged by responders 
of all disciplines throughout the nation’s 
emergency response community. 
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Goals Of Engagement 

To Encourage Individual Connectivity 
and Promote Community Resources

To Build and Promote Agency or 
Organization Credibility 

To Promote and Encourage Efficiency 
and Transparency

Goals Of Engagement

To Encourage Multi-Directional 
Sharing of Essential Information 

To Encourage Behavioral Change
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Benefits of Social Media 

Facilitate direct agency engagement within a 
community;

Provide a means to maintain situational 
awareness about emergency events and 
partnership opportunities;

Provide an additional method to disseminate 
emergency public information;

Benefits of Social Media

Provide a method for evaluation of public 
information;

Provide a means for the community to 
engage in problem solving; and

Provide a means to meet and manage 
public expectations.
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VSMWG Members’ Agencies as of 
April 2012

American Red Cross
Bellingham [Washington] Fire Department
Boynton Beach [Florida] Police 
Department
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, Office of Public Health 
Preparedness
City of Charlottesville [Virginia] Fire 
Department
Clark [Washington] Regional Emergency 
Services Agency
Fairfax [Virginia] County Public Affairs
Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) Office of External Affairs
Fort Bend County [Texas] Health and 
Human Services
Humanity Road
King County [Washington] Department of 
Emergency Management

New York City [New York] Office of 
Emergency Management
City of Milwaukee [Wisconsin] Police 
Department
Montgomery County [Maryland] Fire and 
Rescue
Philadelphia [Pennsylvania] Office of 
Emergency Management
Philadelphia [Pennsylvania] Department of 
Public Health
Portland [Oregon] National Incident 
Management Organization, U.S. Forest 
Service
Oregon Voluntary Organizations Active in 
Disaster (VOAD)
San Francisco [California] Department of 
Emergency Management
Show Low [Arizona] Fire Department

Info

Site: www.communities.firstresponder.gov

Group Hash Tag: #vsmwg

Friday Tweet Chats:   #smem
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Arlington Prepares

Staying Prepared and Informed 
Everywhere You Go 

20

Be Informed 
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21

Make a Plan 

22

Get Involved
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Android Market and Apple “App Store”

1st CERT training in 
American Sign 
Language in DC
July 10, 2012
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Firefighter 
“sign language!”

Communication 
with Deaf 
Community 
in a Crisis

Lesson: One‐Size Does Not Fit All
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*Led by Kim Stephens, Social Media Researcher and 
Blogger

*Anthony Guglielmi, Baltimore Police Department
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BALTIMORE POLICE DEPARTMENT
OFFICE OF THE POLICE COMMISSIONER

PUBLIC AFFAIRS SECTION
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PAST STRATEGY: Fishing with a Net –
Destoyed Police/Community Relations



7/30/2012

17

2008: Major Shift in Police Strategy

Foster Better Community Relations 
Through Use of Social Media
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7,528 friends

150-200 daily viewers

298,652 channel views

18,200 subscribers

BPD’s Social Media Network:

24,249 followers

Social Media Lessons Learned…
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Johns Hopkins Hospital Shooting

• September 16, 2010, 11:09:51 am

• Callers stated that a shooting had 
occurred on the 8th floor of the Nelson 
Building

• Some callers reported that a doctor had 
been shot

• Paul Pardus of Arlington, VA learns of 
mother’s poor prognosis and shoots 
doctor before killing his mother and 
taking his own life
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Cell Phone Seizure Explodes on Twitter

• February 15, 2012

• Officers on patrol during bar closings 
threaten citizen with arrest for video 
recording police activity

• Within minutes, video posted on Twitter 
tagging @Baltimorepolice

• National media converges on the issue 
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BALTIMORE POLICE DEPARTMENT

Anthony Guglielmi
Director, Public Affairs Section
Office of the Police Commissioner

anthony.guglielmi@baltimorepolice.org

KEYWORD: Baltimore Police

On the web at www.baltimorepolice.org

*Dr. Gary L. Kreps, George Mason University
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The Role of Communication 
and Social Media in 

Responding to Emergencies
Gary L. Kreps, Ph.D.

University Distinguished Professor
Director, Center for Health & Risk  Communication

George Mason University 
gkreps@gmu.edu

Communicating relevant 
information to diverse audiences 
is critically importance during 
emergencies!
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Emergencies are complex, 
uncertain, and unpredictable:

Established rules and guidelines for 
action may not work very well during 
emergencies
New strategies are needed to adapt to 

unique, frightening, and equivocal 
emergency situations
Sharing relevant information can help 

reduce uncertainty and guide adaptive 
responses to emergency situations

Exchange of relevant and timely  
emergency information allows 
us to:

Identify serious current and emerging 
risks
Diagnose the causes of crises and 
disasters
Seek and coordinate delivery of 
assistance
Adopt safety and health preserving 
behaviors
Make informed safety & intervention 
decisions
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Demand for relevant 
emergency information often 
exceeds access:

Timely, accurate, and actionable
information is desperately needed by 
affected publics, as well as by emergency 
responders
The best emergency information 
provides insights about the interrelated 
issues of prevention, planning, and 
response
Multiple communication channels are 
needed to share, store, process, and 
retain relevant emergency information

We need the ability to share (send 
& receive) information that is:

Relevant to specific emergency issues we 
face
Accurate, up-to-date, & evidence-based
Clear & understandable for all key audiences
Engaging, vivid, & motivational
Updated to capture changing conditions
Easy for us to apply in real life
Available when &  where we need it
Credible, sensitive, and motivational
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Social media can help meet the 
demand for emergency 
information:

Social media are powerful channels of 
communication that are popular, 
interactive, and engaging
However, social media must  be used 
carefully in concert with other channels
to be effective since social media are:

Not used by everyone (digital divide)
Uncontrolled (can convey bad 
information) 
Not always available in emergencies 

Social media can help deliver 
emergency information well 
because they are:

Widely used regularly by diverse 
populations  
Accessible wherever these people may go
Reviewable over time
Easily updatable (as new info is available)
Utilize multiple formats (digital & 
analogic)
Interactive and reinforcing
Personal & motivating (social networks)



7/30/2012

30

Social media can be delivered 
via:

Telecommunication/smart phones
Blogs, message boards, & online support 
groups
Podcasts, videos, and interactive video games
Webcrawlers and alert system advisories
Tailored message systems targeted at 
individuals
Networked interactive portals (through 
organizations)
Virtual environments and simulations
Real-time data capture (tracking, alerting 
systems)
Portable computing (tablets, laptops)

Social media can address 
health/safety issues across the 
continuum of care

Prevention/Detection/Diagnosis/Treatment/Survivorship/End
-of-life
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Social media can be used to:
Increase focus on prevention & early detection
Increase emphasis on public information needs
Empower active participation by consumers
Solicit information and updates from affected 
groups
Encourage cooperation between key audiences
Move emergency response to where it is 
needed
Reduce errors and increase quality of response
Inform preparedness, planning, and training
Reduce pain, suffering, and death

Challenges in the use of social 
media:  
Expand access to emergency information (use with 
other media)
Improve quality of information provided
Design appropriate messages for diverse audiences
Protect information privacy
Ensure the accuracy of information shared
Provide information where, when, and how it is needed
Make technology ubiquitous and easy to use
Enhance consumer empowerment & information 
ownership
Reduce bureaucracy, costs, and red-tape
Increase cooperation, caring, and sensitivity
Make emergency messaging engaging and motivating
Evaluate effectiveness to refine policies/practices
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Lessons Learned:

Design usable social media communication 
systems
Develop user-friendly emergency social media 
tools
Make emergency social media engaging and 
interactive
Provide appropriate training and support
Promote culturally sensitive content & design
Focus on the family and the community
Integrate social media with other media channels

BUT, THERE IS MUCH
TO GAIN!

WE HAVE MUCH TO LEARN
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*Short, quick presentations about key topics.

Find Your 
Twitter Voice

John Lisle, Director of Communications
District of Columbia Department of Transportation  

@DDOTDC and @jlisle
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Find Your Twitter Voice

• My Voice is @DDOTDC

• District Department of Transportation

• Yes… it’s official… really

In The Beginning

• DDOT began using Twitter in March 2009 for 
Potholepalooza campaign

• Then came 
Snowmageddon!
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Twitter Voice in my Head

• The first step is acknowledging you have a 
Twitter problem.

• Keep your hands off my Twitter feed!

• Help! I’m drowning in tweets.

It’s All Good

• Twitter is your friend

• Breaks down the bureaucracy. Gives 
government a more human face

• Allows you to respond quickly on a more 
personal level

• Can turn potential adversaries into allies
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Feedback

YES! It makes a huge difference. 
Makes you much more accessible, 
and human. 

It matters! When done well, it 
turns a faceless monolithic agency 
into helpful, friendly people trying 
to do a good job and serve.

Downside

• Not everyone wants their Government 
with a personality

• Funny is good – Mean or insulting is bad

• Have to know the difference
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#Winning!

Philosophy: Show a little personality and have fun. 
Use Twitter the way people use Twitter.

How is it that the funniest person 
on twitter is actually a 
government agency? Love 
@DDOTDC tweets!

Contact Information:

John Lisle
DDOT
202‐671‐2004
john.lisle@dc.gov
@DDOTDC or @jlisle
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FEMA: Few Lessons Learned…

• Jason Lindesmith
– FEMA Social Media Lead

A Few Lessons Learned…

• Use your channels to say something
– Include useful information
– Write separately for each channel

• Date and time stamping response messages 
• Try to “unblur” the lines
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Providing information

Blog post with our latest update on #derecho
response: www.fema.gov

Providing information
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Messages for each channel

Date stamping during a response

Blog post with our latest update on #derecho
response: www.fema.gov



7/30/2012

41

Date stamping during a response

“Unblurring” the lines

(July 3) Latest list of cooling stations ‐West Virginia:  
www.westvirginia.gov Ohio: www.ohio.gov
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“Unblurring” the lines

Lessons Learned…

• Use your channels to say something
– Include useful information
– Write separately for each channel

• Date and time stamping response messages 
• Try to “unblur” the lines
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*Diana Sun, Arlington County

*Kim Stephens, Social Media Researcher and Blogger


