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Investigating the role of social media in crises and 
catastrophic events



THE 
CONSORTIUM

Participant organisation’s name Short Name Country

1 European Dynamics ED Greece

2 Trilateral Research & Consulting TRI UK

3 Radboud University Nijmegen (Crisislab) RUN Netherlands

4 KU University KU Turkey

5 Hellenic Rescue Team HRT Greece

6 Public Safety Communication Europe PSCE Belgium

7 Safety Region South Holland South VZHZ Netherlands

Type of project: CSAApril 2013 – March 2015



Analysis of crises
6 basic types of high societal impact

Societal dynamics during crises
Citizens are rarely passive and strongly disposed towards helping victims
Individual, organisational and societal dynamics are largely dependent on the time it takes a crisis 
situation to develop and on its destructive effects; not necessarily on the type of crisis
The role of government in the immediate aftermath of a crisis situation is often limited

Emerging technologies
27 specific emerging relevant technology areas and applications (citizen journalism, crowdsourcing, 
decision support, open data, sensor networks, etc)
Semantic models: FOAF & SIOC ontologies, OpenSocial Data Specification, Crisis ontologies, 
Standardisation efforts by international organisations

Existing and proposed policies (new Data Protection Directive) – Privacy and security challenges

Adverse use of social media

Citizens involvement
First responders – Journalists – Activists

Guidelines – Further research directions

Some key fndings



Adverse use of social 
media

Types of misuse
• Misrepresentation
• Rumour
• Propaganda
• Surveillance and Censorship
• Lateral Surveillance
• Despite those, our fndings show that social 

media contribute to the openness, fairness 
and speed of communication during a crisis

Sunil Tripathi, 
Boston Bombings, 

2013

The Twitter post on 
the hacked AP 
account 

The search of 
the Boston 
bombing 
suspects on 
Reddit



Strategic use in crisis 
management

• Our fndings confrmed that social media:
– Provide help towards responders by completing the 

building of situational awareness
– Are able to supply additional information, in particular at 

the frst stages of a catastrophic incident, which can be 
decisive in attracting external funds and sponsoring and 
therefore enabling the participation of voluntary 
organisations (NGOs) such as the HRT

– Can provide valuable information able to direct rescuers of 
survivors

– Are a means of addressing the public concerning rescue 
efforts and other vital to life information







Future research:
Example: Interacting with social media data and services

• Sheer volume demands machine-readable modelling of the 
semantic relationships and of the representation of such 
content (data). This can eventually lead to semantic 
interoperability (in the sense of the European Interoperability 
Framework 2.0 ) for social media data.

• A network-independent way of extracting meaning out of social 
media communication could revolutionise our way of utilising 
information during the onset of a crisis and our way of 
responding to it.

• Open standards for social media services, such as OpenSocial 
and Activity Streams, are still not commonly applicable.

• Wide inter-network dissemination and extraction of information 
cannot happen without overcoming the fragmentation created 
by today’s network and online communities’ silos.
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