
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320683729

Social media, trust, and disaster: Does trust in public and nonprofit

organizations explain social media use during a disaster?

Article  in  Quality & Quantity · March 2018

DOI: 10.1007/s11135-017-0594-4

CITATIONS

8
READS

401

3 authors:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

A Study of a Cross-Sector Collaboration System for the Homeless: The Case of Continuum of Care (CoC) Homeless Networks View project

Resilience View project

Brian Williams

Lamar University

7 PUBLICATIONS   12 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Jesus N Valero

University of Utah

18 PUBLICATIONS   74 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Kyungwoo John Kim

Korea Institute of Public Administration

12 PUBLICATIONS   46 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Brian Williams on 12 April 2018.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320683729_Social_media_trust_and_disaster_Does_trust_in_public_and_nonprofit_organizations_explain_social_media_use_during_a_disaster?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320683729_Social_media_trust_and_disaster_Does_trust_in_public_and_nonprofit_organizations_explain_social_media_use_during_a_disaster?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/A-Study-of-a-Cross-Sector-Collaboration-System-for-the-Homeless-The-Case-of-Continuum-of-Care-CoC-Homeless-Networks?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Resilience-98?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Brian_Williams33?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Brian_Williams33?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Lamar_University?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Brian_Williams33?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jesus_Valero3?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jesus_Valero3?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University_of_Utah?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jesus_Valero3?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kyungwoo-Kim?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kyungwoo-Kim?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Korea_Institute_of_Public_Administration?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kyungwoo-Kim?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Brian_Williams33?enrichId=rgreq-945c8cb7dbc5b7cb0a216c0afffb034f-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMyMDY4MzcyOTtBUzo2MTQ2MTE2ODY1NTE1NTJAMTUyMzU0NjI1Mzg3Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


Social media, trust, and disaster: Does trust in public
and nonprofit organizations explain social media use
during a disaster?

Brian D. Williams1 • Jesus N. Valero2 • Kyungwoo Kim3

� Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2017

Abstract This study seeks to understand public trust as a factor that compels citizens to

utilize social media in the midst of a disaster. More specifically, we explore whether the

source of trustworthy information explains variation in the use of social media as an

avenue of communication. In order to test this relationship, we draw on previous social

media and emergency management research and utilize data from a 2012 survey conducted

by the American Red Cross. First, descriptive results indicate that citizens are more likely

to report that friends and family are their preferred source of trustworthy information as

opposed to local emergency officials and U.S. federal agencies (such as FEMA) or official

non-governmental organizations. However, when only official organizations are consid-

ered, citizens are more likely to use social media during a disaster when their source of

trustworthy information derives from local emergency officials. Additionally, when the

public has used social media during a disaster, the need for trust may not disappear but is

not as significant to the use of social media during a disaster. These results suggest that

local public organizations should invest efforts in building the public’s trust to ensure that

critical information is efficiently disseminated and accessed by citizens over social media

when disaster strikes. In summary, as more trust in local emergency management

increases, use of social media in a disaster is expected to increase. As public use of social

media during a disaster increases, more of the public can be reached to increase the

effectiveness of protective actions during a disaster.
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1 Introduction

The use of social media has been studied in many ways in the field of emergency man-

agement, including: organizational decision-making (Conrado et al. 2016; Shan et al.

2012), big data collection for disaster management (Choi 2016), strategies for emergency

managers (Wukich 2015), and the effects of social media on organizations (Wukich 2015;

Kim et al. 2016). Few studies, however, have examined the factors that may compel

citizens to use social media platforms to communicate with public and nonprofit organi-

zations during a disaster (Song et al. 2015). This is an important area of study because of

the effect that timely and accurate information has on producing effective emergency

management.

This study relies on data collected from a national survey that was conducted in 2012 by

the American Red Cross. We contend that the publics’ trust in emergency management

organizations is a key factor that explains the publics’ willingness to engage in more

innovative forms of communication such as an organization’s social media. Testing this

general proposition advances scholarly understanding of why citizens would or would not

use social media during a disaster.

In the next section, we outline our theoretical argument from which we draw

testable hypotheses. We first begin with a review of social media use followed by an

exploration of the concept of trust in government and implications on communication. This

is followed by our choice of research design and a discussion of the results. The study

concludes with a set of implications for the practice of emergency management.

2 Theoretical considerations

2.1 Communication, social media, and public trust

Traditional communication mechanisms have evolved from the 911 call-in system for

emergencies to the 311 system, which processes non-emergency requests through tele-

phone calls (Caillier 2009; Reddick 2009). More recent forms of communication platforms

such as e-government, include web-based programs (such as social media outlets) and local

government web site portals (Caillier 2009; Jun and Chung 2016). This evolution of

communication platforms is consistent with Adams’ argument (1992) that governments are

likely to adopt modern tools of technology as cities grow and globalization creates con-

nections across time and space.

Norris and Moon (2005) propose that local government adoption and implementation of

e-government must be incremental with consistent progress for the public to accept the

innovation. Additionally, Walker (2008) suggests that technical innovations require an

evolutionary implementation because of external forces (e.g., the public). Pan et al. (2006)

add that innovation can be accomplished through a relationship model where local gov-

ernment and citizens have the ability to interact without the public having direct organi-

zational involvement. These three findings and proposals, about technological innovation,

get to the heart of the issue of trust in the source of information in relation to the public’s

use of a specific avenue such as social media to provide and receive information.

B. D. Williams et al.
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However, e-government implementation through customer relations management

requires more than simply providing information. For example, numerous studies have

found that multiple avenues and sources of information are advantageous and necessary for

reaching the widest range of recipients (Cutter et al. 2009; Morss and Hayden 2010;

Phillips and Morrow 2007; Williams 2015). Additionally, disaster impacts can vary from

community to community and from hazard to hazard. This creates the necessity that

communication efforts focus on the community context (Morss and Hayden 2010; Paton

2003; Paton and Johnston 2001), including the adoption of innovations, such as social

media platforms, that allow for two-way communication.

For example, Arlikatti et al. (2010) consider communication avenues based on the

language of the population and found that Spanish speaking populations report receiving

information about the 211 system mostly from television followed by the internet, radio,

cell phone, and newspaper while English speaking populations report receiving informa-

tion about the 211 system mostly from the internet followed by television, newspaper, and

cell phone. English-speaking respondents reported receiving no information from the radio.

These findings suggest that the community context does have an impact on the avenue that

individuals trust and accept to receive general information. The findings also suggest that

multiple avenues are important and should include internet-based communication such as

social media for emergency management.

Just as innovation is considered to be evolutionary through external forces, social media

use is proposed to increase as new technologies are publicly embraced (Lindsay 2011). The

aspect of social media use is especially important when communication is viewed as a

long-term framework aimed at creating trust under normal circumstances that can be

translated into trust during a disaster (Engdahl and Lidskog 2014). Siegrist and Cvetkovich

(2000) found that individuals will turn to sources of information that they trust to gain

information during a disaster. This positions the issue of public trust in the source of

information as a vital aspect to communicating risk and protective orders in the wake of a

disaster, and highlights the need to examine public trust in government in relation to public

willingness to use social media during a disaster.

2.1.1 Social media use

Social media is defined as a form of multiple-interaction communication that has an

internet-based platform (Mergel and Bretschneider 2013; Jung and Valero 2016) and

includes social network services such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and others. These

services enable individuals to communicate with multiple people simultaneously and in

real time. By ‘friending’ more individuals over these social media outlets, individuals are

able to generate their own social media networks and by so doing, they become more

‘networked’ (Baker and Oswald 2010; Fadul 2014; Hsu et al. 2013; Lee 2011; Otterbacher

et al. 2013; Jung and Park 2016; Xu and Feng 2015). Like individuals, organizations can

also create a social media page and build its own social media network by appealing to the

general public on the social media platform (Danowski and Park 2014; Jung et al.

2014, 2017; Hong et al. 2016; Kim et al. 2015). This is advantageous for organizations

such as those engaged in risk communication when a single post or tweet can reach

multitudes when individuals and organizations share or re-tweet information with their

own social media networks.

Song et al. (2015) specifically analyze the effects of citizen participation during a

disaster. Although they observe a lack of citizen participation at the local level, Song et al.

(2015) propose that citizens are more likely to participate when local government has

Social media, trust, and disaster: Does trust in public…
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fewer resources for disaster management. Additionally, they propose that making social

network systems, with coordination from non-governmental organizations, a part of

everyday life can positively affect disaster operations.

Many studies focus on building capacity or resilience, with some concern with the level

of trust that the public has in the content of social media platforms (Jung and Park 2014;

Kim et al. 2016; Song et al. 2015). This concern is due to the ability to post information

that is unchecked or even false. Trust in the content of information has been found to have

a positive association with an increase in an individual receiving information from official

sources (Williams 2015). The more an individual trusts the content of the information from

official sources, such as a federal agency, the more likely an individual is to seek infor-

mation from an official source.

This may seem like a common-sense proposal; however, inaccurate information can be

transmitted by official organizations and have an influence on future social media use.

Social network services can provide internal tools to mitigate the effect of inaccurate

information. Mendoza et al. (2010) examine the use of twitter in what they term as

emergency situations. They find that the twitter platform can warn users when false

information or rumors are present and should be discarded. Morris et al. (2012) investigate

individual perception of the credibility of tweets, and they find that most respondents were

unable to identify the truthfulness of a tweet which results in something other than

truthfulness of the tweet influencing the perception of credibility.

Together, these findings on twitter platform use suggest that there are ways to mitigate

false rumors; however, individuals do not have the capacity to differentiate content

truthfulness from trust in the author. In light of this challenge, Sutton et al. (2008) contend

that social media provides a vital backchannel communication that provides interaction on

a large scale between individuals that would otherwise be difficult to come by in a short

amount of time. For example, individuals are able to report, in real time, whether a road is

cut off by fire and impassible.

Providing real time information can save lives when the transmission of information to

official organizations and then back out to the public can take too long to provide accurate

information when the situation can shift in moments. Therefore, creating a relationship of

trust, through two-way communication, in a meaningful way that educates the public, can

be conceptualized in the relationship between trust in a disaster/emergency management

organization. What is missing from the literature is an understanding of the effect that

public trust in public organizations can have on the willingness of individuals to use social

media during a disaster.

2.1.2 Hypotheses

This section develops our hypotheses of trust in individual sources of communication and

the relationship with social media use in a disaster. These hypotheses are based upon the

above theoretical background on communication sources, but more specifically, social

media use. The individual sources of communication that are of interest include nonprofit

organizations and public emergency management organizations. The section on nonprofit

organizations focuses on the American Red Cross as a major provider of social services

during a disaster. The section on public organizations focuses on the Federal Emergency

Management Agency as the major federal provider of services that supports local emer-

gency management organizations during a disaster. This section begins with a review of

trust and sources of communication.
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Kasperson and Dow (1993) found that distrust in government can isolate populations,

especially when the information communicated is not easily understood by the public. This

lack of trust occurs when a barrier is created between the public and the information source

because information is not understood. This can result in increased damage and harm.

Therefore, information should be communicated in terms and language that is understood,

within a context that is understood, and through an avenue that is accessible and utilized. A

focus is placed here on the avenue and source of information.

Engdahl and Lidskog (2014) suggest that a relationship of trust must be created between

government and the public before a disaster emerges. This focus emphasizes the impor-

tance of understanding that simply providing information does not produce public trust in

the communication source. Additionally, trust is needed for the public to accept infor-

mation from the source through an avenue that is accessible. Kapucu et al. (2013) found

that information technology, under which social media is classified, does provide an

avenue to build trust. The implication of these proposals is that when trust is established,

networks in emergency management, which relies heavily upon collaboration to manage

disaster effectively, can be sustained.

Increased communication with the public can increase the ability of public organiza-

tions to provide effective services that are needed and desired by the public they serve.

Song et al. (2015) found that the public has less participation at the local level when citizen

participation is considered as the amount of input that citizens give in how government

should function. This low level of citizen participation can be explained by findings that

individuals tend to trust family and friends at higher rates than other sources of information

such as public organizations. For example, Mileti and O’Brien (1992), Sutton et al. (2008),

Arlikatti et al. (2010), and Benavides and Arlikatti (2010) have all found that people are

more likely to trust their friends and family for information about threats rather than

official public organizations.

Other sources include television and radio; however, trust in these sources can vary

based upon demographics. These studies also fail to address the indirect effect of friends

and family receiving information from public organizations. Therefore, the next two

sections focus on nonprofit and public organizations and the communication relationship

with the public.

2.1.3 Public organizations

While trust in the content of information has been found to be positively associated with an

increase in individuals receiving information from official sources (Williams 2015), dis-

aster and risk communication from emergency management agencies has predominately

served to simply disseminate information (Lindsay 2011). The literature has focused

mostly on how individuals receive information (for examples see Arlikatti et al. 2010;

Benavides and Arlikatti 2010; Mileti and O’Brien 1992; Sutton et al. 2008). Recent leg-

islative and executive actions have centered on agencies such as the Federal Emergency

Management Agency (FEMA) moving beyond simply providing information to enhancing

disaster management operations as the importance of social media is increasing as a source

of communication by engaging the public through social media. If relationships rely upon

trust and individuals will turn to traditionally trusted sources (e.g., FEMA and local

government), then public trust in official organizations will result in increased willingness

to turn to official social media sources during a disaster.

Social media, trust, and disaster: Does trust in public…

123



H1 Individual trust in federal organizations will be positively associated with the pub-

lics’ willingness to use social media during a disaster.

H2 Individual trust in local emergency management organizations will be positively

associated with the publics’ willingness to use social media during a disaster.

2.1.4 Nonprofit organizations

Nonprofit organizations play a key role in emergency management, often being the first

entity to respond to disasters at the local level (Kim and Jung 2016). Although there are a

myriad definitions of nonprofit organization, most scholars would agree that nonprofits do

not coerce participation, do not distribute profits to shareholders, and they do not have clear

lines of accountability and ownership (Frumkin 2002). The non-distribution constraint, in

particular, helps nonprofits gain the public’s trust when they lack the incentive to exploit

consumers. Nonprofit revenue and profit is a means to achieve a public good or service—

often addressing a social ill that government or the private business sector is unable or

unwilling to address.

The American Red Cross, for example, is a US-based and multipurpose nonprofit

organization that ‘‘prevents and alleviates human suffering in the face of emergencies by

mobilizing the power of volunteers and the generosity of donors’’ (American Red Cross

2017). The American Red Cross uses social media such as Facebook and Twitter to build

relationships and trust, however, staff availability and time constraints along with alien-

ation of older generations by social media provides barriers to relationship and trust

building through social media (Briones et al. 2011). To overcome these barriers and to

improve communication efforts, the organization provides a social engagement guide for

staff members, which lays out protocols for field units. The guide, for example, encourages

staff and volunteers to engage in communication over social media such as Facebook and

Twitter, and to listen and respond to posts and comments in a meaningful way to add value

and educate the public (American Red Cross 2012). Thus, we content that trust in nonprofit

organizations—as an entity that functions to achieve positive community programs—will

share a positive relationship with citizen use of social media during a disaster.

H3 Individual trust in nonprofit organizations will be positively associated with the

publics’ willingness to use social media during a disaster.

2.2 Research design, data and methods

The American Red Cross1 commissioned CARAVAN ORC International to conduct a

survey of adults 18 years of age and older in the United States. The survey took place over

a three-day period from June 14–17, 2012 by using both telephone and online surveys. The

online portion of the survey resulted in 1017 respondents and the telephone version

resulted in 1018 respondents from a random sample nationwide. For this research, we rely

on data from the online survey because phone survey data was not available to researchers.

The final sample for this study was determined first by the number of respondents that

report using social media. The data shows that 700 (68.8%) of the 1017 respondents use

social media (see Table 1). Of those 700 that report using social media, 205 (29.3%) report

having experience using social media during a disaster (see Table 2). The final sample of

1 It is important to note that the investigators on this study did not participate in the original study and are
not associated with the American Red Cross or CARAVAN ORC International.
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700 respondents out of those reporting the use of social media was selected to test our

models.

The key dependent variable, in this study, is the willingness of individuals to use social

media in a disaster. This is measured as the degree to which individuals are willing to use

social media in a scale of 1–5 with 1 being ‘‘definitely would not use social media’’ and 5

being ‘‘definitely would use social media’’ (See Table 3). In the full sample of respondents,

442 (43.5%) of 1017 either definitely would or probably would use social media in a

disaster.

The main independent variable in this study is public trust. Public trust is conceptual-

ized as the degree to which respondents trust public and nonprofit organizations. These

organizations include the American Red Cross, FEMA, and local government emergency

management teams. The independent variables are dummy variables coded as ‘1’ when the

respondent trusts an organization as a source of disaster information (otherwise, coded as

‘0’).

The first sets of control variables are demographic and descriptive variables of the

respondent such as: gender, age, homeowner, married, and children. We control for

demographics such as homeownership status, married status, and number of children as the

literature proposes that the community context is an important factor because needs and

perceptions of trust can vary from community to community.

The last control variable is whether individuals have used social media during a pre-

vious disaster. Previous social media use is measured as a dummy variable. When a

respondent has used social media during previous disasters, it is coded as ‘1’ (otherwise,

coded as ‘0’). It is important to address previous use of social media during a disaster when

measuring individual willingness to use social media during a disaster to account for

previous experiences that can affect trust in public and nonprofit organizations.

Table 1 Citizens’ social media use

Frequency Percent

Yes 700 68.8

No 317 31.2

N = 1017

Table 2 Experience in social media use during a disaster

Frequency Percent

Yes 205 29.3

No 495 70.7

N = 700
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3 Analysis results

The descriptive analysis that results from the 2012 American Red Cross Survey shows that

approximately 43.5% (442 out of 1017) of all respondents are willing to use social media

after a disaster occurs. Additionally, of the 68.8% (700 out of 1017) that report using social

media on a regular basis, 29.3% (205 out of 700) have used social media in a previous

disaster. For descriptive purposes, we first look at sources of information beyond public

and nonprofit organizations to determine if the sample is representative in those results.

Due to missing data, the number of respondents for this section includes 205 rather than the

full 700 respondents in the final sample.

As shown in Table 4, the results indicate that citizens continue to report higher levels of

trust in friends and family at 71.7% (147 out of 205) and news media at 71.2% (146 out of

205). This finding is in comparison to local emergency management agencies at 66.8%

(137 out of 205) and federal agencies, such as FEMA, at 56.1% (115) when it comes to

receiving information during a disaster. The local chapter of the American Red Cross has

less than 50% support in that they provide trustworthy information. Respondents are

allowed to choose any number of information sources listed. While this does not provide a

rank order of who is trusted more, the findings do suggest that more respondents are more

likely to perceive that information from family and friends is trustworthy as opposed to

other sources of information.

Interestingly, the difference between friends and family versus news media or reporters

is negligible. There is only half a percent difference with one more respondent choosing

friends and family. This does not tell us if the same respondents that choose friends and

family also chose news media or reports. However, this does suggest that local emergency

officials, secondary to friends, family, news media, and reporters, receive a higher trust-

worthy rating than do federal agencies or the American Red Cross. This finding of trust in

friends and family as a source of information runs parallel to previous literature on risk

Table 3 Willingness to use
social media during a disaster

N = 1017

Frequency Percent

Definitely would 241 23.7

Probably would 201 19.8

Might or might not 270 26.5

Probably would not 154 15.1

Definitely would not 151 14.8

Table 4 Source of trustworthy information on social media during a disaster

Frequency Percent

Friends and family 147 71.7

News media or reporters 146 71.2

Local emergency officials 137 66.8

Federal agencies such as FEMA 115 56.1

American Red Cross local chapter 96 46.8

People who are in the general area of the emergency 64 31.2

N = 205
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communication and sources of communication (see Arlikatti et al. 2010; Benavides and

Arlikatti 2010; Mileti and O’Brien 1992; Sutton et al. 2008).

Table 5 provides the descriptive statistics for the dependent, independent, and control

variables in the full sample. Ten variables are tested across three models using hierarchical

regression analysis. Hierarchical regression is appropriate here as it allows us to assess the

effect of public trust in emergency management organizations on the willingness to use

social media in a disaster as control variables are introduced over three steps.

Three models are used to analyze the effect that trust in official emergency management

organizations has on the willingness of individuals to use social media in a disaster. Model

1 isolates trust in the American Red Cross, FEMA, and local emergency management to

Table 5 Descriptive statistics

N Mean SD Min Max

Willingness—social media use 700 3.6629 1.17218 1 5

Trust in American Red Cross 700 0.1371 0.34424 0 1

Trust in FEMA 700 0.1643 0.3708 0 1

Trust in local emergency management 700 0.1957 0.39703 0 1

Gender 700 0.4714 0.49954 0 1

Age 700 43.55 14.589 18 80

Homeowner 700 0.6557 0.47547 0 1

Marriage 700 0.5314 0.49937 0 1

Children 700 0.3014 0.45921 0 1

Social media use in disaster 700 0.2929 0.4554 0 1

Table 6 Regression analysis

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B SE B SE B SE

Trust in American Red Cross 0.249 0.17 0.174 0.169 0.027 0.167

Trust in FEMA 0.223 0.166 0.27 0.166 0.004 0.169

Trust in local emergency management 0.655*** 0.15 0.628*** 0.148 0.131 0.169

Gender - 0.291*** 0.085 - 0.278 0.083

Age - 0.003 0.003 0 0.003

Homeowner - 0.054 0.099 - 0.066 0.097

Marriage - 0.044 0.093 - 0.024 0.091

Children 0.301*** 0.098 0.295 0.096

Prior social media use in disaster 0.871 0.153

Constant 3.464 0.047 3.737 0.159 3.507 0.161

N 700 700 700

F 27.855 13.086 15.542

R2 0.107 0.146 0.184

Adjusted R2 0.103 0.135 0.172

aDependent variable: willingness—social media use
b***p\ .01; **p\ .05; *p\ .1
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understand the effect of trust alone and the impact that controlling for demographic

variables has on the willingness to use social media in a disaster in later models. Model 2

includes gender, age, homeowner, married, and children. The third model incorporates the

final variable of whether the individual has used social media in a disaster.

The results of the hierarchical regression analysis (recorded in Table 6), suggests that

citizens who trust local emergency response organizations are more likely to use social

media during a disaster. There is no statistical evidence to support the association between

citizens’ trust in American Red Cross or FEMA and the willingness to use social media. A

noteworthy finding is that gender matters in the willingness to use social media. Female

citizens are more likely to do so during a disaster. Moreover, citizens with children are

more willing to use social media than those who do not have a child. Lastly, citizens who

have experience with social media use during past disasters are more likely to utilize social

media again during a future disaster.

In reviewing the results across the first two models, trust in local emergency manage-

ment is the only organization that is statistically significant in predicting the willingness to

use social media in a disaster. This predictive capability is negated when social media use

in disaster is added to model three, even though the adjusted r square shows an increase in

variance in the models ability to predict an individual’s willingness to use social media in a

disaster. The amount of variation explained increases by just over 3% when gender, age,

homeowner, marriage, and children are considered, from 10.3 to 13.5%. The amount of

variation explained increases almost another 4%, for an overall increase of 7–17.2% when

previous social media use in disaster is considered.

However, the impact of trust in local government decreases when gender, age, home-

owner, marriage, and children are considered by just over 4% from 0.655 to 0.628. This

amount of decrease in impact may be considered negligible when the increase in the

amount of variance explained is taken into account. Additionally, while the significance of

trust in any emergency management organization disappears when social media use in

disaster is accounted for, the effect of trust is almost negligible and the effect of being male

and having children reduces. It can be argued that the amount of decrease, in Model 3, in

the impact that gender and having children have on the willingness to use social media in a

disaster is negligible, especially when the effect of previous experience with social media

in a disaster is considered along with the amount of variance explained.

4 Discussion

The purpose of this study is to understand the relationship between trust in an organization

and an individual’s propensity to use social media during a disaster. Our first and second

hypotheses stated that trust in nonprofit organizations (e.g., American Red Cross) and

federal organizations (e.g., FEMA) would predict the use of social media during disaster.

We found no statistically significant relationship between these two variables; thus,

hypotheses 1 and 2 are not supported. In Model 2, the results suggest that as trust in local

emergency management organizations increases, the likelihood of respondents using social

media as a source of communication during a disaster will increase. Hypothesis 3 is

accordingly partially supported. In Model 3, the impact of trust in local government

organizations seizes to have a statistically significant effect on social media use when

previous social media use in disaster is included in the model.
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Having trust in local emergency management does move the average person from the

maybe category to the probably would use social media in a disaster category. This

suggests that the chances of local government getting the public to comply with protective

orders through social media will increase with public trust. Examining this variable in

isolation would suggest that when social media is used, efforts should be focused through

local emergency management organizations to ensure increased effectiveness of commu-

nication. However, when all three models are examined, the methodological application of

hierarchical regression across the three models provides a different narrative.

Trust, in agencies such as FEMA and the ACR, does not have predictive ability on the

willingness to use social media in a disaster. Additionally, the impact levels are negligible,

especially when accounting for prior experience with social media in disaster. This does

not mean that federal or nonprofit organizations should not be concerned with public trust.

It is simply that we can better predict public willingness to use social media in a disaster

through public trust in local emergency management organizations.

It is important not to automatically view FEMA and ARC as untrustworthy; simply that

individual willingness to use social media during a disaster is not statistically impacted by

whether someone trusts the organization. As we look across the models, gender and having

children increases the impact of trust in FEMA while they decrease the impact of trust in

ARC and local emergency management. Gender and children remain significant when

prior social media use in a disaster is controlled for while the impact of FEMA, ARC and

local emergency management is significantly reduced. This shows that the use of hierar-

chical regression analysis through the use of three steps does make a difference method-

ologically in the interpretation of the findings.

First, it is important not to interpret the addition of prior social media use during a

disaster as reducing trust in the organization. Rather, it should be interpreted that prior

social media use during a disaster simply negates the effect that trust in the organization

has on whether someone is willing to use social media in a disaster. This means that prior

use may need to be observed as a significant independent variable rather than as a control

variable in future studies.

The more interesting finding, from a practical perspective, is that previous experience of

social media use in a disaster not only reduces the impact that trust in emergency man-

agement organizations has on the willingness of the public to use social media in a disaster,

but also negates the statistical significance of trust in local emergency management. This

means that when the public uses social media in a disaster, the need to have trust in the

organization is no longer a vital consideration to the willingness of the public to use social

media in future disasters (Endo 2013). Again, this is not to say that trust in emergency

management organizations is not important, just that when the public has used social media

in a disaster, trust in the method of communication may take precedence over trust in the

source of information and no longer require trust in the organization alone.

The findings also suggests that the control variables of age, owning a home and being

married should not be relied upon as main independent variable due to the lack of sig-

nificance as predictors. This lack of significance can be explained by a low level of

variation in age, homeownership and marriage rates for those who are more likely to use

technology. However, the findings do not provide support for removing them as control

variables (Kwak et al. 2011; Skoric and Kwan 2011). However, the findings also suggest

that females and individuals with children are more likely to use social media, especially

when they trust local government.
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5 Conclusion

The purpose of this study is to determine how trust in emergency management organi-

zations compels the use of social media in a disaster. The focus is based upon the

assumption that innovation is driven more by external influencers such as the public or

citizenry. The use of hierarchical regression through three models has shown that trust in

local emergency management agencies is the most important factor to increase the use of

social media during a disaster. Then as more people use social media during a disaster,

prior experience in using social media will take precedence in compelling the use of social

media in future disasters. The findings suggest a major implication for the practice of

emergency management.

Local emergency management has the ability to increase the use of social media during

a disaster by increasing the trust that specific populations, in the community, have in local

emergency management organizations. As more of the public gains trust in local emer-

gency management, the more the public will be willing to use social media in a disaster. As

more of the public uses social media in a disaster, local emergency management organi-

zations can shift their focus to other vulnerable populations to increase trust and therefore

use of social media. The findings do rely, however, on the occurrence of disastrous events

in order to increase social media use by the public in disaster by utilizing an incremental

policy implementation approach. However, this is where future research implications

become imperative.

One limitation to this study is that it does not have the ability to describe what public

trust in official organizations looks like, just the level of trust reported. Future research

should look at the social link between official organizations and the public to determine

exactly why those that do trust official organizations have the level of trust that they do and

that effect on social media use during a disaster. Future research should also include local

emergency managers into research to understand better, how emergency management

perceives why the public does or does not trust local emergency management

organizations.

Findings that reveal the ability to increase the use of social media in disaster by

increasing public trust in local emergency management organizations are associated with

the reduced need for trust in emergency management organizations after repeated use of

social media in a disaster. This means that as the public uses social media in a disaster,

those individuals no longer need to be targeted for increased trust, as future use will then be

determined by the successful use of social media in previous disasters. These findings

suggest that research needs to further examine the relationships and determine how

practice can increase the use of social media in disaster without waiting for the next

disaster to occur. Nevertheless, we have to start somewhere in order to save lives today

until we have the answers of tomorrow.
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