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Disasters create an urgent need for people to deal with novel emergent problems.
To respond effectively, people require information (about the event, support resources,
actions, etc.) and the ability to interpret and use available information to deal with diverse,
emergent hazard consequences and demands over time. This diversity renders top-down,
homogeneous approaches to disaster communication ineffective. This paper examines
whether a social media-based communication strategy, using Facebook, represents a
more effective way of accommodating this diversity (e.g., event impacts, geographical,
demographic, social), meeting the information needs of affected populations, and
enhancing the quality of disaster communication. Data on how 479 people who used a
Facebook page (Tassie Fires – We Can Help) specifically developed to assist response
and recovery for the 2011 Tasmanian wildfire/bushfire disaster were obtained using an
open-ended questionnaire. The accounts of people’s experience of the event and their
engagement with the Facebook page obtained from their responses to the questionnaire
were analyzed using thematic analysis. The paper also discusses evidence regarding
how the development of functional social relationships among those who engaged via
the page enhanced the effectiveness of the disaster communication process. In particular, it discusses how engagement with the page and the way the page was managed by
the Administrator facilitated the development of Sense of Community, a social structural
characteristic known to influence the quality of disaster communication. The paper
concludes with a discussion of the implication of the findings for future research into the
relationship between Facebook use, disaster communication, and disaster recovery.
Keywords: social media, sense of community, leadership, online community, disaster communication, disaster
response

INTRODUCTION
Disasters expose affected citizens and social systems to demands and consequences that fall well
outside the usual realm of people’s experience. The complexity and novelty of these demands and
consequences requires people, individually and collectively, to develop creative solutions to emergent problems. Disaster communication plays a pivotal role in providing the information people
need to respond to these problems. While disaster communication has predominantly been the
province of formal response agencies (e.g., emergency services etc.), online emergent groups are
increasingly playing active roles in communication and information exchange (Blanchard et al.,
2010; Vieweg et al., 2010).
This paper presents a case study of disaster communication using a Facebook page [Tassie
Fires – We Can Help (TFWCH)] specifically set up to provide a medium for communication during
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the response and recovery for a wildfire (bushfire) disaster in
Tasmania, Australia in 2013. The study explored people’s interpretation of their experience and how information made available
using a Facebook resource influenced the nature and effectiveness of community-based disaster response and recovery. This
paper argues that how disaster communication influences the
quality of this experience is a function of the interrelationship
between information and the social context in which information is received and used. The rationale for taking this position
is discussed next.
Disaster communication is a challenging endeavor. In a
disaster, people’s encounters with novel and uncertain circumstances means that, if they are to respond, they require timely,
consistent, and accurate information that informs how they
might meet their needs. Furthermore, the circumstances and
the needs people experience, and thus the information and
competencies required to meet these needs, vary from place to
place, from group to group, and over time (Comfort et al., 2004;
Ehnis and Bunker, 2012; Paton et al., 2014). The consequent
diversity in circumstances and needs renders a “one-size-fits-all”
approach to disaster communication ineffective. However, such
an approach remains the mainstay of communication delivered
via top-down disaster response strategies. In this context, it is not
surprising that a frequently cited reason for people turning to
social media for information is dissatisfaction with information
provided by traditional media (Sutton et al., 2008; Shklovski et al.,
2010). Official response agencies and conventional mass media
sources cannot respond effectively to meet the specific, local,
and evolving information needs of affected populations (Bruns
et al., 2012; Palen et al., 2012). While social media have expedited
opportunities for accessing local knowledge (Palen et al., 2012),
social media as such may not automatically represent a universal
panacea for the challenges faced by disaster communication.
A key issue here is that it is not information per se that determines action, but how people interpret it and render it meaningful
in the context of their (unique) needs and expectations (Marris
et al., 1998; Lindell and Whitney, 2000; Lion et al., 2002; Rippl,
2002; Norris et al., 2008; Paton, 2008; Lindell et al., 2009; Eiser
et al., 2012). This represents effective disaster communication as
the product of two things; appropriate information being available in timely ways and the ability of its recipients to interpret
and use information to understand and formulate their responses
to the novel hazard consequences and circumstances they are
confronted with. It, thus, becomes important to understand how
people interpret, make sense of, make decisions about how to act
when dealing with novel events.
Peoples’ interpretation of high risk events, particularly when
faced with uncertain and challenging circumstances, and what
they might do to confront the novel and challenging conditions
they encounter is influenced by others’ views (Lion et al., 2002),
with those perceived to share similar values being especially
important (Earle, 2004; Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2004). Hence,
when seeking to make sense of and take action to deal with novel
and uncertain events, people do so through discussions that
arise from engaging with those with similar values, interests, and
needs. People are more likely to perceive information from those
with similar values and needs as empowering, increasing the
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likelihood that they will trust the source and use the information
provided to make decisions and take action (Eng and Parker,
1994; Earle, 2004; Paton, 2008).
People, however, rarely develop the social interpretive capabilities required to understand novel and challenging events
prior to disaster events occurring. Consequently, they have to
do so during disaster response and recovery phases (McAllan
et al., 2011; Paton et al., 2014). These authors discussed how
social interpretive capabilities emerged from regular face-to-face
interaction between those similarly affected in disaster response
and recovery settings (the 2009 Black Saturday Fires in Australia
and the 2011 Christchurch earthquake and aftershock sequence,
respectively).
In both the above cases, face-to-face interaction with those
sharing a similar fate underpinned the development of a collective and enduring capability to respond to the issues experienced.
This paper presents an exploratory investigation into whether
social media use in disaster communication can extend beyond
information brokerage to include creating the kind of “community” context found to influence peoples’ ability to interpret
and use information in disaster recovery settings when people
interact face to face. The growing use of social media in disaster
response settings makes it important to explore the relationship
between social media and the development of effective disaster
communication.
To explore this relationship between social media and the
development of social interpretive capability, it was necessary
to identify a theoretical construct to structure the exploratory
research questions used to guide the analysis and interpretation
of the data. The theoretical construct was selected from work on
social capital and adaptation (e.g., Norris et al., 2008). This paper
focuses on one aspect of social capital, Sense of Community
(SoC) (Flora, 1998; Portes, 1998; Alesina and La Ferrara, 2000;
Putnam, 2000; Forrest and Kearns, 2001; Morrison, 2003). The
reason for adopting SoC (McMillan and Chavis, 1986; McMillan,
1996) will now be introduced.
Sense of Community was selected for two reasons. First, it
provides a well validated approach to representing the meaning of
“community” (McMillan, 1996). SoC encompasses members’ feelings of belonging, the belief that members matter to one another
and to the group, and encompasses the existence of a shared faith
that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be
together (McMillan and Chavis, 1986). Second, SoC has a history
of informing understanding of effective communication in disaster readiness and recovery settings (Paton et al., 2001, 2008, 2014;
Carroll et al., 2005; Brenkert-Smith et al., 2006; Keller et al., 2006;
Hodgson, 2007; Cottrell et al., 2008; Paton and Tedim, 2013).
Sense of community facilitates both the social construction
of risk and how information about managing risk is disseminated and used within social networks (Alesina and La Ferrara,
2000; McGee and Russell, 2003; Morrison, 2003; Hannigan,
2006; Holstein and Miller, 2006; Paton et al., 2008; Frandsen
et al., 2012). When SoC is high, members are more likely to be
regarded as credible and trusted sources of information (McGee
and Russell, 2003). Furthermore, when those with whom
SoC is shared have local hazard experience and knowledge,
these others become an important resource for developing
2
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and implementing locally relevant hazard response activities
(Indian, 2008; Frandsen et al., 2012).
Since SoC develops over time via regular interactions in
mainstream community life (Dalton et al., 2007), this might
be expected to remain its logical source. However, within predisaster contexts, SoC is being eroded by, for example, resident
turnover and reduced neighborhood interaction (Forrest and
Kearns, 2001; Morrison, 2003; Indian, 2008; Prior and Paton,
2008). A consequence of this is a reduction in the availability
of a resource (SoC) that assists formulating and enacting local
responses when disaster strikes. Consequently, it becomes a
resource that needs to be developed within disaster response and
recovery settings (Paton et al., 2014). The question posed here is
whether SoC can develop and function in virtual social network
settings when interaction is mediated through a Facebook page
in disaster response and recovery settings.
Support for pursuing this topic derives from the proposition
that the sudden experience of a significant, novel experience that
affects a large number of people in comparable ways (creates a
sense of shared fate) can create a context in which shared unique
needs, expectations, and goals emerge (McMillan and Chavis,
1986; Dalton et al., 2007). This paper explores (a) whether shared
experience of a disaster setting can trigger the emergence of shared
needs and goals and (b) whether this sense of shared fate can,
when subsequent interaction occurs via a Facebook page, result
in people developing a SoC. It also examines whether another
factor identified as crucial for developing an effective collective
response within disaster recovery settings, emergent community
leadership (McGee and Russell, 2003; Mamula-Seadon et al.,
2012; Paton et al., 2014), functions in a similar way when people
engage through using a Facebook resource.
In face-to-face settings, the effectiveness of emergent local
community leaders is a function of their ability to use their local
knowledge, social networks, and management skills to help
community members deal with local issues (McGee and Russell,
2003; McAllan et al., 2011). Virtual communities differ from their
face-to-face counterparts in an important respect. The “leader” of
an online Facebook page may not be local and may have no prior,
or only indirect, knowledge of or connection with those affected
by a disaster. It, thus, becomes pertinent to ask if the leadership
of a social media setting plays a role in the development of a
functional community.
The study will explore whether an emergent SoC can be
discerned in people’s accounts of their disaster experience and
whether there exists evidence to suggest that SoC makes a unique
contribution to increasing the quality of disaster communication.
From the above discussion, the following research questions
emerged:

information sharing in ways that facilitate relationship building and collective action (in this case, SoC) in an online
emergent community (RQ 2)? and, if this is the case,
3. Does the Administrator (community leader) contribute to
developing and maintaining a functional online community
(RQ 3)?
It should be noted that while posed separately, these questions
are interdependent. For example, people’s experience of the event
creates information needs and seeking information to meet these
needs via social media increases the likelihood of engaging with
others to understand and meet comparable needs in similar circumstances. If engagement is mediated by a Facebook page, the
Administrator of that page could influence information access
and how people engage with each other. The research questions
should, thus, be regarded holistically. How answers to these questions were sought is discussed next.

METHODS AND PROCEDURE
Many emergency response agencies use social media (both preevent and during response and recovery) as part of their disaster
communication strategy. However, regular usage may confound
analysis of data collected during crisis events. For example, in
the absence of longitudinal analysis of the social media usage,
pre-event beliefs regarding the perceived credibility and trust
in a source can make it difficult to systematically assess how
a resource affects communication. Post hoc research may be
affected by participants having used several (e.g., Facebook pages
of several different agencies, Twitter, etc.) social media sources,
making it difficult to identify the specific contributions of each.
These factors can confound analysis of emergent social groups
and how social media use informs their recovery.
This study surmounts these issues by basing data collection
and analysis on data linked to a Facebook (TFWCH) page developed specifically as a resource to assist response and recovery
for a specific event, the 2013 wildfire in southern Tasmania.
The page commenced operation during the fire event. Since the
commencement of the page and the onset of the response and
recovery coincided, the data discussed here afford opportunities
to explore how a social media resource functions as an information and social resource in the context of disaster recovery and
to seek answers to the first two research questions posed above.
Answers to the third research question were afforded by
the TFWCH page being managed by a single Administrator
throughout the several weeks of the wildfire disaster. This made
it possible to explore the relationship between the Administrator
role and online group functioning in ways that would be
impossible with mainstream social media. For example, if
people accessed several Facebook pages managed by different
Administrators, it would be difficult to isolate the relative contributions of each to any outcomes observed. Collecting data
from a page administered by a single person makes it possible
to explore emergent leadership in online settings and its role in
relationship development.
The study used a retrospective case study design, using the
results from online questionnaires administered to all those who

1. Sense of Community can arise from interactions that emerge
in the context of a “provocation” that creates a strong sense of
shared fate and common needs (Dalton et al., 2007). In this
case, does the shared experience of a wildfire disaster act as a
catalyst for the development of a functional community (RQ
1) and, if so,
2. Does a social media (Facebook) communication strategy
afford opportunities for timely, relevant, and reciprocal
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had used the TFWCH page after the 2013 wildfire event. The
study obtained ethics approval from the University of Tasmania
Social Science Ethics Committee (Approval Number: H004624).
Participants were invited to participate because they had direct
and indirect involvement in this event through their sustained
engagement with the TFWCH page.
Semi-structured questions were designed to obtain people’s
accounts of their experience of the response and recovery phases
of this event, but were phrased in a way that avoided specifically
asking about any social structural relationships that could have
emerged. This provided a more objective basis for an exploratory analysis of whether SoC can emerge from socially mediated
interaction. The data upon which the analysis is based derived
from answers to four open-ended questions:

TABLE 1 | Sense of Community categories and descriptors (McMillan and
Chavis, 1986; McMillan, 1996).
Category

1. Any details/comments/clarification you would like to add? Or
is there another way you helped that I haven’t asked you about?
I would love to hear more
2. What do you think the TFWCH page did well? What was good
about the page?
3. What do you think the TFWCH Facebook page could have
done better? How could it be improved?
4. There were other good pages on Facebook about the fires. Did
any help you? Which were good? Were any pages “not-sogood”? How were they different to the TFWCH page?
Data were obtained from 479 participants. Comments from
the open-ended questionnaires were imported into NVivo
(www.qsrinternational.com) from a Windows Excel spreadsheet,
generated using the online survey tool Wufoo (Wufoo™ Online
Forms). Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis,
and followed the guidelines proposed by Braun and Clarke
(2006). This analysis examines the relationship between the
quotes provided and SoC. To facilitate this exploratory analysis,
an interpretive framework developed from McMillan and Chavis
(1986) and McMillan (1996) was used. The categories of SoC are
listed in Table 1.
The presentation of the results is organized around a series
of “analysis boxes.” These are not tables per se, but provide a
way to illustrate how the elements of people’s accounts of their
experience mapped onto the characteristics of SoC. The numbers
in the right-hand column correspond to the SoC items listed in
Table 1.

Membership

1.
2.
3.
4.

Boundaries (inclusion/exclusion)
Emotional safety (reveal how one feels)
Sense of belonging/identity (acceptance)
Personal investment (in becoming a member)

Influence

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Bidirectional communication and cohesiveness
Empowering
Indicate that one’s input matters
Trust (from feeling influential)
Influence [from authority (leadership) and perceived fairness]

Integration

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

Providing what is desired and valued
Rewarded for participation
Benefit from competence of other members
Shared values
Perceived similarity (from interaction and sense of cohesion)
Creating an economy of social trade

Shared
emotional
connection

16. Contact hypothesis: positive correlation between level of
(personal) interaction and perceived “closeness”
17. Quality of interaction
18. Closure to events (inversely related to the degree to which
relationship experience creates/deals with ambiguous
interaction and unresolved tasks)
19. Shared Valent Event Hypothesis: the greater the importance
of the shared event, the stronger the group bond
20. Investment: giving time and energy
21. Effect of honor: being rewarded in front of the community
increases the level of attraction of community

creating a social entity defined by shared involvement in this
specific event.

The Event

The analysis of the data revealed evidence that people’s interpretation of their experience of the fire could be construed as a salient
event (provocation) capable of creating a sense of shared fate
among those involved in the fire. Fires were collectively described
as “catastrophe,” “traumatic,” “devastating,” and “distressing,”
both by those in affected areas, and those experiencing the event
vicariously, indicating that the experience was significant and
capable of acting as a context in which a sense of shared fate can
emerge. A sense of shared fate was further enhanced by feelings of
being directly impacted and through having (e.g., family directly
involved) or acquiring (e.g., wanting to help) a connection with
the people and places affected. These views offer support for RQ
1. Further support was evident in the spontaneous emergence of
new relationships; new relationships emerged as a result of people
experiencing a sense of affinity with others as a consequence of
their shared involvement.

RESULTS
As introduced above, SoC can emerge from a “provocation” (i.e.,
a highly salient issue that collectively impacts many people)
that suddenly presents people with a sense of shared fate or
set of conditions that they all share (Dalton et al., 2007). It is
postulated that a disaster can create a context in which people
who may not have had any prior relationship have the potential
to experience a sense of affinity with these others as a direct
result of the event stimulating the emergence of common needs,
goals, and expectations. Answers to RQ1 were sought by exploring whether people’s accounts of their experience of the 2013
wildfire disaster indicate that the event acted as a catalyst for
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Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

I helped our little local community of
[location] started a refugee centre
because we were blocked in between
two road closures and unable to return
home if we left…none of this would’ve
happened if it wasn’t for tfwch [sic]

1. Boundaries (inclusion/exclusion)
4. Personal investment (in becoming
a member)
18. Closure to events
20. Investment: giving time and
energy
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A sense of shared fate does not, however, guarantee that a
SoC will develop. Rather, it acts as a catalyst for it to emerge.
For functional capacity to evolve, people must be aware of their
shared fate and this must motivate people to interact with others
to confront shared issues. Because a disaster presents people with
circumstances that fall outside their past experience, and because
levels of hazard preparedness are low (Paton and McClure, 2013),
disasters create a need for people to interact with civic authorities
and others they know to acquire the information they need to
support their recovery. The transformation of shared fate into
“community” was cultivated by the collective need of those
involved in the event needing to seek information.
Answers to research question RQ2 requires evidence that the
need for information resulted in the TFWCH page becoming a
setting in which regular information sharing occurs. Doing so
would represent the page providing a setting for this emergence.
One factor that motivated this transformation emerged from
people’s accounts about the adequacy of the formal response and,
thus, why people turned to social media.

event, interacting with the TFWCH page brought people who
had experienced the same event and who had needs relating to
this shared fate or common experience to interact with others to
understand what was happening and identify what they could
do to respond and do so in meaningful and relevant ways. The
page, thus, provided a context in which people could realize their
affinity with others and it provided a context in which this sense
of affinity (facing a novel threat, needing information) could blossom into a community.

Reasons for Social Media Uptake

A common denominator in people’s experience of the event was
their shared and convergent perception of “crucial gaps in official
response information,” “problems contacting formal authorities,” “lack of relevance of information from and frustration
with authorities,” and “encountering red tape.” People needed
information to inform both their understanding of the novel
and challenging circumstances in which they found themselves
and to guide the action they might take to deal with the local
issues encountered. Formal agencies were not seen to be acting
as information conduits for either those directly affected or those
wanting to help. By not doing so, people’s need to seek information elsewhere provided a secondary catalyst for the emergence of
community, and one that could be pursued because the TFWCH
page created a context for this to happen.
Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense
of Community

I was kept up to date with relevant
information including where and when
was best for me to be of use. I knew
what was needed and where. there
were many hours of phone calls that
were saved by simply trolling the page
in order to access information. [sic]

7. Indicate that one’s input matters
12. Benefit from competence of other
members
15. Creating an economy of social trade
17. Quality of interaction

Posted up to date and accurate
information but also provide the space
for people who wanted to help and
didn’t know how – the opportunity to
offer their services in the right way. [sic]

6. Empowering
7. Indicate that one’s input matters
12. Benefit from competence of other
members
20. Investment: giving time and energy

Completely amazing to see the level
of support, goods and time people
donated. I think the sharing of this
inspired even more donations/support/
action etc. – in a snowball effect. I feel
the page raised awareness of what
was happening and gave people a
feeling that they could actually do
something to help. [sic]

3. Sense of belonging/identity
(acceptance)
4. Personal investment (becoming a
member)
6. Empowering
8. Trust (from feeling influential)
11. Rewarded for participation
15. Creating an economy of social
trade

18. Closure to events

Reciprocal Communication, Social
Exchange, and Relationship Development

8. Trust (from feeling influential)
15. Creating an economy of
social trade
18. Closure to events

The TFWCH page was identified as a resource whose utility
was heightened by it facilitating the distribution and use of
information. Key issues here included its capacity to function as
a broadcaster (e.g., sharing information that could not be shared
with the community in other ways) and amplifier (e.g., re-posting
and sharing agency-sourced information to increase its accessibility by a broader audience) of information. These functions
contributed to the ability of the page to supply relevant and timely
response-related information that might otherwise have been lost

Thus, the perceived ineffectiveness of formal sources as providers of information created circumstances conducive to drawing
people into an embryonic social setting created by the TFWCH
page. This page, thus, provided opportunities for people to connect
in ways that derived from their shared experience. Furthermore,
because it was established specifically to assist recovery for this
Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

People emphasized the importance of mutual assistance in
their experience of their disaster response and recovery; it created
a “sense of community spirit and support,” with people willing to
help others. People commented that the disaster brought people
together and that goodwill was contagious; that “helping breeds
helping.” The page, thus, provided a mechanism to realize people’s
“in-built desire to help.” By creating a social setting that mobilized
active and functional involvement, the TFWCH page created other
opportunities for the emergence of the Membership, Influence,
and Integration (see Table 1) facets of SoC. The development of
SoC in this context was assisted by the page affording opportunities for communication built around the reciprocal exchange of
information and resources.

5. Bidirectional – cohesiveness
I found it was the most useful way to find
out what was going on. for example, we
had run out petrol to power the generator.
I had attended briefing sessions at [specific 10. Providing what is desired
and valued
evacuation site] and no one could tell me
12. Benefit from competence of
where or when I could buy petrol. Not
other members
even the police. Your site gave me that
18. Closure to events
information. [sic]
Yes, very good. Sharing info, speed of
response, doing a lot of what government
should do but are so hopeless and slow
at. [sic]

Quotation

5
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to affected populations. Importantly, it facilitated reciprocal communication between those using the page.
By creating a setting that facilitated reciprocal communication, the page acted as a resource whose functioning extended
beyond being a provider of information to include it acting as
a setting in which narratives between those using the page were
created and used. People appreciated that the page enabled them
to tell their own stories – the inspiring stories, and the beautiful
stories – but the page also told the “bad” stories (e.g., stories that
participants had not through, making unnecessary suggestions,
keeping re-telling the same story, stories about unnecessary and
unneeded donations that clogged the newsfeed.). However, balanced content facilitated inclusivity and sustained people’s sense
of trust in the page. This was also reflected in users commenting
that the TFWCH page told “the real story.”
The importance of this aspect of people’s experience derives
from the fact that the appearance of stories within a social network
is an important indicator of the emergence of SoC (McMillan,
1996). Access to community stories both inspired and motivated
continued engagement and contributed to the development of
enduring relationships built around people’s sense of shared fate
and common purpose.
Making people’s stories available resulted in the page being
seen as a source of inspiration. Exposure to stories assisted people
to see the importance of their involvement and the value of their
personal investment. This, in turn, helped sustain people’s belief
in being empowered by their engagement with the page and motivated their continued commitment to engage with others through
the page. The page, thus, provided continued opportunities for
meaningful engagement (e.g., using information that was relevant
and timely, appropriate help getting to where and to whom it was
needed) through engagement with the page, with this supporting
people’s sense of membership, influence, and integration.
Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

The fact that is was always actual
with what was happening and the
encouragement from Mel and FB ppl
when anybody offered anything. It
was truly inspiring [sic]

5.
6.
7.
8.
15.

Quite simply it united us through
on the ground, unfiltered, real
information. The cause became
personal and it was great to feel like
part of the solution. [sic]

3. Sense of belonging/identity
(acceptance)
4. Personal investment (membership)
16. Contact hypothesis: positive
correlation between level of
(personal) interaction and perceived
“closeness”
19. Shared Valent Event Hypothesis: the
greater the importance of the shared
event, the stronger the group bond

I think you provided a brilliant,
informative, well organised and
extraordinarily helpful service. It gave
the community an outlet and advice
on who was in need of help and
where it was needed…the direction
and constant information provided
by TFWCH meant all the help went
where it was needed. [sic]

5. Bidirectional – cohesiveness
6. Empowering
9. Influence (authority, leadership,
fairness)
12. Benefit from competence of other
members
15. Creating an economy of social trade

Quotation

The ability to generate trust within a
community and action at such a fast
speed [sic]

8. Trust (from feeling influential)

The belief that the page was “telling the real story” was also
influenced by users acknowledging that information was sourced
from people in situ who were “close to the action,” knowledgeable,
and up-to-date. Knowing that information circulating through
the page was accurate, factual, and usually verified provided
users with evidence of some “quality control” over content and
“increased trust in the page.”
This sense of being connected to real time events meant that
those involved were kept informed as events and people’s needs
evolved over time. Together, these elements made progressive
contributions to sustaining trust and to enhancing people’s
sense of membership and being part of an empowering setting
that increased their ability to deal with evolving consequences
and demands, and to do so in timely and effective ways. The
reciprocal nature of the communication that arose from engagement through the page facilitated people’s active involvement in
managing their own recovery or directly assisting people’s ability
to do so. This reflects elements of bidirectional communication
and cohesiveness that contributed to people feeling they had a
continuing role to play (Influence and Integration). Bidirectional
(reciprocal) communication and cohesion also helped maintain
trust in the page as a source of information.

Bidirectional – cohesiveness
Empowering
Indicate that one’s input matters
Trust (from feeling influential)
Creating an economy of social trade
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Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

Constant updates and information.
personal info given, not just general.
good to be able to comment/discuss.
[sic]

5. Bidirectional communication and
cohesiveness
6. Empowering
7. Indicate that one’s input matters
8. Trust (from feeling influential)
10. Providing what is desired and valued

Trust in the page contributed to it enhancing both the perceived quality and relevance of information and, thus, its utility
to inform decision making and people’s ability to take action with
confidence. This is very important in disaster communication
contexts where uncertainty and ambiguity can otherwise hamper
action (Paton, 2008).

6

Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

Information was sent out quickly and
u helped to make sure the correct
info was given out and corrected
any errors promptly [sic]

8. Trust (from feeling influential)
17. Quality of interaction
18. Closure to events

It cut through all the bull**** and
allowed the free flow of information.
[sic]

5. Bidirectional – cohesiveness
6. Empowering
15. Creating an economy of social trade
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The themes of trust, empowerment, and the enduring sense
that people’s input was valued and used also emerged from
statements identifying how the Administrator (see below for
discussion of this role) both encouraged people’s involvement
and identified potential ways in which they could help. This
had secondary benefits in terms of sustaining people’s sense of
involvement (belonging) with others over time.
The capacity of the page to provide near-instantaneous connections between those requiring or requesting help and those
best equipped to meet these needs sustained a sense of meaningful
engagement and contributed to people’s sense of being empowered. This, in turn, reinforced people’s sense of their operating in
an economy of social trade (e.g., exchanging information, putting
those with needs in touch with those capable of meeting those
needs) over time. This facilitated people’s appreciation that they
were operating collectively, rather than individually, and that by
doing so, they were making a difference; the response required
the whole “community” to work together. People appreciated that
everyone was coming together to the “one place” (the page) and
“working together through a single source” to define and resolve
the issues encountered. This resulted in people describing their
experience of the page in ways that encompassed feelings of
membership, influence, and integration.
Quotation

Content mapping onto
Sense of Community

Awesome to feel the support and for you to
have created a platform where we could all
share the experiences. thank you [sic]

2. Emotional safety (reveal
how one feels)
3. Sense of belonging/
identity (acceptance)
11. Rewarded for participation
21. Effect of honor

The direct “ dot joining,” the modelling of
positive, supportive, can- do attitude, the
respectful handling of people from all walks
of life, the defusing of the odd bit of angst,
the motivational aspect. The information
management to help keep track of the
key information evolved rapidly and was
responsive to need and feedback. The trust
that was established with official bodies and
the direct communication line added to the
credibility of the page and the usefulness and
was a great example of the synergies and
optimised outcomes that can be achieved
when the official channels work collaboratively
with grass roots groups. I could go on… [sic]

2. Emotional safety (reveal
how one feels)
3. Sense of belonging/
identity (acceptance)
7. Indicate that one’s input
matters
8. Trust (from feeling
influential)
9. Influence (authority,
leadership, fairness)
12. Benefit from competence
of other members
13. Shared values
17. Quality of interaction
18. Closure to events

interest or concern (Paton and McClure, 2013). This emergent
collective capability manifests itself in other interesting ways.
Some respondents noted that if they saw things on the page
that were relevant to people they knew they would then make
that information available to those others. This is akin to the
concept of implicit communication (Pollock et al., 2003). Implicit
communication is a crisis management capability not normally
seen or studied outside the networks found in professional crisis
management groups. This concept describes the proactive provision of information without (potential) recipients asking for it
and, in so doing, facilitates network members’ ability to respond
more effectively to emergent issues.
This can only occur if people engage with their social network
in ways that include the development of deeper level relationships.
These deeper level relationships encompass not only knowledge
of the needs of a broad range of people but also feeling sufficiently
connected to them in reciprocal and caring ways that result in
people anticipating (and wanting to anticipate) others’ needs and
proactively helping them meet their needs. This provides evidence
of how engagement with the page could lead to a higher sense of
membership and integration. This function added to the quality
of the bidirectional cohesiveness that emerged from using the
page and to its ability to maintain an empowering setting in which
mutual influence took on a proactive character and optimized the
quality of the social trade occurring through the page. This sense
of meaningful engagement was further supported by the way the
page provided feedback and recognition to those involved.
Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

I was able to post the need from
here in [location] then [person]
from [location] took on the job of
collecting the goods and [person]
from [location] transported the
good on his boat and delivered
them. [Specific relative] and
[person] were so grateful. [sic]

2.
5.
7.
11.
12.

Emotional safety (reveal how one feels)
Bidirectional – cohesiveness
Indicate that one’s input matters
Rewarded for participation
Benefit from competence of other
members
15. Creating an economy of social trade
18. Closure to events

I was given money by complete
strangers when they realised I
was in a shop buying goods for
bushfire victims!!! [sic]

8. Trust (from feeling influential)

Couldn’t help wanting to be a part
of it all

9. Influence (authority, leadership,
fairness)

Ordinary people were welcome…
and anyone could be a good
Samaritan. [sic]

An important consequence of this emergent collective capability (the “synergies”) was its role in increasing the scope of people’s
activities. People became more proactive as a consequence of having access to more diverse knowledge and experience; the whole
became more than the sum of its parts. This is comparable to
another characteristic found in functional communities, collective efficacy, or collective intelligence (Vieweg et al., 2008; Paton
and McClure, 2013). It emerged here through the sense of mutual
influence and integration. The proactive element is inferred based
on work that identified how collective efficacy predicts people’s
collective ability to cope with emergent demands that derives
from sustained meaningful collaboration on issues of common
Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org

Quotation

13. Shared values

The quality and functionality of relationships forged through
engaging via TFWCH was supported by the page acknowledging
people’s contributions and publically thanking them for actions
that would have otherwise gone unacknowledged. Respondents
commented that they “felt heard.” The page, thus, afforded opportunities to ensure that people knew that their contribution was
making a difference and that their help was publically appreciated,
with this contributing to people’s sense of membership, influence,
and integration (Table 1) through the development of emergent,
enduring relationships.
7
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The reciprocal and anticipatory social exchange discussed
above reflects the development of emergent relationships (“strangers assisting strangers,” and “strangers collaborating together”)
and the creation of a context in which people could work together
toward achieving common goals.
Several respondents commented on how friendships forged
through their engagement with the TFWCH page fostered their
developing a “sense of community spirit.” The emergence of
(relatively) enduring relationships was supported by the page
affording opportunities for reciprocal information flows in a
context of mutual influence. This reinforced people’s sense of
Membership and Integration with this emergent community. At
the same time, the Influence and Shared Emotional Connection
(Table 1) that arose within this emergent community played a
role in the page contributing to stress management and people’s
psychological well-being.

Stress Management and Psychological
Well-Being

By providing a medium for sharing experiences and emotions and obtaining help, engagement through the page had
additional implications for stress management. People said
the TFWCH was a source of emotional support because they
had an outlet to voice their experiences, concerns, opinions,
thanks, love, sympathy, and praise. The emotional connectivity
that emerged from engagement through the page created a
context in which people could appreciate that the emotions
they were experiencing were not unique to them, that similar
feelings were being experienced by many others, and that
these feelings were normal for people confronting abnormal
circumstances.
The fact that the page acted as a medium through which people
could benefit from the competences and resources of others and
that they could access information in a timely way about issues
they were facing contributed to stress management by increasing
people’s sense of perceived control. Some respondents said that
they believed the affected communities had gained much comfort
from being involved in such a collaborative effort as members
of a supportive community. People believed that the page gave
physical, informational, and emotional social support to those
impacted by the event.

Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

Just by providing a mechanism for
sharing the page provided significant
emotional support for affected people
by voicing experiences, concerns
and thanks. [sic]

2. Emotional safety (reveal how one
feels)
7. Indicate that one’s input matters
11. Rewarded for participation
19. Shared Valent Event Hypothesis:
the greater the importance of the
shared event, the stronger the
group bond
21. Effect of honor

I love the personal feel it all had, we
were away from our community but
could still be a part of it all through
the page. It helped soothe our
worries about what was happening
since we couldn’t get back in. Love
love love it!! Thank you! [sic]

2. Emotional safety (reveal how one
feels)
3. Sense of belonging/identity
(acceptance)

It was very helpful to know that other
people were feeling a need to help,
and that there were conversations
that I could follow without having to
invest any more of my own personal
story, or my already stretched
capacity to deal with any more face
to face emotions [sic]

3. Sense of belonging/identity
(acceptance)
4. Personal investment (membership)
12. Benefit from competence of other
members
13. Shared values
14. Perceived similarity (from
interaction and sense of cohesion)

Some respondents described the page as absolutely vital to
their psychological well-being while isolated by the fire, road
closures, and loss of infrastructure. Others described how their
sense of well-being was augmented by the page allowing them to
feel useful even though they were stuck on “the outside,” while
people they cared about were stuck on “the inside” experiencing
the consequences of the wildfire. People who were helping said
there was solidarity in knowing that they were not alone in feeling
a need to help.
Some respondents commented on how being able to actually
do something was cathartic. Respondents described how the
level of support was incredible; that it was “truly heart-warming
and humbling” seeing so many people “stepping up” to help.
Respondents reported how being involved with the page in ways
in which they and others made a difference gave them a restored
faith in humanity and added to the quality of the shared emotional
connectedness prevailing within this emergent community.

Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

Quotation

The page was the right page at
the right time. We were devastated
hearing about the fires, and you
provided a means for all of us to
really help. The first week was
absolutely awesome. I cried lots with
the fantastic things people were able
to do. Not something I’m prone to do
much of – I’m male!! Your page kept
us all in touch with real time needs
and we really felt what we were doing
was actually making a difference. [sic]

2. Emotional safety (reveal how one
feels)
3. Sense of belonging/identity
(acceptance)
7. Indicate that one’s input matters
8. Trust (from feeling influential)
15. Creating an economy of social
trade

2. Emotional safety (reveal how one
When we were isolated on the
feels)
Peninsula, this page was the lifesaver
of my emotional wellbeing. Just reading 12. Benefit from competence of
other members
of the goodness of strangers and how
everyone was helping took my mind off
the fear I felt of being so isolated. [sic]
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Linking up and feeling useful was so
important to me because I live in the
area and was cut off from my friends
who were experiencing it all [sic]

8

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

3. Sense of belonging/identity
(acceptance)
7. Indicate that one’s input matters
8. Trust (from feeling influential)
19. Shared Valent Event Hypothesis
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The preceding discussion provided support for the proposal
that engagement and social exchange mediated through the
TFWCH page facilitated the development of the properties of
membership, influence, integration, and shared emotional connection (SoC) that warrant it being regarded as a functional,
emergent community in ways comparable to what has been
observed in face-to-face interactions (e.g., McAllan et al.,
2011; Paton et al., 2014). These latter authors, however, identified another factor pivotal to ensuring that SoC is developed,
maintained, and used in disaster response and recovery settings;
emergent leadership. The fact that the TFWCH page was managed throughout by a single person made it possible to explore
the role online leadership played in creating and sustaining SoC.
The evidence supporting this is discussed next.

Quotation

It was established very early
on as a reliable, trustworthy,
ethical and consistent source
of information, run by someone
who was diplomatic, intelligent,
considerate, thoughtful and not
alarmist or publicity-seeking…
careful about information which
may not have been so useful or
relevant, and at all times showed
exceptionally good judgement in
making these decisions. [sic]
Swift coordination of on-ground
practical assistance, allowing
people to help, easily, within
each person’s capability.
Exhibiting common sense and
great grass roots leadership…
while under extreme pressure,
professional responsiveness,
great delegation,
encouragement, great facilitation
and problem solving skills.
Building and supporting
community spirit. [sic]

Leadership and the Administrator Role

A theme that emerged described how the agency and power held
by the Administrator (the social media term for leader) and her
capacity to forge functional relationships with the authorities
contributed to the perceived credibility of the page. Credibility
and trust are important predictors of people’s involvement with
a source of information, especially under the kinds of uncertain
conditions that prevail in disaster response and recovery settings (McGee and Russell, 2003; McAllan et al., 2011; MamulaSeadon et al., 2012; Paton et al., 2014). The Administrator’s
role in translating and deciphering information for diverse
audiences was important in this context, as was the belief that
the Administrator ensured that the page was characterized by a
climate of positivity and optimism in ways that made additional
contributions to people’s sense of membership, integration, and
shared emotional connections.
Quotation

Content mapping onto Sense of
Community

The final, and possibly most
appreciated effort was
Mel’s personal messages of
encouragement and appreciation
(and often comical) to myself and
the vets and nurses…[sic]

9. Influence [from authority (leadership)
and perceived fairness]
11. Rewarded for participation
12. Benefit from competence of other
members

So quick with updates. Deciphering
important information. Connecting
people who otherwise wouldn’t
have been connected. Praising
those doing good – encouraging
others. [sic]

1. Boundaries (inclusion/exclusion)
6. Empowering
9. Influence (authority, leadership,
fairness)
15. Creating an economy of social
trade
21. Effect of honor

5. Bidirectional – cohesiveness
8. Trust (from feeling influential)
9. Influence [from authority (leadership) and
perceived fairness]

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
10.
12.
13.
14.
15.
17.

Sense of belonging/identity (acceptance)
Personal investment (membership)
Bidirectional – cohesiveness
Empowering
Indicate that one’s input matters
Providing what is desired and valued
Benefit from competence of other
members
Shared values
Perceived similarity (from interaction and
sense of cohesion)
Creating an economy of social trade
Quality of interaction

DISCUSSION
Sense of community is one facet of a functional community that
influences how people deal with uncertain, novel, and challenging events. Factors such as resident turnover are diluting the
availability of SoC. This makes it important to include developing this social resource within disaster risk reduction strategies.
However, given evidence (McAllan et al., 2011; Paton et al., 2014)
that people may have to develop this resource in disaster response
settings makes it important to understand how resources, such as
SoC develop in disaster response settings and to use this knowledge to inform ways to expedite the development and use of social
response capability in order to hasten the recovery process. This
study explored how social media-based (Facebook) strategies
function in this regard.
The 2013 Tasmanian wildfire event contained at least two
“provocations” (Dalton et al., 2007) that acted as catalysts for the
emergence of a SoC in this case study. One was the event itself.
Another was dissatisfaction with the ability of formal communication processes to meet the diverse needs of those affected and
those who volunteered to assist. The response to this dissatisfaction reiterates earlier findings (Sutton et al., 2008; Shklovski et al.,
2010; Bruns et al., 2012; Palen et al., 2012). This dissatisfaction
made people receptive to the opportunities afforded by social
media (Facebook page) to access information. The analysis, thus,
furnished support for RQ1 and RQ2.
A shared event and a need for information provided conditions
conducive to the emergence of community. The transformation
into a functional community derived from how the TFWCH
facilitated reciprocal communication. Opportunities for reciprocal communication allowed people to engage with others through
the page in meaningful ways with people with similar needs,

Several leadership qualities (described in terms such as
“delegation,” “intelligent handling of sensitive issues,” “being
knowledgeable and capable,” “having good organizational and
communication skills,” and “being humble and genuine”) were
identified by respondents as enhancing their perception of the
quality of the page. These traits translated into the Administrator
being seen as “trustworthy” and as providing leadership that
facilitated creating a community of action. Hence, support exists
for the Administrator playing a role in establishing and maintaining a SoC in emergent online communities.
Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org

Content mapping onto Sense of
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goals, and expectations. The page, thus, created a social setting in
which structured interaction with others with similar needs and
goals culminated in the emergence of a social setting that possessed the qualities of membership, influence, integration, and
shared emotional connections (see Table 1). The emergence of
these qualities allowed the setting to be characterized as it having
a SoC. This provides support for RQ1 and RQ2. An event that
affected a large number of people directly and indirectly and that
created a collective need for people to seek information and ways
to offer help to deal with complex, evolving problems can act as a
catalyst for the emergence of community and SoC.
While the analyses provided support for the emergence of
SoC, this cannot be taken to automatically imply that SoC played
a role in the communication process. That is, it cannot be implied
that SoC mediates the relationship between information communicated and effective community outcomes. There is, however,
evidence to suggest that this may be the case.
One line of evidence supporting SoC playing a mediating role
in disaster communication comes from people’s accounts that the
sense of membership, integration, and influence (via reciprocal
communication) enabled through engaging with others via the
page, underpinned the development of a proactive, collaborative
approach to using information to achieve shared, meaningful
outcomes. Through the page, the whole became greater than the
sum of its parts and increased the assortment of resources available to people and, consequently, the range of issues people were
able to deal with. Individual capabilities and knowledge did not
change, but what they could accomplish did as they had access to
both more information and input on how that information could
be used.
Another line of evidence for SoC playing a mediating role in the
communication process emerged from people’s accounts of their
emergent sense of integration and shared emotional connection
facilitating proactive (implicit communication) communication.
People were sufficiently engaged with others to understand and
anticipate others’ needs. Linked to this was the emergence of trust
in the page and its users as a component of people’s emergent SoC.
Because trust has been identified as a crucial predictor of people’s
ability to use information under conditions of uncertainty (Paton,
2008), this adds weight to the argument that SoC played a role in
the communication process. The reciprocal relationships facilitated the emergence of relationships bound together by stories
circulating through the page.
Storytelling and sharing is pivotal to creating an enduring SoC
and facilitating adaptation (McMillan, 1996; Norris et al., 2008).
Another line of evidence can be discerned in the emergence of
storytelling through the medium of the page. This supports the
conclusion that page afforded opportunities for the development
of SoC. But more than that, the fact that stories emerged to sustain
awareness of successes achieved and that shared stories provided
sources of inspiration and motivation provide some support for
SoC playing a mediating role in disaster communication. Taken
together, these examples warrant future work being undertaken
to systematically explore how SoC develops and contributes to
effective communication.
With regard to RQ3, as with their face-to-face counterparts
(McAllan et al., 2011; Paton et al., 2014), an online community
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leader (the Administrator) contributed to the development and
maintenance of a social setting that facilitated people’s ability
to feel a sense of inclusive, integrated membership, in a setting
where the management of information flow contributed to
ensuring that members remained influential. Thus, the analysis
provides some qualified support for the view that an emergent
SoC enabled community members to use their initiative, knowledge, and connections to collaborate and engage in community
action in ways that allowed people to proactively engage in their
own recovery.

Limitations, Future Work, and Conclusions

This study is exploratory. Its findings and conclusions remain
tentative until further work is undertaken. One issue derives from
the fact that, as is true of all community research, there is no way
of knowing what those who decided not to complete the questionnaire thought. It can, however, be assumed that the responses of
those who did offer their insights were doing so about how social
media (Facebook) helped people respond in disaster contexts.
It is also important to acknowledge that the participants were
a social-media using cohort. No attempt was made to contact
people in any way other than social media. Future work could also
seek to replicate this study across, for example, urban and rural
populations and different hazard events and to include the study
of Facebook pages established and operated by the authorities and
those set up and run by communities themselves. While affording an opportunity to examine the leader role, this also meant it
was not possible to separate out the respective contributions of
group processes and leader processes. Future work could include
conducting a similar analysis with leaderless groups.
Sense of community was used here because of it having a history of being linked to effective disaster communication. Future
work should examine other theoretical frameworks. This could
include frameworks examining how communication is embedded in social context (e.g., Lindell et al., 2009), those exploring
how information and social structures interact (e.g., Norris et al.,
2008), and others examining how SoC interacts with community
and agency characteristics (e.g., Paton et al., 2008; Paton and
Tedim, 2013).
In conclusion, the findings presented here support the view
that when established and managed specifically to support disaster
response and recovery, social media-based (Facebook) strategies
can facilitate effective disaster communication. Facebook strategies can assist with ensuring that disaster-affected populations
receive timely, consistent, and accurate information. The analysis
supports the view that a Facebook-based strategy can function to
enable and sustain the development of social resources, such as
SoC, that help affected populations develop and apply collaborative disaster response strategies. Furthermore, Facebook-based
disaster communication strategies can do so irrespective of where
members are located or how the demands and needs experienced
change over time.
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