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Introduction
Communications networks have transformed the way the world works. Paul Starr,
professor of public affairs at Princeton and author of The Creation of the Media: The Political
Origins of Modern Communication, details the development of modern communications in the
public sphere as that “of openly accessible information and communication about matters of
general concern.”1 More recently, the Internet has transformed the way the world works. The
advent of new technologies used in the public sphere has improved the ability of humanitarian
organizations to bring attention to “matters of general concern,” or issues of interest to the
greater public, such as disaster response efforts.
On March 21, 2006, Jack Dorsey sent his first tweet on the platform then known as
Twttr.2 While vowels came later, Dorsey, the founder of Twitter, explained that “The definition
was a short burst of inconsequential information.” Since 2006, more than 300 million people,
including political leaders, have taken to Twitter on a monthly basis, and Twitter has become a
source for information and opinions as well as a tool of organizations seeking to communicate in
times of disaster.3 In fact, in 2018, Dorsey told the United States Senate Intelligence Committee,
“We want to be a global town square, where people from around the world come together in an
open and free exchange of ideas.”4 Through research on disaster response and social media
trends, and interviews with current and former Red Cross Social Media team members, this
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article examines the American Red Cross and their Digital Disaster Operations Center, analyzing
the strengths and weaknesses of the Red Cross’ use of Twitter, as well as opportunities for
growth and threats to the program. This article focuses on Twitter, and not other social media
platforms, because of its use in the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, when the author
was working for the Red Cross in Indiana.
Organizational Overview
When an earthquake devastated Haiti on January 12, 2010, the Red Cross had already
begun to integrate social media into disaster communications. In the aftermath of the earthquake,
the American Red Cross Twitter account, @RedCross, began receiving tweets from or about
people in need of assistance. This marked a turning point, as the Red Cross “began to figure out
how to use Twitter … as a tool to engage with people.”5 Prior to 2010, the Red Cross disaster
communication strategy had been to get information to people in need of help or in a position to
help. The growth of social media during disaster response added a third element: getting
information from people—“finding the needs in the haystack,” as former American Red Cross
Director of Information Management and Situational Awareness Wendy Harman notes.6 These
needs ranged from requests for shelter to reports of people trapped from users on the scene.7 The
use of Twitter as part of the public sphere has endured, as more people turn to the internet for
news in times of disaster, and the Red Cross has taken advantage of the technology to increase
communication with volunteers, clients, and partners.

5

Beth Pullias (social engagement strategist, American Red Cross), discussion with the author, October
26, 2016.
6
Wendy Harman (director, Information Management and Situational Awareness, Red Cross), discussion
with the author, November 2, 2016.
7
Mercedes Bunz, “In Haiti Earthquake Coverage, Social Media Gives Victim a Voice,” The Guardian,
January 14, 2010, www.theguardian.com/media/pda/2010/jan/14/socialnetworking-haiti.

#Help

3
Social media can be used in disasters by humanitarian organizations to “identify needs

and orient the response, gauge the scope of impact and provide info.”8 The Red Cross is just one
of many organizations to use social media. For instance, Médecins Sans Frontiers (MSF) also has
a strong social media presence. Paralleling the Red Cross’ response, the earthquake in Haiti was
also a turning point for MSFs’ communications structure, and the organization embraced Twitter
as a tool for lobbying.9 Seizing on the value of Twitter for its “immediacy and potential high
visibility,” to reach people, MSF has continued to use Twitter, along with other tools, to inform
and advocate.10
Analysis
In the summer of 2010, the Red Cross organized an Emergency Social Data Summit to
unite government and non-profit disaster response organizations with technology companies to
develop a plan to “harness the power of new media.”11 In the Summit’s white paper, the Red
Cross asserted “social technologies have altered communication patterns, particularly in times of
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disaster.”12 The paper also noted that societal expectations had changed, with more people using
social media in disaster situations and with those users expecting timely responses.13
With assistance from Dell, Inc., the Red Cross launched the Digital Disaster Operations
Center (the DigiDOC) in March of 2012. It ran a heat map and word cloud, monitoring topic
profiles and keywords such as #RedCross and #Tornado across social media platforms.14 The
DigiDOC was field tested during Hurricane Isaac and was live during Hurricane Sandy, which
pummeled the United States’ Eastern Seaboard, including New York City, in October 2012.
Hurricane Sandy impacted a high concentration of technologically savvy clients and was an early
example of people turning to social media for assistance. Throughout the storm and its aftermath,
the Red Cross used paid staff and volunteers to monitor social media—responding directly to
pleas for assistance while pushing information out to communities in need.
Strengths
The strengths of the Red Cross social media program are rooted in its reach, its cuttingedge DigiDOC, and its workforce. With close to 3.5 million followers on Twitter and an average
of 4000 social contacts daily, the Red Cross ranks among the top ten nonprofits using the
platform.15 The Red Cross is respected, which, due to careful cultivation, holds true for
@RedCross. Twitter enables the Red Cross to get real-time information that it can use to impact
service.16 Twitter also serves as an alternative vehicle for the Red Cross to transmit information
to communities both in need and in a position to help, 280 characters at a time. The Red Cross
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workforce is ninety percent volunteer staff, and staff and volunteers monitor the DigiDOC 24-7
in times of disaster.17
Since 2012, the DigiDOC has become a “part of the organization’s DNA,” as social
media is used for both listening and responding to the community.18 The Red Cross uses social
media to “mobilize the power of volunteers and the generosity of donors on the social web,”19
with Twitter used for sharing or gathering news.
The Red Cross initially turned to social media to engage volunteers, and while this
mission now includes service in disasters, volunteers continue to be its greatest strength.20 The
mobile nature of Twitter combined with the national Red Cross volunteer network enables
constant monitoring. This monitoring informs staff of areas of need, enables quick responses,
and serves as a method of rumor control. Rumors impede response operations. DigiDOC
monitoring enables staff to flag areas of concern and tamps down rumors by distributing accurate
information.
Weaknesses
The Red Cross has done an admirable job of embracing the technological revolution of
the past decade, but issues persist. While technology has given the Red Cross new
communication tools, the use of the technology is also a weakness. Twitter users tend to be
young.21 Meanwhile, the economically distressed and elderly are particularly vulnerable in times
of disaster, and this vulnerability is increased when information is disseminated on platforms
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they cannot or do not use. Finally, Twitter runs on the Internet, and when connectivity is
weakened or the system is overloaded, information dispersed on Twitter does not reach those
directly impacted by the disaster, and users cannot report their needs to the Red Cross.22
Currently, the American Red Cross uses Twitter in English and relies on the platform's
software to translate messages into other languages. The Red Cross also operates Cruz Roja, a
Spanish language website for the American Red Cross, and, in times of disaster, local chapters
with high concentrations of Spanish-speaking residents will often retweet translated messages
from @RedCross, but this activity is piecemeal. To increase its reach and reduce delays in
dissemination, the Red Cross will also need to increase its language capacity. 23
While the Red Cross uses people and software to monitor Twitter, these are also
weaknesses of the program. Twitter is user-driven. Monitoring software is subject to human
error, as a misspelled or misused keyword might not be flagged by software or by staff.24
Following the terrorist attacks at the Boston Marathon in 2013, people used multiple keywords
that made events difficult to track.25 Additionally, the Red Cross uses Twitter to track and
respond to rumors, but rumors can run rampant on Twitter, damaging relief operations by
causing confusion and delays in service.
Information on Twitter is often relevant for its “immediacy.”26 The amount and impact of
this data are weak links in the program. There are more than 500 million tweets daily, which
increases in times of disaster. Reports from the scene help organizations know what is going on
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and where help is needed, but these reports can be hard to find when there is a surplus of
information.27 The Red Cross tracks engagement on social media via numbers of likes, mentions,
and retweets, as well as through data relayed to response teams, such as requests for food to be
sent to a community.28 But, like many organizations, the Red Cross has yet to figure out how to
track the real impact of its social media programming, as there is no data on how information
from tweets impacts clients or donors.
Opportunities
In times of disaster, Internet and social media use increased dramatically.29 As Twitter
grows, the reach of the Red Cross on Twitter will also grow. Traditional news organizations
monitor Twitter for information, and once that information is confirmed, it is reported so that
non-traditional @RedCross followers, such as the elderly or non-English speakers, will also
benefit.30 The expansion of the network of users will enable Red Cross messaging to spread, and
will also enable the Red Cross to track more viable information through Twitter.
The Red Cross is in the process of building a digital volunteer program.31 Digital
volunteering, “the practice of performing volunteer work using digital technologies,” is a
growing trend with non-profits, and enables the agency to involve volunteers beyond the scope
of the disaster.32 As with all response operations, the digital volunteer program would be rooted
in a local chapter. Red Cross volunteer deployments typically require travel to the scene of the
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disaster for three weeks at a time. The advent of digital deployments would enable volunteers to
deploy for disasters without having to leave home for weeks.33 This would expand the volunteer
pool to include more technologically savvy volunteers who could be engaged both during the
disaster and during non-disaster activities. There is also an opportunity for the American Red
Cross to expand its social media relationship with its governing body, the International
Federation of the Red Cross, through multilingual communications, and increased and
coordinated messaging.
In addition to using Twitter to glean information for response activities, the Red Cross
has used Twitter to engage volunteers, clients, and donors. This is a different approach from
many other organizations, such as Médecins Sans Frontiers, which uses Twitter for advocacy.
MSF communications protocol states that Twitter “can be an important tool for exerting leverage
on key stakeholders.”34 During the Haiti earthquake response, MSF used Twitter to press for
specific action: aid delivery. MSF tweeted at the US Air Force and others to request permission
for relief planes to land or lobby for supply caravan access.35 The Red Cross has used Twitter for
general information gathering and dissemination, as well as volunteer, donor, and client
engagement, but it has not yet used Twitter for advocacy. Without endangering foundational
institutional neutrality, the Red Cross should explore how to use Twitter for public advocacy.
Threats
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The primary threat to Red Cross’ continued use of Twitter is the security and financial

viability of Twitter. Twitter is not consistently profitable.36 If not monetized appropriately,
support for the platform could fade and Twitter could go the way of MySpace or Vine. This is
beyond the control of the Red Cross, but it needs to be considered. A failure of technology due to
a software glitch or a hack could impede a response operation, especially if people are
accustomed to using Twitter for information.37 Additionally, the Red Cross must continue to
work with emergency management agencies to ensure Twitter is not treated as a surrogate 911
system. Finally, if volunteers overstep their bounds or @RedCross is misused, this could damage
the reputation of the Red Cross.
Findings
The Red Cross and other organizations have done an admirable job embracing
technological advances in technology to increase the size and impact of the public sphere. The
Red Cross has been a pioneer in its use of Twitter to disseminate information to communities in
need as well as to engage with members of the community—both to provide and to request
assistance. By taking advantage of its volunteer base, the Red Cross has enhanced its ability to
engage via social media, but it has also opened itself up to an increased risk of human error or
technological failure. To capitalize on the new media and Dorsey’s digital public square the Red
Cross should seek to enhance its digital volunteer corps, increase linguistic diversity, and adopt
some of the practices of other humanitarian organizations, which will require the commitment of
the Red Cross to pursue digital media as a pillar of its disaster communication strategy.38 In
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order for social media programming to thrive, the Red Cross must continue to invest in
developing accessible, attractive, measurable, and multilingual social media programming as an
integral part of disaster communications for communities in need of information, communities in
need of help, and communities in a position to help.
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