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ABSTRACT 

 
Lives depend on accurate, timely and trusted information in a disaster.  People seek 

out information from a variety of sources, including traditional media, such as radio. 

They use traditional media to verify information flooding in on social media 

platforms. It is within this context that the quality of information broadcast by 

traditional media can be compromised by the relationship between journalists and 

emergency managers. This study examines the role trust plays in the strengths and 

weaknesses of the relationship that at times, in the pressure-cooker environment of a 

disaster, can be fraught with tension or simply non-existent, such as in the case of 

Hurricane Katrina. I explore the relationship through an analysis of policy documents, 

prior studies, and a series of in-depth interviews with senior media and emergency 

management practitioners in Australia and the UK as case studies. Two publicly-

funded national broadcasters — the BBC in the UK and the ABC in Australia — are 

making significant inroads into building positive, working relationships with 

emergency managers, specifically designed to warn and inform communities under 

the threat of a disaster. This study explores specifically how those initiatives operate 

and explores the role of trust in this process. In the case of the ABC, the relationship 

has provided senior journalists with a seat at the table of disaster management, privy 

to often confidential deliberations. The result has been accurate, timely broadcasting 

of essential information thereby creating a more resilient community in the face of 

catastrophe. This study is a stepping stone to further discussion and debate on how 

best to develop a trusting relationship between the media and emergency managers, 

both of whom share the common goal of serving society. 

 
Keywords: disasters, emergency management, crisis management, community 

resilience, media, journalism, trust, relationships, social capital, BBC, ABC
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PREFACE 

 
This study had its genesis more than 30 years ago. I was a police rounds journalist by 

day for a regional newspaper, and a rescue firefighter and ambulance officer by night, 

perhaps an embryonic form of ‘embedding’. Although ‘trusted’ by my emergency 

service colleagues, some of whom had nicknamed me ‘Scoop’, they distrusted the 

media, complaining bitterly about the ‘inaccurate’ coverage of incidents, lack of 

interest in promoting community safety programs and generally regarded the media as 

more of a hindrance than a help in serving the greater good of local communities. 

Such attitudes remained unchanged as my career progressed into emergency service 

and police public relations, where again I experienced a widespread lack of trust 

between operational personnel and the media. There were some journalists with 

whom I developed my interpretation of trust – those who understood the pressure I 

was under in obtaining information (well before the social media era), those who 

reported information accurately, and those who appeared to display a willingness to 

provide information that could save lives rather than in creating career-boosting 

headlines. This study has afforded me the opportunity to take a step back, to research 

the value of trust in the relationship between emergency managers and the media, and 

to explore, perhaps for the first time comprehensively, common ground from which a 

trusting relationship can emerge and thrive. At the very least, I hope this research will 

spark debate and discussion toward that goal. If one life is saved through being better 

informed of the danger ahead, it will be worthwhile. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH APPROACH 

 

When lives are threatened and property is at risk in a disaster, people turn to 

traditional media, principally radio, for information. The accuracy, scope and timing 

of this information is dependent on the relationship between the media and emergency 

managers. This relationship can be strained at best, or non-existent at worst. 

Relationships are built on trust, which can break down in the chaos and pressure-

cooker environment of an unfolding disaster. This research provides a deeper 

understanding of the nature of this relationship in the context of trust and disasters. It 

defines new strategies for building trust between emergency managers and the media, 

so that the community is better informed in disaster preparation, response and 

recovery. Two case studies – the BBC’s Connecting in a Crisis and the ABC’s Your 

Official Emergency Broadcaster – add depth to exploring how the relationships can 

be developed in an attempt to bring together all sides of the equation: media, their 

audiences (communities), and emergency managers. These initiatives seek to forge 

understanding, collaboration and trust in order to help protect lives and property in a 

disaster.  

 

Problem Statement 

This dissertation examines the relationship between emergency managers and the 

traditional media. Central to this theme is the question of how they can collaborate 

more effectively in order to better serve the public in times of crisis. The literature 

pertaining to this field of research overwhelmingly finds that tensions exist between 
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emergency managers and the media, with a flow-on effect for community disaster 

resilience, response and recovery (Cohen et al 2006a, Keys 1993). Many scholars and 

practitioners point to a lack of trust as central to the poor relationship between 

emergency managers and the media (Cole 2010, Stanbury 2011, Fitzpatrick 2007). 

This dissertation explores that relationship from both the viewpoints of emergency 

managers and media to gaining a clearer understanding of the importance of trust.  

 

Research objectives:  

1. To investigate the processes involved in establishing and enhancing a trusting 

relationship between traditional media, emergency response agencies, and 

personnel involved. 

2. To explore how trust between traditional media and emergency personnel 

might be strengthened in pressure situations, such as a disaster, terrorist attack 

or other crisis event. 

3. To develop strategies to enable more effective collaboration and 

communication between traditional media organisations and emergency 

response agencies. 

 

Structure of the thesis 

This dissertation is comprised of two sections – a written exegesis which examines 

the literature relevant to the topic, before investigating the nature of the relationship 

between emergency managers and the media. I plan to do this firstly through the lens 

of community resilience in the face of a disaster and how both parties — media and 

emergency managers — regard each other’s roles and responsibilities. I then move on 

to examine two case studies of public-funded broadcasters providing emergency 
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broadcasting services: – the BBC’s Connecting in a Crisis guide in the UK and the 

ABC’s Your Official Emergency Broadcaster initiative in Australia. Both approaches 

are in their infancy compared with the 80-year history of both broadcasters, but they 

are making inroads in building important and sustainable relationships. In the UK, 

that relationship remains unwritten: there are no binding contracts, or memoranda of 

understanding (MoU), as in the Australian setting. For the BBC, UK emergency 

responders and local authorities, the relationship is based entirely on trust. Australia 

has taken a different path. A memorandum of understanding between the ABC and all 

state and territory governments has been signed to lay the foundation for how both 

sides negotiate the relationship. However, this is not set in concrete. Either side can 

walk away. Again, the relationship centres on trust. Following a discussion of how 

these processes are perceived by key personnel, I will explore more deeply the nature 

of the relationships involved, along with influential factors in creating and sustaining 

those relationships.  

 

The second part of the dissertation is in the form of a multi-chapter DVD in which 

some of the participants of the research for the critical essay discuss their views on the 

relationship. The DVD is constructed to add depth to the written material and has 

been designed primarily to be used as a teaching aid for journalism educators and 

students who one day may be required to report on a disaster or emergency situation. 

The DVD is also designed to initiate further discussion and debate on the topic by 

emergency managers and journalists. 
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Disaster education for journalists 

Richards (2009) points to the lack of academic research into the issue of trust and 

media, outside the context of relationships with sources and the public. Bergin and 

Khosa (2007) contend that academic teaching of Australian journalists about 

terrorism is limited to either media law or how to interview victims of a tragedy and is 

focused around approaches such as that offered by the DART Centre for Journalism 

and Trauma. They identify a need for training future journalists at university level 

(Bergin and Khosa 2007, p. 8), concluding: ‘It would be useful for our journalism 

schools to examine how they might best prepare students with the practical training 

and knowledge to cover terrorist acts in an ethical and informed way.’ They fear this 

lack of experience and knowledge, including those currently practising journalism, 

‘could escalate the situation into a disaster’ (2007, p. 3).  Likewise, in the US, Lowrey 

et al found news organizations were less committed to training their journalists in 

reporting on terrorism and natural disasters. They also point to the segregation in 

universities of journalism and public relations students. Although they argue the 

different paths maintain professional standards, the split ‘may hinder their interaction 

in response to health-related emergencies’ (2007, p. 5). 

 

Why compare the UK and Australia? 

The reasons that Australia and the UK are the subject of this study include: 

• The BBC and ABC are the only publicly-funded broadcasters in the 

world to establish specific national initiatives to build a relationship 

with emergency managers and public during a disaster. 

• The standard operational procedures of emergency management in the 

UK and Australia are similar. 
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• UK and Australian emergency agencies are compared in research 

studies, for example, Pickering’s 2006 comparison between the NHS 

Ambulance Services of the UK and Australian state-based ambulance 

services. 

• The media environment in Australia and the UK is similar. 

• Australian emergency services have historic links to the UK, for 

example, the State Emergency Service in Victoria was originally 

modelled on UK air raid precautions at the start of World War Two. 

 

Selection of interview subjects 

Interview subjects were selected on a deliberative basis rather than adopting a random 

sampling approach (Hampe 1997; Wimmer 2006). In the Australian context, advice 

was sought from the Department of Attorney-General, in Canberra, the agency that 

administers Emergency Management Australia, the national coordinating body for 

national disaster response. Interview subjects were also identified through their 

contribution to Emergency Media and Public Affairs organization, which is unique in 

the world and brings together emergency managers, emergency media officers and 

journalists. Interview subjects were also selected on the basis of their agency, in that a 

range of police, fire, medical and emergency personnel contributed to provide the 

opportunity to compare differences and similarities between agencies. In the UK 

context, interview subjects were selected on their standing within the emergency 

agency and media community. Due to time limitations, explained later in this chapter, 

interviews were limited to senior people in the media and emergency/disaster fields.  
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Research Methodology 

The methodology adopted for this research is a case study approach and in-depth 

interviews with ‘elite’ sources in the field. As Weerakkody points out, a case study 

can examine an ‘individual, a group of people, an organisation, an event, a process, an 

issue or a campaign’ (2009, p. 229). The process is suited to the study of 

communication and public relations and is thus applied to the objectives of this 

research. This is justified because the approach is exploratory and ‘used to examine 

what others have done, and what worked and what did not work in a given case’ 

(Weerakkody 2009, p. 229). Yin (1993, 1994) points out that case studies can also be 

explanatory and a strategy for ‘information building’ can apply to both approaches. 

Tellis (1997) argues that the danger here is a potential loss of focus by the researcher. 

He contends that researchers need to ask appropriate questions, be able to interpret the 

answers, be flexible in various situations, have a solid understanding of the issues in 

the study and be unbiased by preconceived notions. Weerakkody (2009) suggests the 

study must have boundaries (that is, terms of reference) with clear demarcations 

between the phenomena being studied, along with the context within which they are 

being examined. Initial questions for interview subjects for this research included the 

following: 

1. How effectively do you think the relationship between your agency and the 

media is working at present? 

2. What factors contribute to the breakdown or success of the relationship? 

3. In your view what are the strengths and weaknesses of the relationship? 

4. What role does trust play in the relationship? 

5. Which is more important: trust on an interpersonal level or trust at an 

organisational level? 
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6. What could be done to strengthen trust during critical events under time 

pressure? 

7. What are the barriers to strengthening the relationship? 

8. How could those barriers be overcome? 

9. What do you regard as the ideal working relationship between emergency 

agencies and the media? 

10. Despite the increasing influence of social media, how relevant do you regard 

traditional media in providing emergency information? 

Interviews with key participants were based on the qualitative participant-observer 

technique with participation by the researcher as passive, or acting as a bystander 

(Key 1997). The aim was to understand ‘people’s interpretations’ of trust in the 

relationship. The key purpose of interviews was to establish the views of participants. 

This aimed to meet Wimmer’s objective of ‘providing detailed background about the 

reasons why respondents give specific answers’ (2006, p. 135).  

 

Kajornboon (2007) argues that interviews, or conversations, collect data that is 

essential in research. Interviews can be conducted in a variety of ways, such as 

structured interviews, semi-structured, unstructured and non-directive. The approach 

for this research was semi-structured. David and Sutton (2004) point out that the 

researcher has a list of questions, themes and issues. Importantly, this approach offers 

flexibility to change direction, re-ask questions and to ask other questions to elicit 

information depending on the responses of those interviewed. Kajornboon (2007) 

suggests that a problem with this approach lies in the potential inexperience of the 

interviewer to draw information and therefore not capture sufficient or relevant data. 

However, justification for this approach draws on Bacon’s (2006) contention that 
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journalism in its own right can be considered valid academic research. She points to 

the methodologies used by journalists to produce stories, concluding (2006, p. 151): 

‘Most would agree that much in-depth journalism does meet the criteria of being 

creative and original investigation throwing fresh light on a particular situation.’ 

Interestingly, Bacon (2006) argues that this would qualify for research in the United 

Kingdom if it was ‘peer reviewed’. In the past few years, practice-based research, like 

journalism, has been confirmed as a legitimate form of research under the Federal 

Government’s Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) initiative (Australian 

Research Council 2010). Rosenthal contends that good interviewing is the ‘hallmark 

of the best documentaries’ (2007, p. 188), and it is a critical skill of journalism 

(Conley 2002). 

 

Reflections on the DVD component 

This thesis includes a 32-minute documentary which explores the relationships 

between emergency management officials and the media. Primarily, the documentary 

captures key themes of the written exegesis and is designed for use in lectures, for 

example, as part of the education of journalism students or for training emergency 

managers. This will go part way towards addressing the need, identified later in this 

study, of improving both the knowledge and skills’ base of journalism students in 

disaster response communication situations and media awareness of emergency 

managers. Importantly, the video features the views of senior decision-makers from 

both the media and emergency services, rather than on-the-ground responders, to gain 

a more global view of the relationship. For example, one of the participants is Bob 

Satchwell, the Executive Director of the UK Society of Editors, which represents 

more than 400 media organisations, ranging from newspapers to 24-hour television 
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news channels. Alastair Wilson, representing the Federal Attorney-General’s 

Department in Canberra, offers a national perspective on Australian emergency 

management. It is argued that this ‘high-level’ approach has reduced the need for a 

large number of ‘talking heads’ covering the same ground which Hampe (1997) 

contends can turn a film into radio. With a considered balance of ‘talking heads’, a 

documentary can be a useful aid in exploring the connection between the parties, and 

as Nichols (2001, p. 2) suggests, it ‘lends us the ability to see timely issues in need of 

attention. In documentaries we find stories or arguments, evocations or descriptions 

that let us see the world anew’. Much like a written thesis, documentaries mount 

arguments, formulate persuasive strategies and provide insights that may not be 

achieved in other formats. Nichols (2002, p. 43) contends: 

Documentaries seek to persuade or convince us by the strength of their 

argument or point of view and the appeal or power of their voice. They are a 

representation of the world and this representation stands for a particular view 

of the world. 

For Nichols, documentaries represent the ‘voice’ of the filmmaker who attempts to 

convince the audience of a position on an issue or historical event that is subject to 

debate. Bernard argues that the documentary ‘confounds our expectations, pushes 

boundaries and takes us into worlds – both literal worlds and worlds of ideas – that 

we did not anticipate entering’ (2007, p. 3). Although documentaries are driven by 

fact, they also involve subjective decision-making (rather like journalism) because of 

choices made by the filmmaker on what to include or exclude, how shots are framed, 

along with other production decisions, such as style, tone and mode. These choices 

provide the distinction between documentaries and newsreels. Bruzzi’s critical 

examination of documentary theory and practice contends that a newsreel is ‘limited 
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to showing events’, while a documentary ‘provides structure and meaning’ (2000, p. 

22). 

 

Trust is a key factor in documentaries. Bernard points out that ‘audiences trust 

documentaries’ despite the subjective influence of the filmmaker: 

Trust is the key to the film’s power and relevance. Betray that trust by 

implying that important events happened in a way they did not, selecting only 

those facts that support your argument, or bending the facts in service of a 

more dramatic story, and you’ve undermined the form and your film (2007, p. 

5). 

Truth, therefore, becomes a necessity in documentary making. As Hampe (1997) 

explains: to be credible, a documentary must have the ‘appearance’ of truth — 

verisimilitude — based on ‘good visual evidence and a compelling argument’.  

 

Modes of documentaries 

Nichols (2002) suggests each documentary is unique with its ‘own voice’ and 

contends there are six modes or sub-genres of documentary production: 

• Poetic: resembling avant-garde filmmaking with rhythmic and visual 

qualities, stressing mood and tone; editing can stress form, such as 

tinted images, rather than details. 

• Expository: using a logical argumentative frame with emphasis on 

verbal treatment, such as an authoritative voice-over, rather than 

images; a common form of documentary production; since the early 

1960s, interview has increasingly been the key technique employed in 

the construction of this mode.  
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• Observational: unobtrusive filming of the subjects (fly-on-the-wall) in 

which the filmmaker gathers material and then forms an argument or 

perspective; introduced when cameras and audio equipment became 

more portable in the 1960s. 

• Participatory: involves the filmmaker engaging with the subjects, 

taking part in what is happening to provide a sense of ‘being there’.  

• Reflexive: focusing on the process and conventions of filming-making; 

the filmmaker explains to the audience the documentary’s 

construction, such as problems and issues of representing the historical 

world. 

• Performative: focusing on the subjective and affective dimensions of 

the filmmakers’ interaction with the subjects and how the audience 

responds to this, such as emotion (2002, pp. 99-139) . 

Although widely accepted, the modes defined by Nichols are not without criticism 

(Bruzzi 2000, p. 41). However, for this study, it is sufficient to note that these modes 

exist and for the purposes of the DVD component, the ‘expository’ or discussion-led, 

mode has been adopted.  

 

Production values, structure and script considerations 

The abundance and availability of low-cost video equipment, such as compact three-

chip digital cameras and nonlinear (computer-based) editing software, has opened the 

door to ‘one-man-band-style’ non-professional documentary productions. This style 

of production has been termed ‘guerrilla doc’, characterized as using a video camera 

as a ‘tool, a weapon and a witness’ (Boyle, 1992). Boyle notes the ‘guerrilla doc’ 

method is a product of the innovative video ‘porta-pak’ of the 1960s:  
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Turning the limits of their technology into a virtue, underground video makers 

invented a distinctive style unique to the medium. Tripods, with their fixed 

viewpoints, were out; hand-held fluidity was in. Video’s unique ability to 

capitalize on the moment with instant playback and real-time monitoring of 

events also suited the era’s emphasis on ‘process, not product’ (1992, pp. 67-

68). 

However, guerilla docs-style filming, where much of the activity involves hand-held 

cameras and filming in locations without permits or permission, is not appropriate for 

this study due to ethical and research methodology considerations. A more 

appropriate approach for this study has been adapted from the development of 

‘backpack journalism’ or ‘VJ’ (video journalist), in which a journalist operates alone 

with compact video and other recording equipment to produce stories for a variety of 

platforms (Kennedy, 2010). A pioneer of backpack journalism, Bill Gentile, offers 

this definition:  

The craft of one properly trained professional using a hand-held digital camera 

to tell visual stories in a more immediate, more intimate fashion than is 

achievable using a larger team with a camera person, sound person, 

correspondent and producer. We do it all and, most importantly, we make the 

pictures which are the driving force of visual communication... In the field, a 

backpack journalist shoots, acquires sound, produces, reports, interviews. 

Once back from the field, he writes the script and narrates where necessary. 

Depending on the circumstances, he either edits and uploads the piece alone, 

or sits side-by-side with an editor (2009, n.p.). 

The ‘backpack journalism’ approach also fits with Bacon’s (2006) contention, 

discussed earlier, that journalistic practices applied systematically and ethically are 
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valid academic research methods. In this case, it could be aptly termed ‘backpack 

research’ which adopts several of Jetnikoffs pragmatic points in making a ‘micro-

documentary on a shoestring budget’. Her suggestions are aimed at low-end camera 

equipment, basic post-production editing software and limited production resources 

and include the following: 

• Use natural light where possible, sufficient to illuminate the face; 

• Ensure interviews are in a quiet location; 

• Use an external rather than in-camera microphone; 

• Use a tripod, and avoid using the zoom; 

• Frame subjects mid-shot and off to one side of the frame; and 

• Record location and other shots for use as overlay (2008, pp. 62-71). 

 

Structure 

Structure is often overlooked in documentary making.  Rosenthal (2007) contends 

that ‘the story needs a spine rather than rambling along’ and, importantly, the opening 

scene must draw in the audience, define the film and frame where it is going. Once 

interest is achieved, it can be a challenge to maintain. Rosenthal (2007) points to 

common problems of excessively long sequences, no connection between sequences, 

too many similar sequences, too much action, too little reflection and no logical or 

emotional development. In the documentary for this thesis, the opening sequence is 

designed to attract interest by using production techniques of music, rapid transitions 

and graphics. Like the bulk of documentary production, this work is designed for a 

specialized audience and has been constructed in segments in order to focus interest, 

and facilitate logical flow of information. Thus, each section is built around a theme, 
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with interviewees contributing their views on the nominated topic. Key themes in the 

video are: 

• Foundations of trust in the relationship between emergency managers and the 

media 

• Pressure and influences on the relationship  

• Solutions for collaboration 

Although each interview ‘grab’ runs for up to two minutes, it is argued that this is not 

only appropriate, but necessary in a production that is primarily about professionals 

‘sharing information’ with an audience interested in the topic. The DVD is not being 

pitched as news or entertainment, in which audiences may only have a passing 

interest. Overall, the approach was to let the participants tell their story with as little 

interruption or distraction as possible.  

 

Other factors that need to be considered in documentary production include cost and 

time, format, availability of stock footage and feasibility (Rosenthal 2007). On 

reflection, the production value of this video was limited by resources, such as the use 

of a domestic rather than broadcast-quality digital video camera, basic audio 

recording equipment, such as a lapel or camera-mounted microphone, and reliance on 

natural lighting. It is argued, however, that the cost of transporting and using high-end 

equipment could not be justified. The goal here was to produce a DVD with 

acceptable production standards to deliver the views of the participants to journalism 

students in various classroom settings as well as to emergency managers, or indeed, in 

a workshop context that blends working journalists and emergency agency personnel.  
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The lack of time became a more serious limitation on the production. A total of two 

weeks had been allocated for recording interviews in the United Kingdom, however, 

due to international travel restrictions because of the volcanic ash cloud which 

shrouded the UK and most of Europe in April 2010, filming was condensed to five 

days, which did not allow time to get to know the talent or scout filming venues as 

suggested by Rosenthal (2007). It also curtailed opportunities to record sufficient 

overlay vision. It meant that I had to apply the practices of journalism in taking 

advantage of available opportunities by using my existing interviewing and 

filmmaking knowledge to obtain interviews quickly and efficiently. And although the 

data-gathering process was necessarily intensified, careful preparation enabled me to 

explore the same issues in the interviews had I had the luxury of more time. This 

encompasses, in many ways, the journalistic experience. It was my own training as a 

journalist that enabled me to engage in this process with confidence. 

 

Script 

Rosenthal (2007) offers two approaches to a documentary: an investigative essay or 

narrative, suggesting the latter is better to maintain audience interest if the production 

is longer than 30 minutes. He cautions that films driven by topics must tell the story in 

an ‘interesting, riveting and entertaining fashion’ (2007, p. 66) and points to the need 

for a ‘key’ or ‘handle’ to bind elements of the story together and to add a fresh 

approach to an otherwise well-documented subject.  

 

A script is a logical guide to making the documentary (Rosenthal 2007). However, 

some documentaries are ‘built on the editing table’ without a script. A script is useful 

to establish the requirements and resources of the production, such as budget, 
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locations, lighting and crew. The script can be adjusted as production progresses and 

is developed in stages: the idea, the treatment or outline, the shooting script, the 

editing script, and the narration script (Rosenthal 2007, p. 18). A formal interview has 

three basic set-ups: interviewee looks directly at the camera, the interview is captured 

obliquely, that is seen to have a conversations with someone off-camera, and the 

interviewer is seen on camera with the interviewee (Rosenthal 2007, p. 183).  This 

project used the oblique approach, which Rosenthal (2007) contends is ‘less 

authoritarian and more anecdotal, informal and friendly’. Another production 

consideration was whether or not to include the questions. For this project questions 

were not to be included, therefore, as Rosenthal (2007) points out, the answers by the 

interviewees needed to be complete and self-explanatory.  

 

Narration 

Hampe argues that narration, or voiceover, is ‘the things the audience needs to know 

to understand your documentary that is not covered by the documentary itself’ (1997, 

p. 137). He suggests it should be written late in the production process, rather than 

early, because the vision should stand on its own. There is, however, debate over the 

use of narration in a documentary. Kozloff (1984) notes that documentaries produced 

in the 1960-1970s generally did not use a third person ‘voice over’ in favour of 

cinema verite, the French term for ‘truth’ in documentaries. This style of filming has 

no voiceover and adopts a reality-effect approach with textured filming techniques, 

such as grainy out-of-focus shots and poor lighting. The viewer was afforded the 

‘luxury’ of arriving at conclusions without the guidance of narration. Nichols (1998) 

points out that narration fell out of favour due to the ‘Voice of God’ factor – 

anonymous ‘authoritative and often presumptuous’ voice-overs, which dominated the 
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visual aspects of the documentary, raising questions about context and meaning of 

what is being portrayed. Kozloff concludes: 

The moral and political questions concerning voice-over do not revolve around 

its unique essence, but around how filmmakers use it, what they have the 

narrator say, and in what manner. ‘Voice of God’ narration may have been due 

as much to pretentious scripting and casting of sonorous, stentorian narrators 

than to factors inherent in the form itself (1984, p. 51). 

While narration is absent from my short documentary, allowing the participants to 

speak for themselves without an overarching ‘voice of God’ narration, the DVD does 

employ inter-titles to announce its segmentation and the themes addressed in each 

section. This is in accord with Nichols’ observation that in the past decade participant 

interviews have increasingly taken the place of ‘voice-of-authority’ narration.  

The emergence of so many recent documentaries built around strings of 

interviews strikes me as a strategic response to the recognition that neither the 

events can speak for themselves nor can a single voice speak with ultimate 

authority (2005, p. 24). 

Nichols cautions that the approach of relying solely on interviews without narration to 

provide validity means that the audience may not be able to judge the truth or 

otherwise of what the participants are saying. This, he contends, is a danger in an 

interview-only documentary. 

The film says, in effect, ‘interviewees never lie’. Interviewees say, ‘What I am 

telling you is the truth’. We then ask, ‘Is the interviewee telling the truth?’ but 

find no acknowledgement in the film of the possibility, let alone the necessity, 

of entertaining this question as one inescapable of all communication and 

signification (2005, p. 25). 
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Although Nichols may be justified in his argument in relation to topics of debate, I 

contend that the approach taken for the accompanying DVD is information-sharing in 

a specific educational setting. It is exploring the views of a significant range of well-

credentialed and authoritative participants in order to deepen understanding of the 

issues in relation to the relationship between emergency managers and the media. As 

in most journalistic exercises, the range of sources chosen enables a range of opinion 

to be included. Presenting this research topic in a documentary DVD, employing this 

program format, is arguably unique. To my knowledge, nothing similar exists. 

Further, there is no reason to doubt the ‘truthfulness’ of the participants in regard to 

the specialized matters under discussion. Thereby it becomes a matter of trust, the 

topic of this research. 

 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has outlined the structure of the thesis and notes the argument that more 

needs to be done to educate journalism students, journalists and emergency managers 

about reporting disasters and in developing a productive relationship with emergency 

organizations and personnel. Further, the chapter argues why a comparison between 

the Australian and UK media and emergency agency environments is appropriate, and 

offers support for adopting a deliberative selection process for in-depth, elite ‘key 

people’ interviews — the basis for the qualitative research methodology I have 

adopted. The structure, style and form of the accompanying documentary is based on 

its application as a teaching aide and its potential use in workshops for emergency 

managers and journalists. It applies a common form of documentary making, the 

expository mode, based on participant interviews. 
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CHAPTER 2 

TRUST AND SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the concept of trust.  Firstly a definition of trust is offered as the 

basis for examining the relationship between emergency managers and the media.  

Depending on which discipline is applied, definitions of trust vary between scholars. 

This chapter will focus on the social sciences which offer the most compelling 

theoretical models relevant to this study.  Next, I will explore the difference between 

trust and confidence along with the attributes of trust. I plan to adopt the co-

orientation model as a useful theoretical framework to enable investigation of the 

relationship between emergency managers and the media to provide a foundation for 

themes that emerge from interviews in later chapters. Finally, this chapter will explore 

the need for trust in the wider context of social capital. 

 

Trust: a quagmire of definitions 

Central to my research question is the concept of trust. At this juncture, it is useful to 

define trust, and here it becomes a quagmire. Scholars in many disciplines have 

sought to define trust, with little consensus. A study by Rawlins of trust in the public 

relations context best sums up the on-going debate on definitions by suggesting that 

‘trust is something we can all sense, but may have a hard time describing’ (2007, p. 

3). In turn, Koehn’s study of online trust by consumers found that most definitions of 

trust are ‘woefully inadequate’ and many authors disagree ‘as to the type of thing trust 

is’ (2003, p. 2).  Watson’s attempt to define trust across multi-disciplines finds that 

scholars generally agree that trust involves a ‘range of organizational activities and 
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processes such as teamwork, leadership, goal setting, performance appraisal and 

cooperative behaviours’ (2005, p. 4).  In another attempt to identify consensus across 

disciplines, Bellaby’s examination of the concepts of trust takes the view that trust 

imposes moral obligations on all parties in various forms: 

• With respect to authority, as acceptance of the reliability or 

‘trustworthiness’ of a source of information; 

• In economic relations, as ‘credit’ that enables transactions to take 

place; and 

• In more personal relations as the confidence that the other will perform 

in a reciprocal, complimentary or beneficial way (2020, p. 2615). 

 

Beccerra and Gupta state the obvious: that trust makes one person vulnerable to the 

other, which is ‘inherently risky because we know that attitudes vary across people, 

and also because we do not have full information about the other individual’s 

attitudes, behaviour and competence’ (1999, p. 183). Central to my research is a 

perceived lack of understanding between emergency managers and the media, leading 

to a ‘low trust’ environment, where Beccerra and Gupta contend ‘people protect 

themselves by sharing less information and taking more conservative actions ‘ (1999, 

p. 197). In turn, high trust relationships enjoy open communication in which the 

informed are believed. 

 

As identified earlier, a definition of trust depends on the scholar’s discipline. It 

therefore it is not surprising that there is no ‘catch-all’ definition or way of measuring 

trust (Watson 2005). For example, in psychology, Rotter (1967) offers the most 

frequently-used definition which conceptualizes trust ‘as a belief, expectancy, or 
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feeling that is deeply rooted in personality and had its origins in an individual’s early 

psychological development’ (cited in Watson, p. 5). While in an economic and 

organizational context, Sabel defines trust as: 

The mutual confidence that no party to an exchange will exploit another’s 

vulnerabilities. When parties to an exchange trust each other, they share a 

mutual confidence that others will not exploit any adverse selection, moral 

hazard, hold-up, or any other vulnerabilities that might exist in a particular 

exchange (1993, p. 133).  

Watson (2005) provides a useful summary of research outcomes into trust in various 

business disciplines. For example, Zand (1972) found trust led to more trust in 

management. In the same field, ‘a willingness to be vulnerable was based on reasoned 

judgment (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman 1995) while in relationship marketing, each 

party sought mutual gain (Morgan and Hunt 1994). 

 

In the social sciences, where this thesis is primarily located, agreement on a definition 

of trust has moved to ‘centre stage’ because it ‘points to the importance of trust as a 

primary route to co-operation and [therefore I] have tried to clarify its meaning and 

usefulness’ (Earle 2004, p. 169).  Here we find agreement that the foundation of trust 

‘lies in an understanding how individuals form positive expectations of the intentions 

of the other’ and individuals base trust on ‘signs of objectivity and fairness, and 

perhaps also for signs of competence and expertise’ (2004, p. 179). It would seem 

logical to argue that this approach fits well with my study on the relationship between 

emergency managers and the media. 
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Indeed, Earle’s research in the field of risk management found that trust is established 

on shared values – two groups or individuals pursuing the same goal. A key theme 

that emerges from the analysis of interviews for this thesis is that both emergency 

managers and the media have the same goal — serving the public. Within the social 

sciences, Earle (2010, p. 545) more recently draws a distinction between two kinds of 

trust: one based on the relationship between the trusting person and the other 

(relational trust) and one that is based on past behaviour of the other and or 

constraints on future behaviour (calculative trust). Relational trust, which carries 

more weight, is based on intentions, while calculative trust (also termed confidence) 

is based on abilities. Earle goes further to explain the characteristics between trust and 

confidence, while arguing both can lead to co-operation: 

Trust: Function is to reduce complexity through social risk taking; no external 

criterion of accuracy; greater use of heuristic processes, such as value 

similarity and affect; regulatory focus is promotive. 

Confidence: Function is to control future behaviours through knowledge of the 

past or constraints on the future; lesser use of heuristic processes, such as 

familiarity; regulatory focus is preventative (2010, p. 545).            

 

In summary, Earle contends that trust is concerned about relations between people 

while confidence is about the relations between people and objects — the goal of trust 

is solidarity while confidence is about accuracy. Bellaby (2010) uses the example of 

‘trust in the law’ in relation to confidence, while trust is about interpersonal relations 

‘which involves a belief in motivations as well as competence’. Interestingly, Bellaby 

observes that social networks of trust between people ‘are seen as increasingly 

replaced by confidence in abstract systems’ (2010, p. 2615). 
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People experience trust in two ways: a conscious, reflective belief (cognitive model) 

or an unconscious, taken-for-granted feeling (affective model) (Bellaby 2010, p. 

2615). The affective model is more durable, harder to gain and involves ‘trust as 

second-nature’ and its loss ‘involves a more profound sense of betrayal’. Bellaby 

proposes several attributes involved in trust: 

• Benevolence/shared salient values: the trusted party will act in the 

interest of the trustor because it is the right thing to do, and they are 

bound by the same moral framework; 

• Honesty/integrity: the trusted party will act in the interest of the trustor 

because they have said that they will, and they are thus bound by this 

as a moral obligation; and 

• Competence: the trusted party has the skills to act in the interests of the 

trustor (2010, p. 2616). 

 

In the context of trust and journalism – an area undervalued by scholars – Koehn’s 

online consumer trust study offers a relevant categorization of trust into four areas: 

1. Goals-based: two people who think they share a common objective and 

they may not be known to each other; 

2. Calculative: predicts what the trusted party will do by seeking evidence for 

the other’s trustworthiness; 

3. Knowledge-based: when people are familiar to each other and /or interact 

frequently; and 
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4. Respect-based: two parties share a love of virtue, excellence and wisdom 

and are willing to engage in dialogue and on-going conversation to 

understand each other better (Koehn 2003, pp. 3-5). 

 

Of these options, Koehn favors a respect-based approach as the most enduring form 

of trust, but the most difficult to earn. One of the few journalism scholars to delve into 

the topic of trust, Richards (2009) notes Koehn’s notion of respect-based trust is now 

within the reach of journalism due to evolving technology, such as the internet, 

allowing the free flow of discussion and dialogue, particularly across social media 

platforms such as Twitter. For example, Channel Nine journalists covering the 2011 

Christchurch earthquake published their Twitter account details on a screen title. 

Likewise, journalists at The Courier-Mail newspaper in Brisbane published their 

email addresses next to their byline or at the end of the story. Although Koehn’s 

categorisation of trust offers some relevance to the role of trust in journalism — in 

particular, calculative trust — there remains little serious consideration of the topic by 

scholars. Not surprisingly Richards (2009) contends that it ‘is largely sidelined or 

ignored in much of the journalism literature’ (p. 4). Of note, he reminds us that 

journalism’s concept of public trust is enshrined in codes of practice and ethics and 

continues to ‘be one of the major justifications for the practice of journalism and 

underlies much of the contemporary debate about it’ (p. 5). Richards goes on to argue 

that trust within the context of journalism is vexed, citing for example, the different 

types of trust between confidential sources and journalists and between a husband and 

wife.  
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There is some further progress offered by Metha (2007) who contends that media 

become ‘guardians of trust’ in a crisis event. Metha posits that trust is founded on a 

principal-agent relationship in which the two parties have contractual obligations 

based on hierarchy to the benefit of both parties. Metha draws on Shapiro (1987, p. 

626) concluding that ‘principals for whatever reason or state of mind – invest 

resources, authority, or responsibility in another (agent) to act on their behalf for some 

uncertain future return’.  Overseeing this relationship, on behalf of the principals, are 

traditional ‘guardians of trust’, such as governments, regulatory agencies and 

professional bodies with membership accreditation. In a crisis, these traditional 

mediators of trust may be absent, with the void filled by the mass media who become 

the ‘guardians’ by ‘reporting and questioning an agent’s roles and subsequent changes 

to those roles, the mass media act as a guardian of trust to meet the needs of the 

principals’ (2007, p. 163). 

 

Trust within the environment of emergency managers and media, like journalism 

itself, is largely unexplored. Scholars note that trust is important in the flow of 

information between emergency service managers and journalists, thereby benefiting 

the public, but there remains to date little research on how this process works or its 

value to either side of the relationship. If cooperation between emergency managers 

and the media is critical to saving lives and property in a disaster, how then can trust – 

the foundation of relationships – be established and maintained?  

	  

A coorientation approach 

It is useful to apply coorientation theory suggested by Newcomb, McLeod and 

Chaffee (1973) to this study of relationships.  Sison (2009) explains that the approach 
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suggests that people in a relationship must recognize and consider how other people 

may view or perceive an issue.  In other words, behaviour within the relationship is 

based on how each party perceives the other over ‘a topic of mutual concern or 

interest’ (Tench and Yeomans 2006). For this research, the coorientation model is one 

framework which helps to ‘make sense’ of how closely emergency managers and 

journalists ‘coorient’ in relation to their perceived goals in a disaster.  

 

Fig 1:  The Coorientation Model adapted from McLeod and Chaffee (1973) 

 

The model has four key variables, which define how close or distant people in the 

relationship view each other:  

• Congruency – how much each sides believes that the idea or evaluation of the 

other side is similar to theirs (also termed perceived agreement);  

• Accuracy – the degree to which the perceptions or evaluations of side B by 

side A approximate to the real ideas or cognitions of side B. The degree to 

which the approximations of one side match the real attitudes of the other; 



	   36	  

• Agreement – the degree to which two (or more) sides share similar evaluations 

of a particular issue of common interest; and 

• Understanding – the degree of similarity between definitions given by two or 

more parties. In order to quantify the understanding, one needs to calculate the 

difference that conveys the gap between the cognitions of either side. The 

difference, therefore, poses the question: how far apart are the beliefs of the 

two groups? The smaller the difference, the greater the understanding between 

the two sides is and the greater the difference, the lower the level of 

understanding is. In order to measure the agreement, the same principles can 

be used as in measuring the level of understanding (Avery, Lariscy and 

Sweetser 2010, pp. 195-197). 

  

At this juncture, research suggests that there is little ‘coorientation’ between 

emergency managers and the media. For example, emergency managers perceive the 

media in some instances as a combatant (Stanbury 2011), and therefore treated as a 

liability rather than as an asset in emergency operations. In turn, the media regard 

emergency managers as obstacles to gaining information in their role as the public 

watchdog (Berrington and Jemphrey 2003).  

 

Trust and society 

This research has implications beyond the relationship of trust between emergency 

officials and the media. Significantly, trust goes to the heart of democracy within the 

public sphere (Misztal 2001, Lenard 2008, Zmerli & Newton, 2008). Putnam’s 1993 

landmark study in Italy defined social capital by revealing that the efficiency of 

regional governments is not due to budgets or policy, but to the level of trust between 
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strangers and the strength of association amongst its citizens. Misztal effectively sums 

up research into social capital theory by observing (2001, p. 373): ‘A high level of 

social capital, or trust, within a given community is the basis of cooperation and 

contributes to a more efficient functioning of democracy and a more innovative 

economy.’ Halpern defines social capital as ‘social networks and the norms and 

sanctions that govern their character’ (2005, p. 4). Trust emerges from cooperation, 

the product of social networks and shared norms. Halpern contends that reciprocity, 

trust and social capital is based on mutual respect, concluding: 

Social capital matters for our personal well-being, our economies and our 

society because we are deeply social beings. It’s in our flesh and blood. Policy 

and debate that fail to address it are doomed to be shallow and unconvincing. 

Social capital is surely here to stay, both as a concept and everyday reality’ 

(2005, p. 320). 

Lenard (2008) reminds us that trust is central to the functioning of democracy and is 

underpinned by how much citizens must trust their governments and each other. 

Lenard, however, notes a well documented decline in trust within society and 

concludes: ‘Just as distrust is harmful to human relations of all kinds, and just as trust 

is central to positive human relations of all kinds, so is distrust inimical to democracy 

and trust is central to its flourishing’ (2008, p. 312). Trust within a democracy is also 

founded on how people perceive institutions are protecting their safety (Rothstein & 

Stolle 2002).  The authors contend that literature on social capital fails to clearly 

separate representational (political) and implementation (public service) in the 

question of trust, pointing out that the public is far more dependant on the later. Citing 

the police as an example, they reason that those institutions have a longer lifespan 
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than the political sphere, and that their direct contact with the community influences 

‘citizens’ beliefs about how society works’ (2002, p. 12) 

 

When trust in the public sphere breaks down, the result is the imposition of more 

rules, procedures, regulations and other legal constraints (Ruscio, 2008).  Thus it can 

be argued that low trust hampers the flow of official information from emergency 

officials to the media. The result is a fractured relationship that has a negative impact 

on the communities in which both parties to the relationship seek to serve (Satchwell 

2010).   

	  
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
	  
This chapter has identified a significant barrier to the issue at hand: how can 

emergency managers and the media work together in a relationship if trust cannot be 

defined? Despite the ‘quagmire’ of definitions, a number of common points emerge: 

trust is based on shared values of two parties seeking the same goal with one party 

being vulnerable to the other. Another point is the importance of a high level of trust 

creating a situation in which people are prepared to share information. In the context 

of this study, it means communities might be better prepared for a disaster. A low 

trust environment has the opposite effect – information is withheld and action is 

limited. It is then logical that high levels of trust are needed in the relationship 

between emergency managers and the media. The benefits flow to society itself, 

which would enjoy higher levels of social capital, thereby strengthening democracy 

itself. Likewise, low levels of trust undermine democracy, leading to more rules, 

regulations and other constraints upon a free society. Put simply, they become barriers 

to the relationship between emergency managers and the media. 
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CHAPTER 3 

PREPARING COMMUNITIES FOR A DISASTER – A QUESTION OF 

RESILIENCE 

 

In the face of mega disasters an important component of resilience  

is an informed and prepared community. In this sense, resilience involves  

engaging communities by helping them help themselves.  

(Templeman and Bergin 2008) 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the state of disaster preparedness within communities – termed 

resilience – and the role played by the media. If it is crucial, then this in turn 

contributes to the justification for this research into the relationship between 

emergency managers and the media. The discussion explores the approaches taken in 

both the UK and Australia to build community resilience and the issues both share in 

warning and informing the public. The chapter canvasses which media are useful in 

preparing a community and, in a disaster, identifies the relevance and role of 

traditional media in an age of social media. Finally, the discussion will centre on 

human reactions in a disaster and where people source information. 

 

The move toward resilience 

Thousands of years ago humans were largely self-sustaining, supported essentially by 

family and small communities. Humankind faced disasters – famine, floods, fire – and 

survival depended on self-reliance. Today, both in the UK and Australian context, 

communities are being encouraged to become more self-reliant in a disaster. There is 
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no denying that government agencies can lead planning for preventing and preparing 

for a disaster, but when it strikes, there are insufficient resources to save all life and 

property.  The impacted communities – and their citizens – are on their own, at least 

in the initial hours or days. To survive, they need to be resilient and self-sufficient. 

Templeman and Bergin define a resilient community as one ‘having the capacity to 

withstand a disaster and its consequences, return to its pre-disaster state quickly and 

learn from the disaster experience to achieve higher levels of functioning’ (2008, p. 

2).  

 

Community resilience – or citizen response – requires citizens to prepare for and 

respond to a disaster, thereby mitigating the impact. But Helsloot and Ruitenberg 

found that citizens ‘only prepare for the kind of threat they perceive as imminent,’ 

(2004, p. 99). The lack of motivation to prepare for a disaster can be the result of a 

perception that the threat poses a low risk, and therefore devoting resources to 

preparing for it either is not justified, or there is a lack of information on effective 

preparation strategies. Under those circumstances, community ‘resilience’ is reduced 

to a matter of either ‘wait and see’ or ‘it may never happen’.  A 2005 US Department 

of Homeland Security household survey reinforced the reasons why people do not 

take basic preparations for a disaster, such as having ready a battery-operated radio, 

additional food supplies, torches and so on. The study found that the greatest barriers 

were a lack of time, perceived lack of importance and lack of information. Why this is 

happening may be attributed to public relations theorist James Grunig’s situational 

theory of publics that proposes three factors that can influence action (Lattimore et al, 

2009 p. 47): firstly, the extent to which people recognize there is a problem – in this 

case, the potential for a disaster impacting on the community; secondly, how people 
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feel personally and emotionally connected to the problem; and thirdly, how people 

believe they can do something about the problem. Is it within their control or ability 

to resolve the problem?  

 

In the case of communities that have previously experienced a disaster, Helsloot and 

Reuitenburg found they developed ‘disaster subcultures’ in which information is 

exchanged on how to prepare for the next event with the result that ‘the reaction to 

disasters is often swifter and more adequate’ (2004, p. 100). This does not necessarily 

mean the community is prepared for all types of threats and hazards. Preparation 

usually takes the form of getting ready for the next big one – a disaster of the same 

nature, such as a cyclone or earthquake.   

 

In Australia, however, communities have developed an over- reliance on government 

resources in a disaster in the misguided belief that ‘don’t worry, someone else will 

come and get you and fix the damage’ (Templeman and Bergin 2008). The authors 

argue that too many people in the Australian community think that using the 

emergency telephone number 000 will generate instant help. The underlying reason, 

according to the researchers, is that the Australian Government is not publicly 

identifying threats, unlike the UK Risk Register, nor has it moved sufficiently toward 

building self-reliant communities to reduce the impact of a disaster. 

We have yet to see a genuine effort by our national security leaders to engage 

the public to frankly and openly inform them on where we face major threats, 

how best the community should better protect itself and improve risk 

reduction measures. In fact the reverse is true: a range of government reports 

relating to Australia’s ability to respond to large-scale emergencies have been 
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embargoed on the grounds that to share that information with the public would 

only serve to frighten people (Templeman and Bergin 2008, p. 3). 

 

Commissioner of emergency services in the ACT Mark Crosweller  points out that the 

‘meaningful impact’ of the deployment of ambulances, fire units and other assets in a 

catastrophe ‘is at best negligible’: 

Our biggest ‘weapon’ in combating such events is accurate, timely, accessible 

information from a single source of truth. Our biggest ‘current limitation’ is 

our ability to produce accurate, timely, accessible information from a single 

source of truth (Crosweller 2011). 

Templeman and Bergin offer some solutions to their findings of complacency in 

developing community resilience. They urge the Australian Government to establish a 

national strategic forum consisting of emergency managers, security officials and the 

media to meet regularly in an effort to build confidence and trust by developing 

awareness of each others’ responsibilities. For example, a key recommendation is for 

emergency managers to include the media in counter-terrorism exercises.  

The integration of media representatives into exercises will improve the 

preparedness of both journalists and first responders. At the same time 

emergency agencies have to create trusting relationships with the community: 

some still withhold essential information, worrying that the community might 

panic. Providing information as it arrives assists the media with timeliness and 

thereby helps the community to take responsibility for its own behaviour 

(Templeman and Bergin 2008, p. 12).                  

Interestingly, there is movement in this direction on the part of the Federal 

Government. The Council of Australian Governments (COAG 2009) released a 
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‘national disaster resilience statement’ in December 2009 which recommends a 

national, coordinated approach to building community resilience ‘given the increasing 

regularity and severity of natural disasters’ (p. 2). Building on existing Federal 

disaster management plans, the COAG proposal promotes what it describes as a 

‘collective responsibility of all sectors of society’ with the rationale that ‘a united 

strategy is far more effective than individual efforts, be it government or a citizen’. 

This is drawn from the Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission Final Report in 2010, 

which defines ‘shared responsibility’ as increased responsibility for all: 

(The report) recommends that state agencies and municipal councils adopt 

increased or improved protective, emergency management and advisory roles. 

In turn, communities, individuals and households need to take greater 

responsibility for their own safety and to act on advice and other cues given to 

them before and on the day of a bushfire (COAG, 2010, n.p.).  

 

The notion of ‘increased responsibility’ may be difficult given the disjointed nature of 

Australia’s state-based emergency agencies. Keys (2009) reports that emergency 

management overall has become a ‘many-headed beast’ with confusion over 

jurisdiction and roles amongst the myriad of local, state and federal agencies. For 

example, local councils plan emergency responses to floods in Victoria, while the 

State Emergency Service undertakes the same role in New South Wales. In 

Queensland, Keys notes that ‘operational control over local emergencies is exercised 

by elected people’. This is evident in the Queensland Premier’s high profile during 

the 2011 Cyclone Yasi event, discussed in Chapter 6 of this thesis. Keys (2009, n.p.) 

argues: 
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It is common in Queensland for tactical decision-making to be undertaken by 

political figures who may seek to influence the deployment, for example, of 

defence force assistance in contradiction of standing arrangements between 

the Commonwealth and the states. In the process, local emergency services’ 

personnel can be marginalised: a case, perhaps, of managers not being thought 

to have the necessary expertise. Rather politicians, untrained and 

inexperienced in emergency management, direct responses to severe storms 

and makes for many problems in applying educational initiatives. 

 

Nonetheless, the COAG statement calls for effective relationships between 

emergency managers and the media in order to appropriately inform communities and 

therefore help to build resilience. A key factor in creating community resilience is a 

better understanding of the risks and threats that may impact on a local community. 

The COAG statement acknowledges the need to provide this information tempered 

with consideration of ‘(emphasis added) how people might react. Disasters can be 

inherently unpredictable, as can the responses to them’ (2010, p. 8). This seemingly 

innocuous point raises alarm bells over the direction of government policy on 

community resilience, particularly in the UK and, as this study concludes, surfacing in 

Australia. Furedi (2008) argues that resilience has become a catch phrase for labelling 

almost everything in society as vulnerable to terrorism or disaster fed by the 

insecurities of the political elite.  This is creating a society founded on ‘fatalism and 

pessimism’.  

Gone are the days when the people were regarded as a source of strength. In  

the twenty-first century policy-makers do not expect people to respond 

robustly to acts of terrorism. They assume that a terrorist attack is likely to 
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lead to mass panic and the breakdown of social norms and civil behaviour 

(2008, p. 648). 

Therefore, Furedi posits that every part of society is regarded as a ‘sitting duck’, 

vulnerable to all sorts of calamities and generating a ‘mood of helplessness’ (2008, p 

652). In turn, information is limited to protect and nurture a ‘vulnerable community’ 

that cannot help itself in the face of adversity. Furedi (2008, p. 649) concludes: ‘If 

emergency planners anticipate public panic they are likely to opt for vulnerability-led 

policy recommendations.’ The result is not resilience, but dependence, as identified in 

Australia by Templeman and Bergin (2008). 

 

More information, not less 

Based on the seminal work of Quarantelli (1989), McLean and Power’s examination 

of the dynamics of human response to a disaster found that panic, feelings of 

helplessness and shock defeating action are myths (2009, p. 84), often driven by the 

media (Drury and Cocking 2007). For example, there was no evidence of panic in the 

London terrorist bombings (Furdei 2008). In fact people in a disaster make considered 

choices, are pro-social and altruistic and help in initial rescue operations (Quarantelli 

1989). Hendrie’s research for the 2008 Australian reference guide, Emergency 

Warnings: Choosing Your Words, also found that panic was a ‘false assumption’: 

People said they felt sort of anxious and scared and alarmed.  And to some 

extent that was quite normal.  But when you looked at the decisions they took, 

they actually made some rational considered decisions.  So people confuse the 

feeling of being anxious and of being scared, with panicking (Hendrie, 2011). 

She found that more information, rather than less, reduced anxiety levels and 

enhanced self-reliance.  Turning to the need for more information rather than less, 
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research into crowd behaviour in a disaster concludes that the more information 

provided to people facing a threat, the more likely they are to cooperate and respond 

effectively:  

The long-established practice of withholding information from crowds during 

emergencies not only risks delaying people’s safe evacuation, it can also lead to 

a distrust of authorities in the long run. Thus, if it becomes public knowledge 

that information was deliberately withheld, then the authorities may not be 

trusted to provide full, accurate information in any future emergencies (Drury 

and Cocking 2007, p. 31).  

 

In the United Kingdom, community resilience has emerged from the military-based 

civil defence approach following World War Two (Cole, 2010) with the underlying 

premise that disasters should be seen as an enemy (Hesloot and Ruitenberg 2004). 

The civil defence doctrine involves ‘C3’: chaos, command, control. Hesloot and 

Ruitenberg report that disasters were seen as chaotic and required a military-like 

command and control response in order to reduce harm as the ‘regular civil 

institutions are assumed not to be able to cope adequately with emergency situations, 

due to their vulnerability and ineffectiveness of their respective command structures’ 

(2004, p. 104).  The C3 structure was gradually superseded in the 1970s through 

closer cooperation between government agencies and the 1980s’ emergence of 

proactive disaster management strategies over the reactive civil defence command 

and control structure. The UK takes an all-hazards approach, in which community 

resilience is built for any event that ‘can disrupt daily life’ (Furedi, 2008, p. 643), 

such as foot-and-mouth outbreaks, terrorism, flooding and the potential for a 

pandemic. 
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Although community resilience in the UK has a disaster management focus, there 

remain significant issues in relation to warning and informing the public. This is 

relevant to my research because the lack of a national warning system in the UK has 

placed greater reliance on the media to fulfill this function, along with the 

development of appropriate communication technologies. Former head of the Cabinet 

Office Civil Contingencies Secretariat Mike Granatt contends that the UK no longer 

has a ‘warning culture – a collective awareness and readiness to act on public 

warnings – or a warning system of the sort found in wartime’ (2004, p. 356).   

 

In 1995, the UK Government decided to dismantle air raid warning sirens nationally, 

although there were some exceptions at major industrial sites or districts prone to 

regular floods. It should be noted that sirens do have limitations: they do not provide 

specific information on the nature of the emergency or disaster and have limited 

audible range. They are, in effect, a blunt instrument. If sirens were to be used, there 

would need to be a clear understanding of what the signals meant and what the public 

needed to do in the event of a warning (Goudie and King, 1999).  

 

The lack of an equivalent wartime siren system in the UK, however, has led the 

population to become more reliant on ‘friendly faces and things close to their own 

experience’ (Granatt 2004, p. 356). The decision has resulted in the establishment of 

an advisory body to the Government — the National Steering Committee on Warning 

and Informing the Public (NSCWIP) — now chaired by Rosanna Briggs, the Deputy 

County Emergency Planning Officer for the Essex County Council and a participant 

in this research.  
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The NSCWIP has focused attention at Ministerial level (Briggs 2010) on these key 

issues: the lack of a national disaster warning and informing system; poor awareness 

by the public on how to respond to large-scale emergencies; the lack of the ability to 

warn both a static and transient population at all times of the day or night; the need to 

influence developing information and communication technology so that they can be 

more effectively used to warn and inform members of the public; and the absence of 

clear statutory responsibilities for warning the public during many types of 

emergencies (Cabinet Office 2010, n.p.).    

 

A key strengthening of the UK legal environment in relation to disasters and 

emergencies is the Civil Contingencies Act (2004). Significantly, the Act requires 

emergency managers ‘to put in place arrangements and maintain arrangements to 

warn, inform and advise the public in the event of an emergency’ (Cabinet Office). 

This places an obligation on response agencies, including local authorities, to inform 

the public but does not specify how it should be implemented.  

 

Role of the media in building community resilience 

Communication is a critical issue for building community resilience and trust 

(Templeman and Bergin 2008) and the provision of accurate and relevant information 

can be used to substantially reduce potential losses in many threatening situations 

(BOND 1999). Indeed, Wei et al (2010) explain that effective communication helps 

people to take the necessary action to save lives and reduce property damage, reduce 

suffering and helps communities to recover more quickly. It comes as no surprise that 

scholars and researchers for several decades have noted the role of the media as an 
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information provider leading up to, during and following a disaster (Quarantelli 

1989). They can provide pre-disaster education, broadcast warnings, provide 

information to help victims and they can mobilize disaster response (Scanlan et al 

1985). For example, the mass evacuation plan for London, distributed in 2008, 

specifies two primary methods of warning and informing the public during a major 

incident: the mass media and other systems deployed by emergency responders, such 

as public loud speakers and announcements on public transport systems. How the 

media will be coordinated is detailed in the separate London Media Emergency Plan, 

a restricted document not available to this author. However, the public evacuation 

plan states that approval for information to be provided to the media is designated to 

the Gold Media Group, which has specific roles:  

• To ensure during a major incident there is a coordinated strategy for 

handling the media and communication with the public; 

• To provide coordination of media messages between frontline 

responders and Government; and 

• To select people for interview (London Mass Evacuation Plan 2008, p. 

14). 

The UK Government’s guide to the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) specifies that the 

news media (broadcasting, print and text services) are the main means of 

communicating with the public during a crisis or disaster with the objective of 

delivering accurate, clear and timely information so the public feels confident, safe 

and well informed. Given this scenario, it is not surprising that the national Media 

Emergency Forum (MEF) established in 1996, and made up of senior media 

executives, government and emergency services representatives, has been duplicated 

on a regional level throughout the UK. 
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One of the early achievements was the agreement between central government, key 

national broadcasters and the Press Association for a protocol ‘concerning the 

broadcasting of urgent public safety advice and information following a catastrophic 

incident’ (Hudson 2004, p. 4). The rationale for the protocol is that ‘the government 

and media have shared responsibility for ensuring the public are provided with urgent 

advice and regularly updated about what is happening’ (2004, p 7). The MEF is 

upheld as a way of developing a working relationship between the media and 

authorities. Hudson acknowledges there are tensions, but observes: 

The Forum provides a solid framework for developing trust and confidence 

between the media and the authorities through a growing awareness of each 

other’s responsibilities and in identifying ways to improve communications. It 

has shown that real progress can be achieved in this difficult relationship 

(Hudson 2004, p. 1). 

 

The Madrid train bombings in 2004 sparked one of the few joint table-top exercises 

by the forum membership to specifically address questions about how a similar event 

would be handled in the UK. Hosted by the BBC, the exercise tested the existing 

protocols, and as noted in an interview with Carol McCall, National Head of Security 

and Resilience Communications, UK Civil Contingencies Secretariat, the protocols 

have never been enforced. One of the largest civil disaster exercises in the UK — 

Exercise Horizon which involved 3000 people in a chemical, biological, radiological 

and nuclear (CBRN) incident in Birmingham in 2004 — advanced the relationship 

between the media and emergency managers. The local media forum was extensively 

used in both planning and executing the exercise. Liz Cave, chair of the local RMEF 

and Editor, News Gathering, BBC Midlands reported that the exercise ‘did much to 



	   51	  

allay the traditional suspicion and ignorance on both sides that had sometimes existed 

in the past’ (2005, p. 12). The Cabinet Office website featuring information about the 

forums provides only two annual reports – 2004 and 2005. The web page has not been 

updated since 2006.  This does not, however, reflect a lack of activity behind the 

scenes. Cameron (2011) reports that several national and regional MEF meetings have 

been held in subsequent years concerning topics such as the potential of a pandemic 

flu outbreak. He is not surprised that the deliberations are not made public (Cameron 

2011): ‘To be honest I never expected to see minutes from these meetings because 

they tended to be informal meetings where Editors and Government could speak in a 

frank way off the record.’ 

 

Role of  local media 

Stepping aside from the Media Emergency Forums, local newspapers are regarded as 

useful vehicles to motivate communities to become more resilient. Laura Gibb, 

Assistant Director, Community Resilience and Recovery, UK Civil Contingencies 

Secretariat, argues that taking a softer ‘human interest’ approach works better than 

‘shock headlines’. Although an actual disaster event motivates people to become 

more resilient in the future, Gibb argues that community-based or specialist media 

‘reporting success stories to show how easily it can be done’ achieves results in non-

disaster periods ‘without making the (public) think it is going to happen every day of 

the week’. Gibb reminds us that the basic tenet of community resilience is ‘hearts and 

minds’ rather than economic value or benefit and information provided to the media 

should be framed in that way. She continues (Gibb 2010): ‘Emergencies are about 

people, essentially. It’s about how they affect people because otherwise you can just 

have volcanoes going off and it doesn’t matter.’ Thus, media story angles should 



	   52	  

focus on making people ‘think about being prepared’ and similarly offer the 

opportunity for communities to bring attention to local issues through the local media. 

The general principle of community resilience is for the community to act in support 

of ‘blue light’ (emergency) services. The UK is addressing the situation identified in 

Australia by Templemen and Bergin that there is excessive reliance on emergency 

services. Gibb (2010) agrees that communities trust ‘blue light’ services and because 

they feel safe and protected this has led to a lack of disaster preparation: ‘People pay 

taxes and believe that in a crisis help will be at hand.’ As Gibb points out, however, 

there will not be a fire truck, ambulance or police officer on every street corner in a 

disaster: 

We’re trying to say to people: yes, we have a world class emergency services, 

and yes when you’re in need we’ll try and get somebody to you. But there will 

be times when you’re not (at) the top of the priority list, when life is a bit 

difficult for you. Actually there are other people who are in greatest need and 

the emergency services always have to go to those who are in greatest need 

first.  And during that time you need to look after yourself (Gibb 2010).  

The BBC’s Ian Cameron agrees that local media represent an effective vehicle for 

providing information that does not necessarily reflect strong traditional news values. 

For example, he points out that audiences tune into breakfast television for reasons 

other than viewing the top news story of the day. Audiences want access to varied 

information: ‘Will I get wet going to work today? What’s the weather going to be 

like? Do I need an umbrella? Will I get there on time? Are the trains running on time? 

Is the road blocked?’  
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The lesson here, according to Cameron, is the need for a shift in attitude by journalists 

from telling audiences what they ought to know, to better understanding what the 

audiences want to know.  He argues that at the end of the day, the hallmark of ‘good 

local journalism’ is how much the journalist is in touch with their communities.  

I think the smart journalist is awake and alert. When they’re in the 

supermarket queue they’re listening to what the people are talking about, and 

they’re just in tune with what the audience is interested in. Because you need 

to be in touch with that, and I think that’s where it comes in. Therefore, to get 

that information, you’ll make sure that you’ll get the right contacts to provide 

the information that the audience want (Cameron 2010). 

It is the journalist who has a focus on community issues – and survival – that Gibb 

identifies as being the most willing to play a role in building community resilience.  

 

Public turn to the media for information in a disaster  

So far this chapter has explored the role of the media in preparing community 

resilience and the reliance by emergency managers on the media in issuing disaster 

information and warnings. It is useful now to examine, albeit briefly, where people in 

facing a disaster source their information. Despite the rapid emergence of social 

media networks and mediated computer communication, a US survey by the 

University of Virginia found that local television continues as the dominant source of 

information in a crisis, followed by radio (Wei et al 2010). An online survey of 1058 

adults by the American Red Cross in 2010 produced similar results. Social media, 

such as Twitter, was the fourth most popular source of information behind television, 

radio and online news sites. Interestingly, social media was ahead of the National 

Oceanic and Atmosphere Administration (NOAA) weather radio, which broadcasts 
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weather information nationally across more than 1000 transmitters, government 

websites or emergency text message systems (Red Cross 2010). 

 

When disaster looms, those likely to be impacted will seek alternative sources of 

information (Granatt 2004). For example, research for the Metropolitan Police 

Service in London found that people who were away from an emergency scene, but 

who might be in danger, would turn to television and radio for information. Granatt 

(p. 358) concludes: ‘They would then hop channels to compare advice. If it was 

inconsistent, they would follow their instincts and probably self-evacuate.’ This is the 

least safe course of action in airborne hazards and is opposite to the ‘go in, stay in and 

tune in’ message promoted by UK authorities in the event of a chemical or similar 

incident. An investigation into the London bombings of 2005 concludes that members 

of the public seek information within the first hour of a major incident, turning to 

radio, television and the internet (Greater London Authority, 2006). In a Sydney study 

of audience responses to an emergency, in this case following a significant storm, 

residents used radio as their main source of information, followed by friends and 

relatives, and then television:  

Local broadcast media networks, particularly radio networks, are important 

and useful sources of information for communities affected by disasters. Radio 

proved particularly valuable in providing information to communities affected 

by electricity interruptions (Cretikos et al 2008, n.p.).  

This suggests that citizen responses will be varied from community to community — 

and from country to country. It also suggests that a range of available communication 

media — along with word of mouth — influence the responses by audiences to 

emergency situations. 



	   55	  

 

Michele Hendrie, Director of Public Affairs for the Attorney-General’s Department, 

Canberra, and a lead national authority on disaster communication, reinforces the role 

of the media as a disaster approaches. She contends that the community turns to 

trusted media to validate information: 

So you could, for example, deliver a warning over the phone, which would be 

the recorded message warning that might go out to 1000 people.  Immediately 

they actually want to validate it with someone.  And the things they’ll do is 

turn on the media to hear it, call a friend, anything … the research people 

called it a normalcy bias, where some of people don’t want to think it applies 

to them.  “It mustn’t be normal.  This mustn’t be happening”.  And they want 

to validate the fact that it is happening. The media is a critical part of that 

warning system (Hendrie, 2011). 

 

Radio’s emotional support when disaster strikes 

Most research on media and disasters centres on the preparation and recovery phases, 

often describing the media as a useful vehicle in providing information to the 

community. There is, however, another largely unexplored aspect to the role of the 

media in a disaster. In a study of Puerto Rico communities impacted by Hurricane 

Georges in 1998, Marla Perez-Lugo found that radio offered something unique to 

those facing a life-threatening situation – emotional support and galvanizing a feeling 

of community when people felt isolated and frightened during the height of the 

disaster.  

During the impact, the value of the contacts with the media resides not in the 

information obtained, but in the relationship itself. The media-audience 
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relationship is valuable because it works as a source of emotional support and 

in its ability to ‘create community’ during the crisis (2004, p. 223). 

For example, during the onslaught of severe category five Cyclone Yasi in North 

Queensland in February 2011, Townsville radio station 4TO took extraordinary 

measures to stay on air during the event. With the broadcast studio in the path of a 

potential storm surge, staff set up an ad-hoc studio in the home of content director 

Daniel Smith (Garantziotis 2011). Talkback callers were invited to share their 

experiences on air as it happened, while politicians, local authorities and emergency 

managers provided reassurance and information as the cyclone bore down throughout 

the night. Smith summed up the motives for doing so this way: 

It really was a truly unique experience, but it was one that wasn’t about us. It 

was about getting as much information to our listeners as possible during an 

event most of us have never been through before. While it was a pretty surreal 

feeling, it was equally fantastic to be able to draw on our resources and remain 

on-air to help keep people informed and calm (quoted in Garantziotis 2011). 

Among the callers to the radio station from people in the cyclone’s path was a family 

who ‘even phoned through as they all crammed in and bunkered down in a walk-in 

wardrobe to take shelter from the storm’ (Garantziotis, p. 1).  Perez-Lugo (2004) 

argues that during the impact phase of a disaster, audiences seek ‘emotional’ support 

from the media by linking into the community facing the same dangers. When radio 

transmitters failed, the emotional impact hit home with people feeling loneliness and 

hopelessness.  The importance of the audience-producer relationship is evident in 

Australian research into the role of community radio. Local stations often are the only 

media able to provide accurate information to local audiences on emergencies such as 

bushfires, floods and cyclones. They are also playing a significant role in providing 
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their disparate audiences with emotional support which has significant mental health 

implications (Meadows, Forde, Ewart & Foxwell 2007, p. 39; Forde, Foxwell and 

Meadows 2010). 

 

There have been some difficulties with outside information on the media in previous 

Australian cyclone events. Turning the clock back to 2006, category four Cyclone 

Larry crossed the coast near the North Queensland coastal city of Innisfail resulting in 

a damage bill of $1.5 billion (Wall Street Journal 2010). During this event, people 

were frustrated when the media broadcast outdated warnings rather than those 

published on the Bureau of Meteorology website, which led to confusion. Residents 

commented that ‘the ABC had old news’, ‘the messages were conflicting’ and ‘TV, 

radio and www all giving different advice’ (King et al 2006, p. 56).  

 

In the 2009 Black Saturday bushfire disaster, however, radio was the only medium to 

work effectively in communicating with devastated communities. Manager of 

Community Engagement at the Office of the Emergency Services Commissioner, 

Victoria, Anne Leadbeater, survived the Kingslake inferno and led the recovery of the 

local community. In the days following the disaster radio, in particular the ABC, 

proved its worth: 

In terms of actually accessing information, what we had was the radio media 

and face-to-face communication. So if we weren’t working collaboratively 

and in partnership with radio at that stage, then the people who would have 

been affected by that were the people that we needed to get information to 

(Leadbeater 2011).  
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I have argued that community resilience – the ability of a community 

to ‘bounce back’ in the wake of a disaster – is maturing out of necessity because no 

government has the resources to provide assistance to everyone in need. Indeed, those 

stricken by calamity may need to be self-sufficient for several days, or perhaps longer, 

until help arrives. To this end, communities are being urged to prepare for threats, but 

not all are motivated for a number of reasons: the threat is not sufficient to justify the 

time and effort, there is insufficient time and no substantial information. Concern has 

also surfaced over what seems to be an over-reliance in Australia on help coming 

quickly as a result of communities being kept in the dark over the threats they face, 

unlike the UK, which operates a public ‘risk register’. This situation was born from 

the argument that community resilience has a focus on vulnerability, rather than 

strength, of communities, leading to ‘fatalism and pessimism’. Indeed, vulnerable 

people are cushioned with selected information to avoid panic and other negative 

reactions. Research shows, however, the opposite is true. Communities can be 

resilient if provided with more information, rather than less. The chapter has argued 

that media play a significant role in preparing communities for a disaster – and the 

more information provided to the media through a trusting relationship with 

emergency managers, the more resilient communities become.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN EMERGENCY MANAGERS AND MEDIA 

 

It comes back to basics. It comes back to people building up a level of 

knowledge, building up a level of understanding of each other’s needs 

and building up familiarity. Through that comes confidence and 

through confidence comes trust. 

 Carol McCall, National Head of Security and  
Resilience Communications, UK Cabinet, 2010 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the complex relationship between emergency managers and the 

media. It will focus on both sides – the expectations, the issues, the attitudes and the 

potential solutions to collaboration in a disaster so the public might be better informed 

and more lives and property are saved.  

 

Media a tool in a disaster 

Scholars agree that traditional media is a vital tool in emergency management (Cohen 

et al 2006, Keys 1993 Cretokis et al 2008). In a comprehensive Australian study on 

media and bushfires, Cohen et al contend that it is vital that emergency managers 

engage with the media because of their reach in delivering warnings to threatened 

communities. They point out, however, that journalists make a distinction between 

information, such as safety, and news, which involves story-telling ‘rather than let the 

emergency organizations have it their way’ (2006, p. 6). It is at this juncture – 

between safety information and story-telling – that tension builds between the media 

and emergency managers. For example, fire agencies wish to control media access to 
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the fire-ground, while journalists want to get close to the ‘real’ event (2006, p 7). This 

conflict was particularly evident during the reporting of cyclone Yasi in far North 

Queensland where on the one hand, commercial television reporters and celebrities 

were willing (or perhaps encouraged) to take great risk by doing pieces to camera at 

the height of the cyclone whereas ABC journalists were confined in the safe 

evacuation centres and not allowed to leave before other members of the public 

(Media Watch 2011). Despite the employment of media relations officers by fire 

agencies, Cohen et al report that this can be perceived by journalists as making the 

organizations less accessible and therefore suggesting that they ‘cannot be trusted’.  

Not surprisingly, Cohen et al conclude, as do other scholars such as Green et al 

(2004), that emergency managers need to better understand how the media operate 

rather than perceive them as an annoyance or threat.  This point is not lost on the 

Director of Media and Public Affairs for the West Australian Police, Neil Stanbury 

(2011), who has examined internationally the police and media relationship in the 

context of terrorist attacks as a 2006 Churchill Fellow. He contends that trust is 

pivotal in the relationship between emergency responders and the media but argues 

that one barrier is the attitude of emergency agencies:   

Some emergency service organizations need to make that critical shift 

from seeing the media as a customer or, even worse, a combatant. 

Instead they should see them as a partner during both the response and 

recovery phases. 

Disasters, by their very nature, are scenes of chaos, destruction and urgency. This 

turmoil, particularly in the early stages, provides a breeding ground for 

communications and cooperation to break down between emergency managers and 

the media. Green et al (2004) identify both sides ‘taking control of their situations’. 
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For emergency managers, it means containing and resolving the crisis, reducing loss 

of life and damage to property. For the media, it means gathering news stories based 

on routine journalistic practices (Ewart 2002).  Inevitably both sides are on a collision 

course over control (Green et al 2004). 

 

Other sources of tension come into play. One is the limited resources of media 

relations officers who provide a ‘shield’ for emergency managers. Green et al (2004) 

correctly point out that it would be impossible for such people to respond to all media 

calls during a disaster. Put simply, those mediators would be quickly overwhelmed, 

leading to frustration by the media who are directed to access information from those 

sources. Another source of tension is the inexperience of journalists attending a 

disaster scene (Green et al 2004) and those who engage in unethical behaviour 

‘trialled and refined’ in smaller disasters and then introduced into acceptable 

journalistic practices (Ewart 2002).  

 

Yet another source of tension identified by scholars in the emergency management 

field is the ‘blame game’ by journalists. In 1993, the then State Planning Co-ordinator 

for the NSW State Emergency Service, Chas Keys, writing in the Emergency 

Management Australia publication, Macedeon Digest, contends that there is a 

perception by emergency managers that the media are ‘very quick and zealous in 

laying blame for disasters or for the mishandling of them that sometimes occurs’ 

(p13). Keys concludes with an arguably valid observation: 

Nobody enjoys taking the blame, especially when a case can be made that it is 

unfairly apportioned or ill-directed. Media people, of course, sometimes see 
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the definition and sheeting home of responsibility as an inevitable and 

necessary part of the story of an event – a natural final chapter (1993, p. 13). 

It seems little has changed, even from the perspective of the media. A journalist from 

the Australian newspaper contributed this to Cohen et al’s Victorian bushfire study:  

The sort of features I write [about bushfire] would not appear in most 

newspapers. The Australian is a national newspaper; it is a serious newspaper, 

so you are able to go into some sort of depth. Other newspapers are not like 

that. There is, for example, a culture of blame in most newspapers. It is always 

'whose fault is it?' This is something I am not at all comfortable with. The 

problem is that blame is just one of these big news values in Australia (2006, 

p. 12). 

It is also an issue in the UK, where the Head of Security and Resilience 

Communication, UK Cabinet, Carol McCall, sees the consequences of the ‘blame 

game’ eroding trust between emergency responders and the media. This will be 

discussed later in this chapter. Returning to Green et al’s 2004 examination of the 

relationship between emergency managers and the media, it is useful to note many of 

their suggestions, such as joint familiarization courses to improve understanding of 

each other. This was a familiar theme emerging from the interviews for this research. 

However, given the uneasy, and at times unworkable, relationship between 

emergency managers and the media it can be difficult to achieve collaboration either 

in the UK or the Australian setting. 

 

A prime example of long-term barriers to a workable relationship is put forward by 

eminent security research think-tank in the UK, the Royal United Services Institute. 

Its Head of Emergency Management, Jennifer Cole, argues that the ‘relatively 
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unhealthy’ relationship is undermined by emergency managers not trusting the media, 

which is subject to ‘enormous amount of stereotyping’. Although initiatives, such as 

the BBC’s Connecting in a Crisis (see Chapter 5) are building bridges, there remains 

a lack of understanding about how the media operate by the first respondent 

community. Cole (2010) asserts the situation is not helped when the media are 

frequently excluded from participating in UK pre-disaster planning and exercises, 

where information and procedures could be shared and understood by each side. She 

contends there are obvious benefits, such as gaining a clearer understanding of the 

types of questions journalists could ask in a real event, how the story could be 

reported and behavior of journalists ‘at the scene’. She concludes (2010): ‘There are 

an enormous amount of exercises where the media will not be invited to come along, 

either to play the media aspect as part of the exercise or to actually report on the 

exercise as a news item.’ The very fact that journalists ask questions is seen as a 

barrier to participation. Cole (2010) was told on one occasion: ‘You couldn’t possibly 

invite the media along to a CBRN (chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear) 

exercise because they’d be asking questions about do we know if there’s a definite 

threat and making assumptions from that’. She offers a solution of ‘building trust with 

a journalist in advance’, but this approach can backfire when ‘you let the media in 

once, you get somebody irresponsible who confirms all the worst fears of the people 

who said they shouldn’t be allowed in, and that completely shuts the door again’. 

Although UK emergency trade publications, such as the Crisis Response Journal, do 

work closely with responding agencies, expanding this level of cooperation to a local 

newspaper, for example, is ‘still something that is kept at arm’s length’.   
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Alastair Wilson, of the Public Affairs branch, Attorney-General’s Department in 

Canberra, is taking what he describes as a more old-fashioned approach to building a 

relationship with the media. The department oversees Emergency Management 

Australia (EMA), the agency responsible for national coordination of disaster 

response and he regards cooperation as critical to an informed and prepared public 

who have justifiably high information demands leading up to, and during a crisis. He 

asserts that this places an onus on both emergency managers and media to work 

together: 

…we don’t have to love each other but we have to learn to live in the same 

room and eat at the same table because the public out there, through the 

media, is like a dragon — it’s ferociously needing to be fed. If it isn’t, it’s 

going to bite our heads off (Wilson, 2010). 

The first step is agreeing that both sides need to get along. The second step is 

developing a better understanding of each other. Wilson argues that both steps will 

lead to increasing trust in the relationship based on what he terms ‘acting with 

integrity’. He cites an example of emergency service volunteers being admired for 

their dedication and roles, often in the public eye through the media. On the other side 

of the coin, the media must also act with integrity if journalists are to earn the respect, 

and trust, of the emergency services. He observes (Wilson 2010): ‘I do believe that by 

getting close to good dialogue, by sitting down and saying, “What are your problems 

here, what are my problems here?  Let’s talk a way that we can work closer together.’ 

To achieve this, Emergency Management Australia is working towards the first joint 

exercises with emergency management and on-the-ground media representatives, 

such as journalists and camera operators. The aim is to increase an understanding of 

how each sides operates, and as Wilson (2010) concludes: ‘Hopefully, that’ll bring a 



	   65	  

closer bond between the two of them, a closer understanding between the two, 

certainly some of the media are taking the trouble to train their operatives, their 

cameramen, their reporters in what it’s like to be, for example, on a fire ground.’  

 

The approach by Emergency Management Australia resonates with the BBC’s News 

Editor for Nations and Regions, Ian Cameron, who values pre-disaster exercises with 

the media and post-disaster ‘wash-ups’, a form of debriefing where both emergency 

managers and media can talk frankly about issues rather than allow points of 

contention to fester, thereby damaging the relationship and trust on both sides.  

It’s when the emergency responders say to you … one of the things that really 

annoys us is that when we see reporters standing waste deep in water trying to 

look like a hero. Actually that’s dangerous because there could be manhole 

covers that are raised and people could fall down them. Water could be 

affected through the sewerage – can you stop doing that. I think quite rightly 

they expect us to stop doing that. And I think if you do end up doing that you 

destroy that trust (Cameron 2010). 

This precise behaviour was evident during the 2011 Brisbane floods and was the 

target of the ABC’s Media Watch program Good journalism is never risk free (ABC 

2011). 

 

Head of WA Police Public Affairs Neil Stanbury agrees that involving the media in 

exercises and briefings prior to a disaster is worthwhile but cautions that the 

enthusiasm for this to happen is often not shared by the media during ‘peacetime’. He 

points out that the response from the media is ‘relatively poor’ when invited to 

counter-terrorism or emergency management briefings or exercises 
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The news media are very reluctant to be engaged in peacetime briefings, you 

know they’re really not interested in participating in exercises and where they 

do, it’s often one journalist rather than newsroom bosses. The point I’m 

making is, everyone in (academic) papers pontificates about you know how 

valuable that is.  But in practical terms I’m telling you that they don’t really 

want to play in exercises and they don’t care two hoots about it.  They just say 

when the emergency happens we’re going to rock up and cover it (Stanbury 

2011). 

 

Stanbury cites the example of police preparations for the CHOGM (Commonwealth 

Heads of Government Meeting) in Perth in October 2011. Briefings were held with 

news editors about what they can expect on security for CHOGM.  

Running sessions like this is really critical for us in terms of them getting 

some of the subtleties of the problems that we face. This is the thing: the 

media don’t really respond well to being told you should do this in an 

emergency (Stanbury 2011). 

 

The need for trust is a common theme from both sides of the relationship. Principal 

Civil Protection Officer for the Essex County Council, UK — regarded as a leading 

disaster practitioner — Rosanna Briggs, places trust at the epicentre of her 

relationship with the media. Her priority is on building trusting relationships with 

senior editors and editorial managers because they are the decision-makers in terms of 

what is published, although by no means are on-the-ground journalists neglected. She 

does not believe trust is transferable as senior media people come and go from an 

organization:  
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You build up a relationship with new managing editors.  And it takes the time 

to do that, and that trust comes in it.  And so when you’ve built it up, and then 

they change positions, you have to start all over again.  It doesn’t seem to be 

transferrable for some reason. So I think that’s a really important issue - trust 

is not transferable from one person to another (Briggs 2010). 

 From her perspective, a healthy relationship is fostered by recognizing that the media 

‘are out to do their job, I am out to do my job’ and trust is a given ‘until such time as 

it is proven otherwise’, for example, publishing ‘off the record’ information. Stanbury 

(2011) agrees that developing relationships with editorial decision-makers based on 

trust is the priority, rather than identifying individual journalists, who have a high 

turnover rate in newsrooms, either on rounds or by outlet. When he makes a call about 

a counter-terrorism operation in ‘a frank communication with them during an 

emergency, you’re at least going to be listened to in the first instance’.  Stanbury 

believes a good approach to building a relationship is to encourage news organization 

chiefs to think about emergency management, which will require a change in how the 

media ‘think and operate’. 

We know that they won’t do this a great deal, but we all know that from the 

Victorian bushfires as an example, that media outlets do not have their own 

response plans for emergencies. They’re very anarchical chaotic organisations 

that thrive well by the seat of their pants.  So, you’re dealing with a beast that 

operates in quite a different way to an emergency services organisation, which 

works on procedures and plans (2011). 

 
Background briefings, however, can provide a useful tool for maintaining contact 

with the media, especially to maintain trust over time. National Head of Security and 
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Resilience Communications for the UK Cabinet, Carol McCall, supports this strategy, 

concluding: 

Giving them sometimes a little bit of information – ‘we don’t want you to 

broadcast this or cover this at this time but for your information, to help you 

understand what we are doing’ – just that little bit of confidence builds up 

over time. And on a regular basis over time it is about building confidence 

because confidence in reporting something when you say right you do it now 

or not reporting something when you give them some initial information, 

that’s when the trust will develop from that (McCall 2010). 

McCall contends that networks and developing contacts before a disaster is the way 

forward in building a trusting relationship between emergency managers and the 

media. To maintain trust, she is reluctant to criticize the media on a ‘daily, we didn’t 

like that report, kind of way’. 

It’s much more about the importance of getting the public information out that 

will impact on the public’s health, lives, whatever and how we can do that in a 

straight way at the start of something. We have a protocol in place actually for 

getting public information out that we would ask to get certain information out 

in a certain way in a certain time, but frankly we have never needed to use it 

(McCall 2010). 

Briggs reminds us that honesty is a key platform in building trust and echoes the 

thoughts of other interviewees in the need to keep in contact with the media but ‘not 

pestering them too much, but on the other hand not going to them when you want 

something, and leaving it at that’. Stanbury (2011) contends a key question is ‘what 

does trust mean to the media?’ and concludes: 
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Well, trust means that they know that the information will be provided 

in a timely fashion.  They know that the information will be accurate, 

and where information is withheld, they will accept that if the trust is 

there that that’s being done for an appropriate purpose.  

Representing more 400 media outlets, the UK Society of Editors’ Executive Director, 

Bob Satchwell, argues that a key factor in the breakdown of the relationship between 

emergency managers and the media is due to a lack of fundamental understanding that 

‘the media cannot be controlled’. He argues that any attempt to do so is a mistake: 

Any organisation that seeks to control the media finishes up with egg on its 

face. As I say to people, tongue in cheek, don’t try and control the media. I 

have spent the best part of 25 to 30 years as an editor trying to control 

journalists and I can tell you that you cannot control them and I am on their 

side (Satchwell 2010). 

He asserts that the media serve the public and ‘not any one organisation’. It is from 

this position, however, that a ‘win-win’ trusting relationship can be achieved between 

the media and emergency managers, because they also exist to serve the public:  

Fundamentally no media or news organisation can possibly survive unless it 

can get people information that they need to lead their lives. The essential 

factor in any media operation, and this applies to news media and more 

generally, is that you are helping people to lead their lives. You are giving 

them information and you are entertaining them. Simple as that. Until people 

in official positions understand that that we have to serve the public (they) will 

not understand the role of the media (Satchwell 2010). 

National head of the US Fire Administration Kelvin Cochrane (2010) argues, too, that 

relationships with the media must be established prior to a disaster. US Federal 
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agencies have an obligation to interact with the media and ‘it is the sincerity of that 

interaction is the factor which builds trust’. He concludes (2010): ‘Mutual trust, I 

believe, is a goal between the media and Federal agencies responsible for disasters.  

It’s just that our efforts during non-crisis situations will determine the measure of our 

trust during the crisis.’   

 

Cochrane suggests that trust should be seen to be operating at several levels – 

institutionalized trust between government and media generally, and then 

transcending to leaders on both sides. With a healthy institutionalized trust, Cochrane 

suggests a trusting relationship will continue even if the leaders move on. From a 

journalist’s perspective, Channel Seven’s Jessica Adamson believes trust with 

emergency managers is built on mutual respect, honesty and ‘through lots of dealings 

with them’.  

 They see you, they know that you are an honest, trustworthy journalist, you see 

them and think, thank God you’re here because I know you are going to give 

me the facts I need quickly and they will be accurate and it will be efficient. We 

don’t need 15 different briefings, we want one on-camera interview, and maybe 

a holding statement to begin with, and then we want to be able to keep in 

contact with them during the afternoon.  And I’m talking about reporting for 

6:00 pm news, just to say, cheek in quickly, because we are all busy, just 

wondering has anything changed, can you update me, even if you think there 

was no change, can you let me know? (Adamson 2011) 
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Politics of disaster communication 

Little attention has been paid to research on political leaders taking a lead role as the 

official spokesperson during a disaster. To date, research has generally focused on the 

separation between Ministerial and departmental media advisers in the context of 

public relations and the notion of ‘spin doctoring’. Stockwell (2007) proposed the 

idea of a Chinese wall, suggesting that departmental advisers could be drawn into the 

Ministerial and political environment, adding extensive resources to getting the 

political message out. This happened in the 2001 ‘children overboard’ case (Ward 

2003). In the context of a disaster response, Wilson (2010) argues that there are two 

‘separate’ approaches in disaster response: the ‘political’ and the ‘program’ levels. As 

with Stockwell’s Chinese walls analogy, Wilson contends that the lines are becoming 

blurred with increasing control over departmental media teams by Ministerial staffers. 

Now that means that the Ministerial advisors, the media advisors in particular, 

have a good deal of power. The days of an individual department or agency or 

division’s spokesperson talking (to the media) is being a little bit diminished 

and that’s perhaps a sad trend in that the people in the media want an 

operational person to talk (Wilson, 2010). 

The blurred lines of responsibility and accountability are not exclusive to the 

Australian context. In the UK, the Independent Review of Government 

Communications noted: 

The breakdown in the level of public trust in, and credibility of, government 

communications and the disengagement from the political process pose 

questions to politicians and to the media as to how they conduct their 

legitimate, but very different, roles and responsibilities (Phillis 2004, p. 2). 

Phillis concluded that there was a ‘lack of clarity’ on the roles between political and 
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bureaucratic media advisers and this had resulted in a work environment ‘fraught with 

tension’.  

 

McCall (2010) maintains that the overriding priority in a crisis is to get accurate, 

timely and meaningful information to the public in a way that is trusted, believed and 

accepted. 

What we know is that in those circumstances we could put Ministers out 

absolutely from minute one, but actually the public is much more inclined to 

believe someone who has actually got the technical experience. So if you are 

putting up someone who is a scientist or someone who is a medical doctor or 

whatever, someone who’s had experience in that field, they are much more 

likely to be believed (McCall 2010). 

It is not surprising that this operational approach removes the ‘politics out of what 

you are doing’ and, in McCall’s view, creates a more factual report – a ‘much 

straighter story’. She suggests (2010): ‘There will always be the political angle to 

something, but actually that is a much more effective way, much more believed way, 

more trusted way of getting public information out.’ 

 

For example, McCall (2010) cites the case of Russian agent Alexander Litvinenko, 

who was poisoned with a radioactive substance under mysterious circumstances in 

London where he died suddenly in 2006. The initial media briefing was undertaken 

by the Health Protection Agency and the police. Although ministers later commented 

publicly on the case, McCall asserts the strategy was to ‘put those who are in 

operational leads up first because that is about gaining public trust’. However, she 

describes the approach as a ‘double-edged sword’ because public trust can be harmed 
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when ministers do not front the media because of the perception they had something 

to hide (McCall 2010): ‘There is that fine line between putting a Minister up who 

might or might not be trusted or whom the public might have a doubt about what they 

are saying.’ The situation, she argues, must be managed with a balanced approach 

(McCall 2010):  

Generally what we find is that there is a combination of interviews required 

during any incident – you need the technical aspect, you need the people in the 

white coats, you need that sort of experience backed up by the political aspect 

as well.   

Peter Rekers, who heads the Australian organization, Emergency Media and Public 

Affairs, made up of government media advisors, emergency practitioners and 

academics, including this author, argues that a political lead in disaster 

communication potentially sends the wrong message. He cites Cyclone Yasi, which 

impacted on North Queensland in February 2011, as an example of politicizing 

disaster communication when Premier Anna Bligh fronted most media conferences 

from the Emergency Management State headquarters. 

Where we once could rely on frank and fearless advice from independent 

experts, we now see media conferences run by the politician with nameless 

nodders in the background. To move from the Premier to the spokesperson 

sends a very different message, and even her staff would have to accept she’s 

had a few credibility issues lately, so you’re potentially not reaching those 

audiences who question that credibility (O’Conner 2011).   

Trent Dalton, writing a behind-the-scenes feature for The Courier-Mail’s Q Weekend 

magazine, observing Bligh in the ‘war room’, noted ‘news teams prepare for no fewer 

than 14 live crosses she will make to television programs and broadcasters, in 
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additional to her hourly televised updates. Someone’s got an election coming up, 

whispers a cameraman’. Three weeks after the cyclone Bligh’s popularity in a Sunday 

Mail/Galaxy poll had risen to 60 percent from 25 percent in November 2010, with 

journalist Patrick Lion (2011) noting her ‘impressive leadership during the State’s 

toughest hour has convinced many Queenslanders to give Bligh another chance’. 

 

However, criticism of the Queensland Premier’s media approach during Cyclone Yasi 

is not shared by all emergency communication leaders. Director of WA Police Public 

Affairs Neil Stanbury argues that ‘on the whole she was an excellent spokesperson 

and acquitted herself very well’. He continues (2011): 

Probably she was a little bit too much in the operational space and I think 

that’s a valid criticism, but you know in the midst of a crisis you go with 

what’s working for you and sometimes it’s dependent on the personalities who 

are in the game. 

 

When disaster strikes: information, then journalism 

To provide context for this section of the chapter, it is useful to delve into examples of 

the interaction between the media and emergency managers to provide an 

understanding of how the relationship is under pressure. In 2002, a sniper terrorized 

Washington DC and Virginia, killing 10 people and sparking one of the largest law 

enforcement operations in the United States (Wexler et al 2004). An event of this 

magnitude also prompted significant media coverage, as Wexler (2004, p. 89) 

explains.  

The recent growth in 24-hour cable news programs and talk shows increased 

the number of on-scene reporters and led to a non-stop parade of self-
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proclaimed experts, “talking heads” and other studio guests willing to discuss 

the case. These around-the-clock shows blur the traditional time frames 

associated with the news cycle, and foster an atmosphere of intense 

competition for “breaking news.” The competition among networks and 

newspapers caused many reporters to pursue stories as they unfolded, relying 

on technology and leaks to gain an edge. This competition can even cause 

some reporters to embellish or fabricate stories. 

This pressure forced some journalists to go to extreme measures, such as ‘listening 

through walls and ceilings, using cameras to look through command post windows on 

a third floor, and paying citizens for access to private property for better camera 

angles into crime scenes’ (Wexler et al 2004, p. 89). One of the key issues faced by 

authorities was the different treatment of the attacks by local and national media, with 

noting that national media with no local ties ‘sometimes prompted them to 

compromise the investigation to get a story’ (Wexler et al 2004, p. 89). In return, 

authorities made more effort on granting interviews to local media. Journalists can 

‘creatively cover’ a crisis or disaster without leaving their offices, as noted by 

McLellan in her research on the impact of news reporting on the survivors of the Port 

Arthur, Tasmania, shootings in 1996. She concludes (1999, p. 62): 

There were powerful, evocative headlines, often penned by media personnel 

who never left the relative comfort of their offices in Hobart, Melbourne, 

Sydney or elsewhere. Snappy captions accompanied graphic photographs of 

the dead and injured, while snazzy line drawings “recreated” the scene for 

those who were not there. 

Researchers continue to catalogue cases of unethical behaviour by journalists at the 

scene of a disaster (see for example, Ewart 2002; Green et al 2004). Muller and 
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Gawenda (2010) provide a recent account in their examination of the Black Saturday 

bushfires in Victoria, where they report on journalists attempting to get to the scene of 

the fires through various ethically questionable means: 

• Attempting to gain access by pretending to be firefighters; 

• Concealing the fact they were journalists; and 

• Asking survivors to drive them into the scene. 

The BBC’s Ian Cameron acknowledges that any degree of unethical behaviour 

undermines trust and argues that journalists do not need to break the rules when 

reporting on a disaster.  

One of the things I say to my journalists is think of this as your son or your 

daughter … a relative of yours. Treat them the way that you’d want to be 

treated. I think good journalists can get great stories without breaking the 

rules.  I think if you’ve got to break the rules what you’re doing is, really, 

you’re admitting defeat. The bosses probably won’t like me saying this, but I 

think it’s down to the editor to lead the team really well, and the editor to 

come up with some of the best angles (Cameron, 2010). 

Likewise, Cameron sees two journalistic approaches to covering a disaster – the first 

is providing life-saving information and the second is applying newsgathering 

principles. Although he believes that journalists should always ask the ‘hard 

questions’ as ‘the role of the media is to call people to account’ there remains an 

overriding priority:  

In the first stages of an emergency the first thing, the paramount thing, is the 

protection of life.  So you want to get out fast, accurate information, and I 

think you’ve got to get that across to the emergency responders. You need this 

information quickly, because these days if you don’t get the information fast 
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somebody else is going to be doing it on Twitter or one of the other social 

networking sites and often it can be wrong. I am a father of four and at the end 

of the day I always say to myself if my family was caught up in this what 

information do they need to be safe (Cameron 2010). 

The ‘hard journalism’ as he describes it, comes later, particularly if it was discovered 

that emergency managers had withheld information that had potentially placed his 

children at risk. And he concludes (2010): ‘The facts always come out. It doesn’t 

matter when or how they come out, they will come out. Somebody will leak those bits 

of information and that’s when the manhunt will start.’ In turn, Briggs asserts that the 

relationship between emergency managers and the media can be unnecessarily 

strained when journalists ask questions ‘we cannot possibly answer’, such as the 

names of deceased before the next-of-kin have been notified. 

They really have to be sensible about how they ask those questions given those 

circumstances.  It’s really very much about the human aspects of a disaster.  

And if they start to think about the human aspects, the implications of what they 

do, I think that relationship shouldn’t be stretched, it should actually be 

enhanced (Briggs 2010). 

There are, of course, basic news-gathering questions asked by journalists at a disaster 

— who, what, when, why and how — which should come as no surprise to 

emergency managers. But in reality, they do. Briggs (2010) points out that responding 

agencies should be prepared for such ‘stock questions’ and if not, they do not 

understand the basic information needs of the media. Cameron (2010) defines news as 

what’s new and what’s interesting and that it must meet what he describes as the ABC 

rule: accuracy, brevity and clarity. The basics taught in journalism courses still apply. 

To meet Cameron’s news criteria — and the information needs of the public facing a 
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disaster — Cochrane (2010) offers a message formula in the unfolding stages of a 

disaster:  

• Explain the scope of the situation 

• Explain what the Government knows about the incident 

• Explain what the Government is doing about it 

• Explain what is not known 

• Explain what people need to do 

 

The UK authorities utilize a three-pronged public warning message in the event of an 

air-borne (chemical or biological) threat: go in, stay in and tune in.  

In a major emergency, if you are not involved in the incident, but are close by 

or believe you may be in danger, the best advice is to go inside a safe building, 

stay inside until you are advised to do otherwise, and tune in to local radio or 

TV for information (Directgov 2011).  

It is part of the legal requirements of Category One responders (blue light emergency 

services) to maintain public warning arrangements as set out under the UK Civil 

Contingencies Act. Noting the reliance on traditional media to warn the public, 

Briggs, who is part of the UK National Warning and Informing Committee, argues 

that the media would seek much more comprehensive information when the ‘go in, 

stay in and tune in’ message is broadcast. She contends emergency managers must be 

prepared for three further questions: Why are they going in? Why are they tuning in? 

Why do they have to stay there?   

The media have to be fed.  So you can’t just use the words, go in, stay in and 

tune in. You have to have a whole raft of information behind that.  So it’s not 

about saying the words, it’s actually saying and doing it.  And that’s my 
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message.  It’s not having just a shop front. You’ve got to have a stock room as 

well (Briggs 2010). 

Despite both the US and UK having public messaging formula ready to go, McCall 

argues that there is little that can be done to mitigate confusion in the early stages of a 

major incident. 

There is always a degree of confusion until you get the appropriate reporting 

lines in place. You will get partial information, you’ll get people giving 

information that have never had to do that before because they have been 

placed in a particular situation. You will have people reporting immediate 

views which might not be backed up in the longer term – there will always be 

a degree of confusion and while it is important that we get information out 

quickly it is also really important that we don’t get information out too quickly 

because too quickly and it could be wrong (McCall 2010).  

Cameron puts forward the view that trust and cooperation between the media and 

emergency managers would help overcome confusion in the early stages. For 

example, he cites the cooperation between BBC Radio Lincolnshire and the local 

Chief Constable during a major flood threat. The Chief Constable invited the BBC to 

sit in high-level briefings in ‘silver and gold control’. In turn, the BBC decided to 

dispatch a seasoned, experienced journalist ‘who had been around the block a few 

times’. The result, Cameron points out, was fast and accurate flow of information to 

the public. In particular, the BBC was able to advise elderly people in the area that 

sirens would be used to warn of impending flooding. A serious concern of the 

emergency authorities was that the sirens had not been used since World War Two, 

and for many elderly residents, this could be very frightening. 
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So all they did was make sure they announced it on radio saying because of 

the danger of flooding they are going to be sounding the sirens and it was just 

that warning it took the edge off it rather than just suddenly the siren coming 

out of the blue (Cameron, 2010). 

To some the siren issue may not be high on the priority list, but Cameron points out 

that a frightened elderly population would unnecessarily add to the difficulties of 

responding to the flood by emergency agencies. Again, in 2007, the BBC and police 

worked effectively together during floods in Gloucestershire. Both organisations had 

been involved in joint exercises and rehearsals, which, according to Cameron, 

removed operational guesswork from the cooperation equation. Central to the ability 

to build this trusting relationship is personal contact, a critical factor, as Cameron 

points out: 

For me, it means during a crisis and someone is really busy I have the ability 

to ring them up and say, look I just need a steer on this, can you tell me is this 

right or is this wrong. I just need that steer. And that is so important. It saves 

you going off down the wrong alleyway. And if one of our competitors is 

giving out false information that’s a pain for us as well because we have to 

check that out to find if it is a blind alley, just the same way as the police and 

fire could be led down a blind alley as well (Cameron 2010). 

The best approach in the early stages of the crisis is for emergency managers to 

understand the basic tenets of journalism — accuracy, brevity and clarity, and 

providing information in a timely manner — something he agrees is difficult given 

the unreliable information that flows from the disaster scene. ‘I think it comes down 

to you wanting to get accurate information. You want it concise and you want it clear 

and I think you will get that if you have contacts that you trust’ (Cameron 2010).   
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Although McCall agrees that getting accurate information out early is a priority, there 

are other factors that come into play. The media may provide ‘situational awareness’ 

at the start of the disaster, such as immediate televised pictures or material sourced 

from social media (discussed later in this chapter), but that is only ‘part of the 

picture’.  

We may be privy to information that we can’t release at that time or that we 

knew from intelligence or from other sources. One of the things we never, or 

should, never get involved in doing is pre-empting what is those initial views 

because until we have a fuller picture of the information it is very difficult for 

us to comment in a detailed way (McCall, 2010). 

Another factor at risk with inaccurate information is trust. For this reason, UK 

authorities are reluctant to make detailed comment until facts are established. McCall 

raises the point that television networks can correct inaccurate information they 

broadcast from unofficial sources by updating information as the situation unfolds. 

The same ‘luxury’ is not afforded to the Government, as McCall concludes: 

We haven’t the luxury of getting information wrong in that way so we have to 

make sure that our information is as accurate as possible because actually that 

is where the trust issue comes in. It’s about the accuracy of your information, 

the fullness of your information and if we were to go up and say ‘what I said 

two hours ago is completely incorrect now’ you would think what does he 

know so actually it is about the trust and it is about the accuracy that builds the 

trust (McCall 2010).  
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The amount of ‘official information’ within the first minutes of a crisis or disaster 

may be limited to acknowledging there is a situation, that a response is underway, and 

information will be released when it comes to hand. McCall argues that:  

Actually that does not tell you very much other than we are responding, we are 

making the resources available to the emergency services, but what we 

wouldn’t do is respond on the detail because actually we may not have a full 

picture. (However) I think we have always worked on the premise that if there 

is something that we know that the public could do something about, or it 

would benefit the public to know something about it, we would tell them. We 

have always worked on that premise and that is very much you know we have 

gone to the extent of doing things like publishing threat levels to say if there is 

something we think the public can do, they can make a difference, they can 

mitigate their circumstance, whatever, we will tell them (McCall 2010). 

 

That said, Cameron contends that some emergency managers are reluctant to front the 

media and admit that they ‘haven’t got a clue, don’t know, because it’ll make them 

look as if they’re out of control’. He points out that they could adopt the three ‘P’ 

principle of reassurance: Pity, Praise and Pledge. Cameron explains the strategy this 

way: 

So, even though they don’t know much, they’ll go on first of all and say, 

“Well, we’re really sorry to hear about the number of people that have been 

hurt or killed in this incident and our thoughts, our first thoughts, are with the 

family and friends of those loved ones.  We’d also like to praise the 

emergency services working under really difficult circumstances, and we 
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pledge that no stone will be left unturned.  We’ll track down the perpetrators 

of this terrorism wherever they may be” (Cameron 2010). 

The three ‘P’ principle, however, will not satisfy the information needs of journalists. 

Cameron explains that journalists will seek ‘proof points’ — evidence behind the 

words — which should be managed honestly if emergency managers are prepared for 

the question.  

I think if you’re honest with people and say, “At this moment we don’t 

particularly know but we’re trying to find out, and these are the measures that 

we’re doing,” people will go with that.  They know you’re only human, and I 

think the more information you can give them, and the more you involve them 

in the process, the more they’ll believe you and the more they’ll trust you.  

Trust is the key thing for this (Cameron 2010). 

 

Feeding live coverage 

As a former television journalist, Stanbury points out that journalists covering 

emergencies or disasters live often do not consider the implications of their coverage. 

For example, he cites a siege situation, where ‘you rock up and it doesn’t even occur 

to you that the offender or the terrorists might actually be listening to the radio or 

monitoring Twitter or online watching news sites’.  Stanbury believes it is at these 

crisis situations that a relationship with the news editor is critical. 

I think in a hot situation, you’re not going to be on the phone to the journalist 

saying ‘don’t do your live cross.’  You’ll be talking to the newsroom bosses 

saying this is the problem that we’re facing. We’re not saying ‘don’t cover 

this’, we’re just saying ‘be aware of these potential issues.’  And the media are 
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actually, in my experience, very positive at responding to that kind of 

feedback (2011). 

Stanbury argues that, if necessary, a senior police officer, such as the Commissioner 

or a Deputy would make the call ‘because they’ve got ultimately more clout and more 

influence than I have’. Another tactic he has found successful is the use of written 

briefings to the media as backgrounders rather than for publication. Essentially, the 

notes fill in the knowledge and understanding gap that would otherwise occur at an 

exercise or briefing. 

So, for example, if a terrorism event were to occur, we would provide 

information to newsrooms that alerts them to the sorts of issues that we 

confront and how the media can assist us in managing that incident, at a 

tactical and operational level (Stanbury 2011).   

In broad terms, the briefing notes point out the implications, for example, of filming 

and identifying tactical police in terms of ‘this could cause the death or injury of 

people’ rather than ‘don’t do it’.  Secondly, Stanbury asserts that it is important for 

the media to understand the objective of the terrorists and ‘that includes using the 

media to cause terror. Because it’s so obvious, but overlooked, in the media’s 

enthusiasm to cover the story.  The fact that they are being used for the offenders’ 

own goals’. Stanbury reminds us that police and emergency agencies cannot control 

the extent of coverage, ‘but can certainly influence the messages’. For example, 

police would ‘push out’ the message that a terrorist incident was a criminal act. 

 

Seemingly endless live coverage of a disaster can have ramifications for the media. 

Stanbury observes that toward the end of the response phase – days or sometimes 

weeks into the disaster – the public can become hostile with the media ‘because they 
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have had a gutful of the coverage’. He concludes (2011) that when that point is 

reached, the ‘media actually need the authorities’. 

It gets to a stage where the community gets browned off with the media and 

hostile … that they’re still there, that they’re making money out of other 

people’s misery.  And where the media face difficulties with communities like 

that, they often, in my experience, tend to look to the authorities for more 

stories, to sort of fill that vacuum. Now once they’ve mobilised their 

newsgathering forces, the machines, the monster’s got to be fed.  Now that in 

one sense, that creates a very symbiotic relationship between the media and 

emergency services and the support agencies.  So I mean blokes like me, we 

can exploit that by influencing what the message sets are. 

That influence is exerted when the media are looking for story ideas ‘and suddenly 

you have got this opportunity where you can say to the news guys, look this is where 

we’re going to take this story now, well from our point of view, this is what’s helpful 

and from your point of view, what are the story opportunities’ (Stanbury 2011). 

 

Social Media Pressure on the Relationship 

The ability of social media networks to instantly distribute prolific real-time 

information worldwide, sourced from the public, is placing significant pressure on the 

relationship between emergency managers and the media. Gowing (2009) argues that 

institutions are unable to keep up with the ‘tyranny of the timeline’, while traditional 

media is losing the battle to dominate it.  

Far too often the institutionalised systems and mindsets are neither prepared 

nor in place to match the flow of eye witness accounts and video that now 

proliferates almost instantly from the ‘information doers’. This relative 
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passivity is compounded by the latent but inappropriate fear of entering the 

space due to the inherent risks of being wrong or too hasty about the nature of 

the crisis (2009, p2). 

Gowing points to the traditional 24-hour news cycle being reduced to seconds and the 

public ‘now often know much of what is taking place before those in power have a 

first grip on developments, let alone time to pre-empt and mediate the message in an 

authoritative way’ (2009, p10). Stanbury is acutely aware of the impact of social 

media on police operations, which has ‘pressured authorities to move faster when they 

can’t (2008). Likewise McCall (2010) appreciates the pressure on emergency 

managers to provide information due to the flood of material generated on social 

media, but cautions against acting in haste.  

You don’t get a 20 quid phone that doesn’t have a camera on it. The images 

will be out there; they will be circulating. There will be people with 

information going out on Twitter very quickly. What we have got to be able to 

do is be able to use those routes too, but also to be able to just take that little 

step back and say that’s all creating a picture, but it is still about us giving out 

accurate, trustworthy information that makes a difference to the public 

(McCall 2010).  

The BBC, like other broadcasters, is flooded with social media generated material 

while others visit the BBC website for information. For example, Cameron points to 

the Boscastle, Cornwall, flash floods in 2004, when the BBC’s Radio Cornwall 

received 70,000 hits on its website from people seeking information. Six months later, 

in January 2005, flooding in Carlisle, Cumbria, sparked three million hits in three 

weeks.  In Buncefield, Hertfordshire, an explosion at an oil storage depot in 2005 

generated 6000 emails, texts and pictures transmitted across social media platforms to 
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the BBC in six hours (Cameron, 2010). Within 12 hours, the number had doubled and 

within 72 hours tripled. During July 2007, when floods swept through 

Gloucestershire, the local BBC radio station recorded 7.9 million website hits in two 

weeks. In January 2009 snow in southern England generated 5.3 million hits 

nationally on the BBC website in one day, compared to 4.8 million for US President 

Barack Obama’s election the previous November.  

 

Cameron sees the social media-generated flood of information as posing two 

problems. The first is that emergency managers are unable to keep up with confirming 

information, despite journalists having the ‘evidence’ before them in large numbers. 

People tell us there is an incident. That’s why we want the emergency services 

to respond very quickly: “can you please tell us, can you please tell us,” 

because if we don’t respond all the conspiracy theorists come out of the 

woodwork and start saying ‘we’re not being told therefore it is much, much 

worse than that,’ and actually we are saying it (Cameron, 2010). 

The rapid flow of accurate official information to ‘trusted’ traditional media, such as 

the BBC, can counter inaccurate or incorrect information on rapid social networking 

sites such as Facebook and Twitter.  

We go into their homes every night on the TV or people have us on in their 

bathrooms through the radio and I think that they will come to us because we 

have been accurate in the past so therefore they expect us to be accurate in the 

future (Cameron, 2010) 

McCall believes that social and traditional media will continue to complement each 

other, but there will always be a section of the population who do not access social 

media and will continue to rely on traditional media as a source of factual and 
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trustworthy information in a disaster. For that reason, UK emergency planners will 

continue to build communication strategies based on using both traditional and social 

media.  

 

A key platform is BBC’s Connecting in a Crisis (see Chapter 5) which provides a link 

between the BBC and emergency managers for simultaneously checking information 

flooding in on social network sites. Cameron (2010) observes: 

Any news editor worth their salt never checks things out in a linear fashion. 

You don’t ring the police and put the phone down and then ring the ambulance 

and put the phone down. If I am in a busy news room then I would be saying 

you call the hospital, you call the police, you call ambulance, you call fire, you 

call the emergency planning officer, you know you put about 20 calls out all at 

once. 

It comes as a surprise to senior police, during exercises under Connecting in a Crisis, 

that this is the typical technique of information gathering in the newsroom, 

particularly in the initial stages of a crisis when information is unreliable and the 

scope of the disaster unknown. Cameron compares the newsroom approach to 

gathering pieces of a jigsaw puzzle at high speed – putting together small snippets of 

information to build a picture of what is happening.  

 

He argues that the issue of rapid social media coverage of a disaster, which is often 

inaccurate, can be countered by emergency managers providing ‘fast and accurate’ 

information to trusted traditional media such as the BBC. This provides the public 

with the opportunity to ‘double check’ the information on social media sites, such as 

Twitter, with media sources they trust to be accurate and reliable. In other words, read 
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it on Twitter, verify it on BBC radio or television. From Cameron’s viewpoint of 

traditional newsrooms, this requires journalists to have the contacts so that social 

media claims can be checked quickly.   

If you’ve got contacts you can ring up and say, ‘give me a steer, what’s the 

position?  We’re hearing this,’ and they may not be able to give you the full 

picture, but they’ll be able to give you enough that gives you a clear idea 

whether the story’s accurate or not (Cameron, 2010). 

Victorian State Emergency Service media manager Lachlan Quick (2011) contends 

that confirming social media reports places pressure on the relationship with 

traditional media.  

It creates further tension between an emergency service and a traditional 

media outlet when they say: “Well I have heard there is a man trapped in a 

pipe and you guys aren’t telling me anything,” or I’ve heard, “That there are 

flood waters rising here and you guys aren’t telling me anything.”  Whereas 

what we are trying to do is gather as much information from as many sources 

as we possibly can, get that into something that's digestible.  

UK head of resilience communication Carol McCall questions the motives of some 

people contributing to social media platforms when they put themselves and others in 

potential danger and cites the 2005 Buncefield oil depot explosion, the UK’s largest 

industrial disaster since World War Two, as an example: 

We had some shots taken by mobile phones there and you could hear a young 

child saying ‘daddy’ you know, speaking to his daddy in the background … 

that parent was putting his child at risk and that bit, the putting themselves at 

risk to get the bit of mobile phone coverage makes me feel uncomfortable 

(McCall 2010). 
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In turn, McCall agrees that emergency managers need to be ‘more fleet of foot’ when 

dealing with the rapid flow of social media information ‘that will always be a 

challenge but it is a challenge in that we can’t say “well we really don’t like that we 

don’t think you should do it anymore” – it’s a reality it does happen, that’s the way it 

is going to be’.  Quick (2011) contends part of the pressure is driven by community 

expectations:  

More people actually expect to get it on a handheld device and tailor it 

specifically for where they are, which is increasingly difficult to get that data, 

transform it into something that’s actually digestible for people and to actually 

issue that out to the public.  

Although ‘a fan’ of social media, Black Saturday survivor Anne Leadbeater believes 

that in a disaster situation ‘going back to basics (radio)’ is the most reliable way of 

getting messages out. 

 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 

What emerges from this chapter is that trust is pivotal in the emergency services-

media relationship, one which is potentially fraught with tension as both sides grapple 

with a disaster from opposing perspectives: emergency managers wanting control and 

the media wanting stories.  

 

The chapter identifies areas of contention — inexperienced journalists acting 

unethically, media reportage trying to identify sources of blame, and suspicion on 

what motivates the media — that form barriers to collaboration with emergency 

managers. As this research explores both UK and Australian perspectives, it offers a 
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unique finding: both countries are experiencing the same relationship problems 

between emergency managers and the media. 

 

Amongst the solutions put forward are for the media to participate in emergency 

exercises and briefings to gain a better understanding of the relationship. For many 

scholars and practitioners this seems a noble, common-sense and practical solution to 

the problem. However, getting everyone to agree on taking a seat, let alone agreeing 

on a common approach, is a different matter. It could be argued that an underlying 

symptom of the fracture, rather than dislocation, of the relationship between media 

and emergency managers situation is best summed up by Stanbury’s telling point: 

academic papers pontificate about the media participating in exercises. In practical 

terms they don’t care two hoots. 
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CHAPTER 5   
 
BBC CONNECTING IN A CRISIS 
 
 

It is all about having the right contact numbers, making the  
connections and I think beyond that, it is about building trust. 

 You can only do that if you get to know someone. 
 

Ian Cameron, Newsgathering Editor,  
BBC Nations and Regions 

 
 
 

Disaster and emergency management literature backs the importance of partnerships 

between emergency managers and the media (Santos 2005, Bergin and Khosa, 2007, 

Fitzpatrick 2007). Two unique examples of building those links come from public 

service broadcasters, the BBC with its Connecting in a Crisis initiative in the UK and 

the ABC’s Your Official Emergency Broadcaster in Australia. Although both have 

taken remarkably different paths to providing their services, they share the same goal: 

to provide accurate, trusted and timely information to the public leading up to, during 

and following a crisis or disaster in order to save life and property. This is achieved 

through building trusting relationships with emergency managers. This chapter firstly 

maps the public service role of the BBC, importantly because this is seen as the 

foundation of its emergency broadcasting activities, and goes on to examine how this 

role fits with its 89 year history of editorial independence, the foundation of the 

world’s largest broadcaster.  

 

The BBC – trust, independence and editorial control 

The independence of the BBC permeates its relationship with emergency managers 

across the UK. Nothing is broadcast in a crisis or disaster without scrutiny by editors, 

no matter how critical the information is to saving life and property. Although there 
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are examples of close cooperation fostered by the Connecting in a Crisis initiative, 

such as broadcasting flood warnings or the pre-emptive Cleveland protocol, the BBC 

strictly enforces editorial control so audience trust in its brand is not put at risk. There 

are no written contracts or legal agreements between the BBC and emergency 

managers. Everything is based on trust, networks and cooperation. No information 

from emergency authorities is taken on face value. There is always double-checking 

by newsrooms running information to ground from various sources. This could be 

interpreted as a symptom of not trusting official information. It is argued, however, 

that this journalistic approach builds trust in the accuracy of information and 

reinforces the highly protected independence of the BBC.  

 

From its fledgling radio broadcasts from London, Birmingham and Manchester in 

1922, the BBC has developed in the past 89 years to become the world’s largest, and 

arguably one of the most trusted, broadcasting organizations. Essentially funded by a 

Government-regulated license fee on television sets, the BBC domestically broadcasts 

across eight national TV channels, including regional programming, 10 national radio 

stations, 40 local radio stations and online. Around 2000 journalists produce 44,000 

hours of news a year (Lee-Wright 2008), which is consumed by more than 80 percent 

of the adult UK population across all platforms (BBC Annual Report 2010).   

 

As far as UK audiences are concerned, the majority (53%) regard the BBC as the 

‘best news provider’ out of TV, radio, online or print. This acknowledgement is 

reflected in ratings with BBC One averaging 4.2 million viewers for its network 

evening news, compared to its nearest competitor, the UK’s largest commercial 

network, ITV1 at 3.2 million. The BBC’s early evening regional news attracts higher 
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average audience numbers of 5.2 million, compared with ITV1’s 3.1 million (BBC 

2010).  

 

Impartiality has long been a BBC shibboleth, the bedrock on which it has laid its 

claim to its audience’s trust (Lee-Wright 2008), defines its brand and is a legal 

requirement (BBC Trust, 2007). For example, a Press Gazette survey in 2010 found 

that the BBC News was considered the most trustworthy source of political news by 

the public. The independence of the BBC is guaranteed under its Charter, which is 

renegotiated every 10 years. It stipulates that: ‘The BBC shall be independent in all 

matters concerning the content of its output, the times and manner in which this is 

supplied and in the management of its affairs’ (BBC n.d., p. 3). The Charter 

originated from the 1925 Crawford Committee’s investigation (released in 1926) into 

the relatively new industry of broadcasting and its influence on audiences. It 

recommended that broadcasting in the UK should not be subject to political 

manipulation, and should therefore be funded outside the government purse with a 

public tax in the form of a license for each radio receiver (BBC n.d.).  This approach 

became the foundation stone of the BBC, which then ‘embarked on an ethical mission 

of high moral responsibility’ (Avery, n.d), and gave birth to independent public 

broadcasting worldwide.  

 

The newly-created BBC faced an early test of its impartiality and independence when, 

during the general strike of 1926, it came under attack from the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, Winston Churchill, who wanted to seize control in order to broadcast the 

government’s position on the strike. At the time, radio was one of a few ways of 

communicating with the public after most newspaper production became a victim of 
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the strike. However, Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin ruled that the BBC should 

remain independent, a decision Churchill described as ‘monstrous’ (BBC, 2011).  

 

The peak body responsible for setting the strategic direction of the BBC, the BBC 

Trust, contends that today the editorial direction of the organization remains firmly 

embedded in the ‘public service framework’ and draws a sharp distinction from 

newspapers, which have a longer tradition of ‘opinionated journalism’ (BBC Trust 

2007, p. 16). Importantly, it asserts the most sought-after prize is the trust of the 

audience and constantly reminds BBC personnel nationwide of their obligation to the 

corporation’s values, which are printed on staff ID cards: 

• Trust is the foundation of the BBC: we are independent, impartial and honest;  

• Audiences are at the heart of everything we do;  

• We take pride in delivering quality and value for money 

• Creativity is the life blood of our organization; 

• We respect each other and celebrate our diversity so that everyone can give their 

best; 

• We are one BBC: great things happen when we work together (BBC Trust 

2007, p. 71).  

 

Moreover, the BBC Trust has designated editors, executive producers and 

commissioning editors as the day-to-day custodians of the values (BBC Trust 2007, p. 

76).  

 

The Hutton Inquiry: editorial trust comes unstuck 

It is arguable that one of the most turbulent times for the BBC’s journalistic integrity 
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– and one which eventually reshaped editorial governance discussed earlier – was the 

unfounded suggestion broadcast on Radio 4’s Today program in 2003 by BBC 

reporter Andrew Gilligan that the-then Prime Minister Tony Blair had deliberately 

lied about Iraq stockpiling weapons of mass destruction. A stand-off between the 

BBC and UK Government over the truth of the allegation resulted in a six-month 

inquiry by Lord Hutton, which was critical of the government, but ‘very critical of the 

BBC’ (BBC n.d.). The BBC Trust Chairman and Director-General resigned soon after 

the BBC issued an apology. At the time, the new Director-General Mark Thompson 

described the situation ‘as the biggest crisis in BBC journalism’s 80-year history 

(Douglas 2004). Writing in the Griffith Review, former undersecretary-General of the 

United Nations, Brian Urguhart, noted that the Hutton review’s severe criticism of the 

BBC was not surprising. Given its historical stand on independence, the BBC fueled 

the feud with the Blair Government by continuing to back Gilligan’s story ‘apparently 

in the belief that the BBC must not buckle in the face of government pressure’ 

(Urguhart 2005, n.p).  

 

An internal BBC review of the Hutton findings, primarily aimed at rebuilding 

confidence in BBC journalism (Sambrook 2004), resulted in significant changes to 

editorial governance. The 2004 review headed by Ron Neil, a former Director of BBC 

news, advanced five journalistic values for the future: truth and accuracy, serving the 

public interest, impartiality and diversity of opinion, independence and accountability. 

Despite the argument that the BBC’s stand on independence became its undoing in 

the Gilligan affair, Neil reinforced the need for the BBC to be ‘independent of both 

state and partisan interest, and will strive to be an independent monitor of powerful 

institutions and individuals’ (2004, p. 7). The report continued to reinforce the need 
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for journalism based on ‘sound editorial reasons’ and the BBC will ‘resist undue 

pressure from all vested interests and will jealously protect the independence of our 

editorial judgments’. The BBC Trust again restated the need for impartiality in its 

2007 review of the organization, which found ‘the BBC is generally seen as impartial, 

and that this impartiality is both demanded and valued. It is the basis of the public’s 

trust, without which the BBC cannot function’ (BBC Trust 2007, p. 5).   

 
Three years later, in 2010, the Chairman of the BBC Trust, Sir Michael Lyons, argued 

that independence was the cornerstone of public broadcasting, otherwise ‘audiences 

will never completely trust the impartiality and the honesty of the information their 

PSBs provide’. Beyond the factor of trust, Lyons believes that the role of public 

broadcasters, such as the BBC, underpins civil society and creates an informed 

citizenship: 

Public service broadcasting is at its heart about the protection (emphasis 

added) and enrichment of public space; the space where citizens exchange 

views and explore ideas free from commercial or partisan influence. Public 

service broadcasting has a key role to play in developing and energizing those 

informed and questioning citizens, as well as not shying from challenging 

vested interests - whether commercial or political (Lyons 2010). 

 

It is in this environment – trust, independence and serving the public good – that the 

BBC in 2002 further cemented its role in the ‘public space’ by formalizing a 30-year 

history of local radio stations broadcasting emergency information by establishing the 

Connecting in a Crisis initiative.  Pointing out that 35 million people tuned into the 

BBC during 9/11, the corporation asserts that it has a unique role in informing 

communities in a crisis: ‘The BBC remains the trusted broadcaster the nation turns to 
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in a crisis with a successful track record as a provider of essential information during 

emergencies’. 

 

Local radio guiding local communities in a crisis 

Connecting in a Crisis is a comprehensive online guide for emergency managers to 

work with the BBC in a crisis or major incident to provide the public with information 

it ‘needs and demands’. The website explains that the arrival of 24-hour radio and 

television news has heightened public expectations of having information available. 

‘The public now demands to be kept informed. They want to tune in and find out 

quickly what is happening when their communities are in trouble’ (BBC 2010). 

Former Head of the Cabinet Office Civil Contingencies Secretariat Mike Granatt 

describes the initiative as a ‘tool kit’ to facilitate a functioning relationship between 

the BBC and emergency managers which is critical to supplying factual and timely 

information to the public. 

It builds on over 30 years’ experience during which the BBC brand and public 

service remit have often put a local radio station at the centre of a 

community’s response. An important advantage of the initiative is that the 

local station, with its locally employed and aware staff, provides emergency 

managers with a gateway to all of the BBC’s online and broadcast services. 

      (2004, p. 361) 

BBC newsgathering editor Ian Cameron was part of the team that launched 

Connecting in a Crisis and contends that ‘it was very much the BBC and emergency 

responders understanding each other’s roles, methods, strengths and weaknesses so 

that we could provide the most effective communications messages for the audience 

without compromising our editorial independence’ (2011, personal correspondence). 
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As previously discussed in this chapter, Cameron explains that despite the best 

intentions of Connecting in a Crisis in providing information to save life and 

property, the BBC fiercely ‘guarded its editorial independence’. Nothing is broadcast 

without editorial scrutiny. This is also spelt out on the Connecting in a Crisis website: 

‘No matter how much co-operation is offered in delivering information, you will 

always find our staff to be editorially vigilant. It is another important part of our 

public service responsibility to ask the awkward and difficult question when 

required’.  

 

Emergency managers can access the full breadth of the BBC organization, from the 

local radio station to national broadcasting, through their local managing editor. On 

initial contact, the managing editor will provide the name of the nearest BBC radio 

station, detail the area it serves, the station’s address, switchboard and fax numbers, 

newsroom direct line and a fail-safe number for the BBC in London. The BBC 

promotes the use of local radio ‘to spearhead the service to local communities’ 

because ‘BBC staff who live and work in your area have the local knowledge, 

contacts, accessible airtime and editorial discretion to respond with immediacy, 

flexibility and sensitivity’ (BBC website). In pragmatic terms, local radio is a key 

source of information for the public facing a disaster and the most robust and reliable 

channel of communication with battery power supply. 

 

Journalism takes the lead role 

To facilitate the gathering of accurate, timely and trusted information Connecting in a 

Crisis is embedded in the BBC’s news process, rather than programming. Cameron 

(2010) argues that any arrangements between programming and emergency managers 
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would come unstuck when ‘journalists come along and trample on it with size 10 

boots and it all goes to pot’. Emergency managers connecting directly with 

newsrooms, and their managing editors, may also reduce the need for journalists to 

use potentially unethical steps to obtaining information such as ‘sneaking around the 

back and hedges because they haven’t got some information which could have been 

provided hours before’ (Cameron 2010). He contends a key reason for establishing 

Connecting in a Crisis was that ‘some emergency responders didn’t trust the media 

and therefore they were slow’ (Cameron 2010). He cites, for example, the London 

terrorist bombings in 2005 where parents wanted advice about whether or not to 

collect their children from school.  

They’re thinking, “Should I go and pick my child up?” at say 11 o’clock in the 

morning, or “Do I leave them there?  Are they safe?’ and people wanted 

information about that.  That information was available at half past 10 in the 

morning, but it didn’t get to the media until after 3 o’clock.  It was too late.   

Cameron argues that a process for releasing this sort of information, critical to parents 

but perhaps not a priority in the early stages of an incident response, could be set out 

in emergency planning and tested in exercises fostered by Connecting in a Crisis, 

when a participating journalist could ask why information of this nature is not being 

released in a timely manner.  

You realise there’s no real reason. It’s just that that’s the way they’ve done it 

in the past, and sometimes people just need to work together a bit more and 

realise that there’s actually nothing secret about the information, so give the 

information out now (Cameron, 2010). 

Cameron believes journalists asking questions – particularly in the planning, exercise 

and post crisis stages – can build relationships with emergency managers because 
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issues overlooked can be addressed. The opposite works as well. For example, he has 

been asked why his reporters ‘stand waist deep in water’ during a flood which could 

encourage the public to do the same. Those questions and concerns are fed back to the 

reporting staff.  

 

Routine journalistic news-gathering techniques are the engine-house of compiling 

information for Connecting in a Crisis, with the online guide setting out what 

information is needed within the first hour of a major incident. In that time, the BBC 

‘requires’ emergency agencies, local authorities and other relevant agencies to agree 

on information and provide it quickly with contact numbers and a specific location for 

media to gather at the scene. Secondly, BBC journalists will seek the basic details of 

the incident – with a priority on what, where and when, and if possible, who, why and 

how. Advice should be provided on what the public should do, such as evacuation 

and, if necessary, reassurance. Logistical information, such as road closures and help 

lines, should also be provided. The BBC also needs a spokesperson to interview, 

particularly on what is being done to resolve the situation. Although Cameron notes 

that the relationship generally between emergency managers and the media in the UK 

is ‘improving’ due to Connecting in a Crisis, it was critical that boundaries remained 

to ensure it did not become too cosy and threaten the audience’s trust in the editorial 

independence of the BBC.  

That doesn’t mean we are not going to pull punches; it doesn’t mean that we’ll 

give up the right to ask hard questions because actually it is an important part 

of the democratic process to have a media that does ask hard questions and 

calls people to account (Cameron, 2010). 
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Building relationships with the BBC 

The BBC website notes, however, that despite it being motivated ‘by a whole-hearted 

desire to meet the public needs, the service the BBC provides can only be as good as 

it is given’ and points out that it is ‘rare’ for emergency managers to take part in 

detailed planning with the media at local level.  It asks a pertinent question: ‘Imagine 

how much better the service could be if, as the deliverers of information, broadcasters 

worked more closely with the people who can provide the information?’ In an effort 

to develop a smooth working relationship, the BBC website sets out the following 

guidelines:  

• Involve the BBC at a local level in the emergency planning process. 

• Agree what triggers an emergency broadcast. 

• Agree what information is wanted, its source and when it’s needed. 

• Set up an effective multi-agency system for gathering, compiling and 

distributing essential information to an agreed timescale. 

• Establish a clear procedure for communicating information to the BBC with 

absolute clarity over who rings who. It should be technically robust as well as 

holiday/sickness/ new/part-time staff-proof. 

• Build in verification procedures to guarantee the authenticity of the 

information. 

• Include a mechanism for regular review and updating of the arrangements and 

contact details. 

• Identify opportunities for joint training exercises. 

• Develop a 'knowledge inheritance' culture from one generation of staff to 

another. 



	   103	  

• Promote the service (e.g. through Council Tax and utility bills). 

By applying these principles, Cameron argues, Connecting in a Crisis becomes a path 

to changing the attitude of emergency managers to regard the media as ‘part of the 

solution’ rather than ‘part of the problem’.  Importantly, he asserts that Connecting in 

a Crisis is driven by a ‘culture of action’ rather than a ‘culture of tick boxes’. 

 

The Essex County Council, located northeast of London and serving a population of 

1.7 million people, is one local authority to embrace the Connecting in a Crisis 

initiative by forming a close ‘partnership’ with the local radio station, BBC Essex. 

Key activities include BBC journalists participating in emergency response training 

exercises, emergency managers being familiar with the operations of BBC Essex, and 

close liaison over the development of a media response plan. This is largely the result 

of the Principal Civil Protection Officer, Rosanna Briggs, recognizing the value of 

Connecting in a Crisis for providing disaster information to the local community. She 

warns, however, that awareness of the concept nationally may be fading:  

 I think what they need to do now is actually to revisit it. Not necessarily re-

brand it, but re-launch it because I think it’s now started to just fade out of 

people’s memories. But it has opened the door. It has given emergency 

management practitioners the opportunity to be able to knock on the BBC’s 

door.  Whereas before, perhaps, they wouldn’t have felt quite so able to do that 

(Briggs 2010). 

 

Cameron agrees that it may be time to reconsider some changes to the initiative.  On 

reflection, he now considers that ‘Connecting in a Crisis’ is misnamed and it should 
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have been called ‘Connecting before a Crisis’ because the contacts, networks and 

shared understanding should happen before a crisis. 

Because a lot of the time when these incidents happen they happen in the 

middle of the night or they happen at weekends or they happen when people 

are away on holiday and you need robust means of communicating just so you 

can get in touch and if an emergency planning officer needs to make sure an 

area is evacuated they can get in touch with the local media and we can get 

messages, key messages out on radio and TV if need be (Cameron 2010).  

 

Trust not contracts 

The BBC will not enter into a formal broadcasting contract as part of Connecting in a 

Crisis because of ‘the threat this might impose on editorial independence’. That said, 

however, the corporation is willing to agree to the wording of public advice in 

advance of any incident or emergency. Editorial control is retained because the BBC 

has agreed to the content of the advice and final approval for broadcast rests with the 

local news editor. 

There is scope for sensible voluntary arrangements and protocols that save 

time when an incident occurs and help to ensure the public receives vital 

guidance and advice as quickly as possible. For example, a leak or explosion 

at a chemical plant may require an urgent message advising the public to stay 

indoors, go upstairs or downstairs, or prepare for evacuation. We know that 

the public is often most at risk during the first couple of hours of an incident 

like this. It may be sensible sometimes to agree to scripts or pre-recorded 

announcements that can be triggered by a call from an agreed official source. 

        (BBC Website) 
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An example of broadcasting pre-arranged wording of public advice is the ‘Cleveland 

Protocol’, upheld by the BBC as good practice under the Connecting in a Crisis 

umbrella. The protocol sets out how information and advice would be distributed to 

the public in the event of an incident involving the manufacture of chemicals. The 

protocol embraces approximately 40 companies, including those in transport, 

chemical storage and local power stations. The protocol provides an information 

pipeline between site operators, the responding agencies, local authorities, and local 

media, including BBC Radio Cleveland.  Granatt (2004) explains that incidents are 

colour-coded: green for incidents on site, blue for minor incidents with emergency 

agency response that could cause public concern and red for incidents that threaten 

public safety. 

 

The protocol is activated when a company notifies police communications of an 

incident. The company is expected to provide regular updates as police notify others 

listed in the protocol, depending on the coding. Granatt (2004) notes that ‘blue 

incidents are reported to all participants but are unlikely to trigger emergency 

broadcasts. Red incidents trigger the full system, including broadcasts on BBC Radio 

Cleveland’ (2004, p. 365)  

 
 
Commercial broadcasters not in the fold 

To date little attention has been paid by scholars to the feasibility or willingness of 

commercial UK media operators establishing initiatives similar to that of the BBC’s 

Connecting in a Crisis. Society of Editors Executive Director Bob Satchwell agrees 

that the role is important in the context of public broadcasting, but suggests it could 

be too resource intensive for commercial broadcasters. Middle ground, however, can 
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be reached with both commercial and public broadcasters sharing information. 

Because the BBC enjoys a ‘privileged’ position in relation to a pipeline of disaster 

information under the Connecting in a Crisis banner, Satchwell contends: 

They must not be overprotective of the information they get because they are in 

a privileged position.  If they are put in a privileged position, they’ve got to 

share that information with other people. Sometimes there’s a natural 

journalistic – this is where the problem comes – competitive instinct: ‘well, I’ve 

got it first’.  When a disaster comes up, your duty is to ask the questions on 

behalf of everybody, not just your own audience. So you shouldn’t be expecting 

to gain any kind of competitive advantage as a result of having that special 

relationship and that special role as a provider of emergency information 

(Satchwell, 2010). 

 

Satchwell argues that emergency managers should offer the same relationship to that 

of the BBC with any commercial broadcaster willing to provide a similar initiative as 

‘Connecting in a Crisis’. In the alternative, the BBC should be willing to ‘feed out’ 

information to competing media in ‘real time’. He acknowledges this does happen, 

but wonders if a ‘little glitch’ in the sharing of information may be the result of 

journalistic competitiveness. UK head of disaster communication Carol McCall 

agrees that Connecting in a Crisis offers a valuable template that could be mirrored 

by other media, however suggests the BBC is placed in a better position to provide 

the service because of audience reach and national coordination.  

We have got very active independent local radio, but we don’t have the one 

company that is overarching throughout the country in the same way we have 
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with the BBC. So it is absolutely right that they should do this and (it) is a 

very valuable tool (McCall, 2010). 

Interestingly, the BBC is not opposed to the possibility of other broadcasters 

developing a similar process of streamlining access to disaster information. Cameron 

always intended Connecting in a Crisis would be in the public domain because it 

could not work ‘behind closed doors’. 

We put it out there as a route map saying this is the way to connect with us 

before the crisis.  We’re more than happy for other people to copy that.  At the 

end of the day I always say I’ve got four kids, and I want to know that if there 

were an emergency they’d be safe.  Not all my kids listen to BBC services and 

some will listen to commercial radio at different stages of their lives. I want to 

make sure that this information is given out on all channels so that everybody 

is safe (Cameron, 2010). 

RUSI think-tank researcher Jennifer Cole (2010) supports the need for other 

broadcasters to receive information from emergency managers to widen the audience 

reach as far as possible, but cautions that other media must be prepared to act 

responsibly in the public interest when lives and property are at stake. 

If more people are watching Sky, then don’t cut Sky out of the loop.  Give 

them the information to give out as well.  But also within that, building the 

trust, is make it clear if you let people in and they abuse that trust, then you’re 

going to shut them out the next time (Cole 2010).   

 

Responding to Social media 

Cameron notes that Connecting in a Crisis has also become a vital tool in pressure-

cooker of social media, when facts needed to be checked quickly and contact with 
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emergency managers and other sources after-hours may be needed to ensure accurate 

information is broadcast.  ‘It is all about having the right contact numbers, making the 

connections and I think beyond that is it about building trust and you can only do that 

if you get to know someone’ (Cameron 2010). The need for Connecting in a Crisis 

may be further justified as the BBC ramps up its strategy to encourage audiences to 

contribute their ‘direct experiences of major events’ through social media sites, such 

as Twitter. Following the Asian tsunami and London bombings a well-resourced unit 

has been devoted to processing and authenticating contributions which generate on a 

weekly average 10,000 emails, 1000 photographs and 100 videos (Newman 2009). 

The unit then provides the material, once verified, to programmers and editorial staff. 

Newman notes that ‘the user-generated initiatives have brought a number of scoops 

and new perspectives to journalism’ (2009, p. 8), such as voices in major conflicts 

that previously were unable to access traditional mainstream media. The BBC goes to 

great lengths to authenticate input, however Newman found that it was not always 

possible. A significant challenge is content from third-party social media networks, 

such as Twitter. For example, during the Mumbai terror attacks in 2008, the BBC 

news ‘live event’ website published unsubstantiated ‘tweets’ from citizens, including 

a live update that the Indian government called for end to Twitter updates from 

Mumbai in fear it was aiding the terrorists. Website editor Steve Herrmann later 

admitted that more care needed to be taken as ‘we’re still finding out how best to 

process and relay such information in a fast-moving account like this’ (Herrmann, 

2008).  He has defended criticism of having official information, reports from 

correspondents and social media accounts on the one page.  

On a major unfolding story there is a case also for simply monitoring, 

selecting and passing on the information we are getting as quickly as we can, 
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on the basis that many people will want to know what we know and what we 

are still finding out, as soon as we can tell them (Herrmann, 2008). 

Since then, processes for managing the flood of information have been tightened, 

including labeling information sourced from Twitter and other social media sites. In 

any event, three years later, BBC Trust has reduced the BBC’s online budget by 25 

percent, including news content. Trust chairman Sir Michael Lyons offered this 

justification: 

We are clear about the continuing importance of the BBC's Online service. 

But we want strengthened editorial vision and a more selective approach in the 

interests of both public value and market impact. This strategy is about doing 

fewer things better, and clearer boundaries (BBC Trust 2011). 

  

BBC as an emergency responder 

There has been some debate in the UK within the emergency community over 

whether or not the BBC, because of its Connecting in a Crisis role, should in fact be 

classified as a Category Two responder under the Civil Contingencies Act, joining 

agencies such as health, transport and utilities. The primary obligation under the Act 

of Category Two responders is to share information with Category One responders – 

emergency services, local authorities and NHS bodies. Of most relevance to this 

research, the BBC would be required to ‘respond to reasonable requests’ and must 

participate in local community resilience forums.  This could entail broadcasting 

warnings and information without exercising editorial control, which could place the 

BBC in a vulnerable position regarding independence from government agencies as a 

public broadcaster. 
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Cameron (2010) argues that the success of Connecting in a Crisis demonstrates that 

legislation is not required for the broadcaster to provide effective communication 

services in a disaster situation.  

When I started working more closely with people in the Cabinet Office I 

discovered that the rumours about the BBC being included in the Act were not 

really a starter. People in the Cabinet Office realised that presenters who 

appear in the corner of someone’s lounge every night of the week on their TV 

set probably have a lot more credibility than a distant politician who pops up 

on the screen once in a blue moon. I think they are quite happy for the warning 

and informing advice to be broadcast by the BBC presenters in their own 

language. 

Rosanna Briggs (2010), of the Essex County Council, sees some advantages of the 

BBC being classified as Category Two responder, principally because it would 

guarantee a ‘seat at the table’ in emergency forums, as set out under the Act. This 

would by default overcome any hesitation by emergency managers in having the 

broadcaster on board in the emergency planning and exercises. Cole (2010) also 

supports the notion of the BBC being officially sanctioned as a category two 

responder, however Satchwell (2010) argues that the broadcaster is providing the 

service in any event and should not be drawn into the ‘bureaucracy’ of the Act, which 

could impose legal restrictions and obligations on journalists.  

Well, asking journalists, editors and journalists not to write stories and not to 

print and broadcast them is a bit like saying to the artillery, you can have your 

guns, but don’t fire them. If they are not convinced of a good reason for not 

rocking the boat as it were, they may rock the boat (Satchwell 2010). 
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Media blackout built on trust not contracts 

Although not part of the BBC’s Connecting in a Crisis initiative, Satchwell argues 

that the ‘understanding’ behind the media blackout of Prince Harry’s deployment to 

Afghanistan in 2008 serves to illustrate how trust is critical in the relationship 

between authorities and media. Further, he contends that it provides an example of 

where trust worked and this supports his argument that the BBC’s Connecting in a 

Crisis initiative should remain free of formal and binding agreements or contracts.  

There was no coverage of Prince Harry’s deployment of Afghanistan due to a 

voluntary media blackout, a situation later described by BBC World News Editor Jon 

Williams as unusual. In fact, it was the first media blackout in the UK on such a large 

scale, the result of an ‘unprecedented display of cooperation between all sectors of the 

media’ (Society of Editors, 2010). 

 

Reaching agreement between the media and Ministry of Defence was an achievement 

in itself. Williams points out that when UK media were approached by the Ministry of 

Defence not to report the Prince’s deployment ‘it was something we thought long and 

hard about’ (Williams 2008). Discussions between the news editors and the Chief of 

General Staff, Sir Richard Dannatt, continued for five months before a voluntary 

agreement was reached based on the existing voluntary agreement between the media 

and police on kidnappings when life is at stake. Under that agreement, police can 

request a media black-out during hostage negotiations so the release of the victim is 

not complicated by media reportage. Editors have the right to consider each request 

on its merits and in the event of an editor rejecting the request, police will be notified 

of the intention to publish. In exchange for the black-out, the police undertake ‘on-
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the-record’ briefings ‘not less than every 12 hours’ which are embargoed until the 

blackout is removed. The police are expected to produce the hostages at a media 

conference. News reports after the black-out can refer to the fact that news was 

withheld. 

As a consequence of the voluntary agreement about Prince Harry, the media would 

not speculate or report on his deployments to reduce his exposure as a high-profile 

target. In exchange, the media had close access to him for the 10 weeks before, during 

and after his deployment. Williams (2008) is surprised the agreement ‘lasted so long’. 

It was finally broken by the US website, The Drudge Report, which splashed the story 

across its website. Writing on the BBC website, Williams states: ‘the game was up. 

We, and the other broadcasters agreed with the Ministry of Defence that the story was 

out and it would be wrong not to tell our audiences what had been going on’. He 

reassured readers that no other agreements are in place. 

Only a handful of people in the BBC knew about the story - trust me, keeping 

secrets from other journalists is hard work! Our job normally is to make these 

things public, not keep them from you. But this was never just about Prince 

Harry's safety, it was also about the security of the soldiers serving with him. 

No editor wants to be responsible for increasing the risk they already face 

from the Taliban. Nor do I think our audiences would have thanked us for 

doing so (Williams 2008). 

UK Society of Editors Executive Director Bob Satchwell, who led the black-out 

negotiations, offers a deeper insight into the arrangement with the Ministry of 

Defence. It was his understanding that only 15 people knew of the proposed 

deployment when he was brought into the blackout negotiations in the initial stages.  

By necessity, within weeks all 450 members of the society were brought into the 
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confidential arrangements, including around 2000 journalists. At the same time, and 

as testimony to the trust held with the media, many junior Government Ministers and 

Under Secretaries were unaware of the deployment. 

The Minister of Defence, on my insistence basically, trusted those two or three 

thousand journalists, but wouldn’t trust government ministers or senior 

military figures. When you are talking about trust with the media I have a little 

story to tell.  

Satchwell, in other words, is saying that the black-out over Prince Harry’s 

deployment provides evidence that the media can be trusted, perhaps more so than 

some politicians. It was not easy establishing the trust between the government and 

media, despite the existence of the kidnap protocol. Satchwell points out that he 

successfully argued against the government’s threat to issue a DA notice on the basis 

of operational security, describing the move as ‘totally outrageous’ and that its misuse 

would threaten the viability of the DA notice system. DA notices are issued by the 

Defence, Press and Broadcasting Group, composed of senior civil servants and 

editors, who must reach a consensus to guide the media in relation to publishing 

stories which may threaten national security. The DA notice is not legally binding and 

the editor or publisher makes the final decision on publishing.  

In the end I said it has got to be absolutely voluntary and you have got to trust 

the editors and journalists. We are not going to sign anything. It’s an old-

fashioned gentleman’s agreement, if you like. It is real trust. If for any reason 

an editor decides he is going to break (the story) you have to accept that 

(Satchwell 2010). 
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A summary of the ‘understanding’ provided by the Society of Editors offers an insight 

into the non-legally binding agreement reached between Chief of the General Staff Sir 

Richard Dannatt, and editors/heads of news in UK print and broadcasting. It points 

out that the Ministry of Defence accepts that the media risked compromising the trust 

of their audiences in the interests of the security of Prince Harry and those serving 

with him. Pooled media arrangements would cover the Prince’s deployment with 

material made available to all media organisations when the blackout was lifted. The 

understanding may end if the Prince was involved in a significant incident or media 

outside the UK reported his deployment.  

 

The ‘understanding’ emerged from a great deal of soul-searching by media executives 

who raised many questions about justifying the blackout and withholding information 

from the public. In the end, Satchwell (2010) contends it came down to protecting the 

soldiers on the ground. However, if for any reason an editor decided to publish, 

Satchwell warned the government against any retaliation as ‘they would have good 

reasons for doing so’ in the face of judgment by their peers, who had maintained the 

voluntary blackout.  

 

Participating in the blackout did have some journalistic rewards. As Satchwell puts it, 

the public got another view of Prince Harry. Rather than the usual ‘odd bit of 

coverage’, the blackout pool media arrangement allowed greater media access to the 

Prince, resulting in more insightful reporting, including full and frank interviews with 

the Prince. 

It was important for him to go and (the blackout) was one way of allowing 

him to go. It meant that he gave a full interview before he went and he gave a 
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full interview when he came back, in which he was quite relaxed, perhaps that 

is a bit of a euphemism, you know his language was quite colourful and he 

was being a soldier coming back (Satchwell 2010). 

 
 
 
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 
The BBC has embedded the responsibility for broadcasting emergency information – 

and building relationships with emergency managers – within editorial and news 

services and even the most urgent, life-saving information is subject to journalistic 

scrutiny before it is published. This editorial control is the bedrock of the BBC’s 

public broadcasting role, however, it can strengthen the credibility of information in a 

crisis. Connecting in a Crisis is about building relationships between emergency 

managers and the BBC, and it is achieved purely on trust – there are no contracts and 

no written agreements. Connecting in a Crisis demonstrates that trust is the 

foundation of keeping the UK public warned and informed in a disaster. The 

importance of the notion of trust in the relationship between media and authorities is 

further reinforced by the Prince Harry deployment black-out. Satchwell makes a 

convincing argument that this ‘gentlemen’s agreement’, known to hundreds of 

journalists across the UK, was based entirely on trust — and it worked.  
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CHAPTER 6  

THE ABC OF EMERGENCY BROADCASTING 

The priority rests with safety of life and the editorial can come later, 
and that’s just a part of life as well. 

Michele Hendrie, Director of Public Affairs,  
Federal Attorney-General 

   

Australia’s largest public service broadcaster, the ABC, has taken a different path to 

that of the BBC in collaborating with emergency service agencies to broadcast official 

emergency warnings and disaster information. This chapter explores the ABC’s use of 

Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) to map out the relationship under which the 

corporation publicly brands itself as ‘Australia’s official emergency broadcaster’ 

(ABC Annual Report 2010). It also examines how commercial and community 

broadcasters are following in the steps of the ABC.  

 

The ABC Your Official Emergency Broadcaster 

The ABC asserts that its network of 60 local radio stations nationally places it in a 

unique position to provide an emergency broadcasting service. The corporation can 

reach an estimated 75 percent of the Australian population via its services (ABC 

Annual Report 2010). Although the ABC Act (1983), and the ABC’s Charter do not 

specifically refer to an emergency broadcasting role, it is widely accepted as a remit 

of the publicly-funded broadcaster. In extreme circumstances, the ABC is required 

under the Act to broadcast material in the national interest as directed by the relevant 

Minister. The public also recognizes the value of the corporation’s emergency 

broadcasting role. For example, a survey of more than 1000 Victorian residents found 

that six out of 10 respondents (58%) would listen to ABC radio in the event of a 

bushfire (Strahan Research 2007). The ABC aims to be a ‘trusted and innovative 
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media organisation’ and most Australians, 88 percent, believe it provides a valuable 

community service (ABC Annual Report 2010).  

 

Broadcasting warnings – written in stone 

Unlike the UK, the Australian approach has been to base the relationship between the 

ABC and emergency managers on written Memoranda of Understanding, which have 

been reached with all State and Territory emergency management organizations. For 

example, the Victorian Government signed a MoU in 2004, which placed on record 

the intentions of both the state’s emergency management agencies and the ABC to 

develop a close working relationship. In one of the few comprehensive Australian 

studies on media and bushfires, Cohen, Hughes and White (2006) point out that the 

ABC initiated the MoU. A journalist from 774 ABC Melbourne, told the researchers: 

In 1996 and 1997 I began building a relationship with the CFA. This was done 

to ensure that we provide the listeners of ABC radio with information that 

would help them prepare adequately for a bushfire season. The aim was also to 

help us know better the CFA, so that in the event of a fire, not only could we 

cover it from a news perspective: who, what, when, where and why?, but 

actually build a link of great integrity to the listeners. This is due to our better 

understanding of these organisations and also of what a fire does. We 

incorporated this knowledge in our training. All the presenters and senior 

producers now get trained by the CFA in how to deal with fire at a fire ground. 

Even though it is likely that none of them will ever see a fire, it helped us in 

building in the information and understanding of the equipment, the jargon and 

fire behaviour in the context of bushfires. That works very well. Building those 

relationships is essential for quality coverage. When fire happens the CFA and 



	   118	  

other emergency services trust us. They can trust us because we understand 

them, we know the pressure they are under and if you build a high level of trust 

than almost anything is possible. The communication to the listener is very good 

(Cohen et al 2006, p. 13).    

The 2009 ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires, which claimed 173 lives, prompted a revision 

of the initial MoU. The interim report of the Bushfire Royal Commission led to 

strengthening state-based warning systems and, in essence, the revised MoU requires 

all parties to operate in a ‘co-operative, consultative and transparent manner’ (OESC 

2009, p. 5), with the ABC agreeing to: 

• Broadcast warnings verbatim for as long as necessary, accompanied by 

the standard emergency warning signal (SWES); 

• Test and exercise the warning procedures; 

• Be available to broadcast warnings 24/7; 

• Work in partnership with emergency managers to educate the public 

about emergencies; and 

• Where possible, broadcast information to help the community recover 

from the disaster (ABC MoU 2009). 

For their part, emergency agencies agree to provide timely warnings, prioritise repairs 

to ABC transmitters so broadcasts can continue, and to include the ABC in pre-and-

post disaster briefings and exercises. In other words, the agreement provides the ABC 

with a ‘seat at the table’ in disaster planning. The MoU specifically states that it has 

no effect on the corporation’s editorial independence and that emergency agencies 

will continue to provide media releases to ABC news. 
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ABC’s online emergency information 

Launched in October 2009, the ABC website provides a specific ‘emergency’ section, 

which, in 2010, was incorporated into all 54 local ABC radio websites. It provides 

information on warnings, updated stories on the unfolding disaster, information on 

preparing a survival kit, contact numbers to emergency services and links to relevant 

agencies, such as the Bureau of Meteorology. In the future, the emergency web pages 

will include emergency planning tools and information (ABC Annual Report 2010). 

 

The ABC’s emergency broadcasting role has support at senior Federal Government 

levels. The Director of Public Affairs of the Federal Attorney-General’s Department, 

Michele Hendrie, who takes a lead role nationally in disaster communication, 

contends it is a valued service: 

I think the ABC does a brilliant job.  I think as a public broadcaster with a 

national network it’s in quite a unique position to do that.  But I think they 

take their role very seriously and I think they do a great job.  We are much the 

better and the community’s much the better for having that system in place.   

Hendrie (2011) argues that whether or not the relationship between emergency 

managers and the media is founded on MoUs or in the alternative, old-fashioned 

Standard Operating Procedures, neither approach is right or wrong. Above all, what 

needs to happen is the development and maintenance of a solid understanding 

between emergency managers and the media ‘so you both need to know what the 

other is going to do’.  

All these things rest on really good well communicated, well maintained, 

working relationships and clarity of expectations.  I think there’s only a certain 
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amount you can do by any sort of regulation or arbitrary instruction, because 

what you need is the attitude on the ground (Hendrie 2011).   

Although ABC local radio describes itself as Your Official Emergency Broadcaster, it 

is willing to pool resources and share information with commercial outlets. In fact, 

Hendrie suggests that the ABC would go so far as to ‘effectively become our 

distributor of information to all media’. She is not aware of any circumstances where 

the ABC has refused to share information with other broadcasters. 

It could be ABC across every State or Territory, in every major city, and it’s 

them sharing out.  So what you need is this general attitude and relationship 

where they will do it. I have heard of no issues where the ABC, particularly 

when it comes to emergency warnings and crisis, not sharing. In fact they do 

have a relationship through their critical infrastructure group, where they’ve 

actually actively helped pick which broadcast tower has got to be built first to 

get the information out, and they’ve assisted each other to do it (Hendrie 

2011). 

 

Commercial and community media in the fold 

Although Cohen et al’s (2006) research on bushfires and media noted that the 

relationship between the ABC and emergency managers may discourage other media 

from developing ‘an equally close working relationship’, this has not eventuated. In 

fact, the outcome has been the opposite, again as a result of the 2009 Black Saturday 

bushfire interim report. Memoranda of Understanding, similar in most instances to the 

ABC template, have now been signed between the Victorian Government and 

commercial media operators, including Sky News and Commercial Radio Australia, 

the latter representing more than 40 radio stations. The stations agree to broadcast 
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official warnings, if necessary interrupting normal programming, and to provide on-

going coverage if warranted. Editorial independence is also specifically protected. 

However, a comparison for this research between the ABC and Commercial Radio 

Australia MoUs reveals a subtle but noteworthy difference. The commercial 

broadcasters are reminded of their obligations under their Code of Practice to use their 

‘best endeavors’ to ensure accuracy of information provided from sources other than 

emergency agencies. This clause specifically identifies talkback callers. The MoU 

states that in ‘broadcasting news in relation to emergencies’ that ‘such content is 

presented accurately and not in such a way as to intentionally create public panic or 

unnecessary distress to listeners, and is in the best interests of public safety’ (MoU 

2009). No such undertaking is required of the ABC. This is examined further in this 

chapter. 

 

The commercial media MoU, however, is not legally binding and acknowledges that 

‘no liability or other sanctions will attach to any party following any departure from 

the aims or obligations set out in this MoU’ (MoU 2009). In other words, both 

emergency managers and the commercial media involved agree to work together  and, 

as in the case of the BBC, that cooperation is based on trust rather than a binding legal 

contract. Hendrie (2011) regards the expansion of the MoUs to commercial media 

outlets as a recognition that not all people impacted by a disaster listen to the ABC, 

even if it is describing itself as Your Official Emergency Broadcaster. But there is an 

equally compelling reason for the commercial operators to join the emergency 

broadcasters fold, despite the potential impact on their financial bottom line. Hendrie 

(2011) elaborates: 
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The reality is if the ABC turned to a more emergency broadcast for a month it 

will not affect their bottom financial line and their continued operations. It’s a 

reasonable thing for them to spend all their money on.  Whereas for a 

commercial broadcaster, every time they don’t meet their commercial 

advertising commitments, they lose money.  Now they’re willing to do that.  

They are willing to switch over.  

The motivation, Hendrie asserts, is audience expectations because ‘the community 

really appreciates it when they do and get very angry when they don’t. She continues 

(2011): 

I think they do have an ethical desire to do the right thing.  I mean they’re 

members of the community.  They live in the community too.  They want to 

do the right thing.  But apart from that, if they want to keep customer loyalty, 

their community, their customers expect them to put their safety first.  

The Victorian Government has also entered into MoUs with five community 

broadcasters. The first Australian community broadcaster to have official emergency 

broadcaster status, Radio Murrindini, joined in 2010 and provides extensive 

information on its website, including the commitment to broadcast bushfire warnings 

and emergency life-threatening information every 15 minutes, and at other times, 

depending on the threat level. The Murrindindi Shire Council urges local residents to 

tune into the station during an emergency.  

 

Hendrie points out that building effective collaboration with indigenous media outlets 

remains a challenge in communicating disaster warnings and information to remote 

Aboriginal communities. This is not a criticism of indigenous media, who are willing 

to work in with emergency agencies. The key problem rests with a lack of resources 
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and logistical barriers. She acknowledges the work in improving communication with 

the communities by the Bureau of Meteorology in Western Australia, the Northern 

Territory and Queensland, but sees a continuing barrier in broadcasting timely 

disaster warnings due to operational issues with ‘those stations in simply trying to get 

the information out’ (Hendrie 2011). 

	  

The Director of Media and Public Affairs for the West Australian Police, Neil 

Stanbury, as a 2006 Churchill Fellow, examined the police and media relationship in 

the context of terrorist attacks. He argues (2011) that the ‘aggressive pushing’ by the 

ABC into emergency broadcasting significantly changed the way the media generally 

view their role in emergencies. 

The ABC has tended to want some special privileges in terms of, you know, 

pressure to be on emergency coordination groups, and even in command 

centres, and sometimes that’s not appropriate. I think there’s a place for the 

ABC at the coordination level.  As a partner rather than a full participant, and 

that’s beneficial but in some circumstances there isn’t a role for them in 

command, for you know, operational confidentiality reasons.  

Stanbury contends that allowing the ABC, or for that matter any media, into high-

level operational meetings would have a chilling effect on discussions and decision-

making by police and emergency commanders. Although the ABC emergency 

broadcasting role is ‘a good thing’, he points out that Australia is ‘in the infancy of 

having those emergency broadcaster kind of arrangements and we just need to kind of 

work through some of those issues’. 

 



	   124	  

Likewise, the ABC’s manager of emergency broadcasting, Ian Mannix, told the 

Australian newspaper in 2009 that the relationship between the ABC and emergency 

managers was evolving. 

We have already positioned ourselves as a place where emergency service 

agencies can go for immediate access to the airwaves, but they have to change 

their processes, so they can best use that. Sometimes they don’t keep pace, but 

they have had to work without this support for the last 50-60 years. They’re 

having to change their culture to open themselves to the media (Bodey, 2009).  

 
Embedding ‘emergency broadcasting’ journalists 
 
Stanbury’s concern about ABC journalists having a seat at the top table in emergency 

operations may be put at ease in light of recent disasters. Leadbeater, who led the 

community recovery at Kingslake, Victoria, in the aftermath of the 2009 Black 

Saturday bushfires, may have been one of the first emergency managers to 

unofficially ‘embed’ an ABC journalist to get urgent information out to the 

community.  

I was approached by a young man in a yellow coat who identified himself as a 

reporter for ABC Radio in Sydney.  And he asked me if he could be of 

assistance and at that point, it would have been very easy for me to say, 

“Look, no, sorry, I’m really – I’ve got stuff to do.” But I had done some 

research myself about the importance about working in partnership with the 

media and so I thought this was time to put some of those theories to the test.  

So I just asked him, Michael was his name, I said, “Michael, this is a very bad 

situation that we’re in” and he agreed very enthusiastically and I said, “Look, I 

need to know whether you are interested in making our situation better or 
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worse” and he said, “No, I’m absolutely committed to making it better” and I 

said, “Okay, let’s see what we can do” (Leadbeater 2011). 

Leadbeater asked the journalist to broadcast the need for a community meeting and 

400 people turned up. At the time, authorities had no idea how many people had 

perished in the disaster so Leadbeater was grateful that she was able to confirm some 

of the survivors. 

Michael became our breaking news reporter, so if we needed information on 

the radio, he would make that happen for us.  He slept on the floor of the Shire 

office for five days and I often heard him arguing with his producers over the 

phone, saying, “No, no.  This needs to be – it needs to be broadcast.  It needs 

to be broadcast in this way at this time”. He was a real advocate for us in 

getting (out) what to us was very vital information, but what perhaps the 

broader listener base may not have seemed so important. 

Trust quickly developed between Leadbeater and the ABC journalist, to the point she 

invited him to observe all meetings, no matter how sensitive the information.  

I said to Michael, “Look, if you see me somewhere and you want to know 

what I’m talking about or who I’m talking to, you come and stand beside me, 

because I need you to understand what we’re trying to do here and then you’ll 

know in which ways you can help,” so it was a very collaborative and 

constructive, I think, relationship. I think, worked in our favour because we 

didn’t have to leave him to make up what he thought was happening.  We 

could actually collaborate with him and help him understand why certain 

things were being done in a certain way or why people perhaps may have been 

reacting the way that they were at that stage.  So it was about us learning about 

this event together and us being able to benefit from his access to the media 
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and hopefully him being able to benefit by having those insights that we were 

discovering as went along. Disasters are a great leveler.  And I think it brings 

out the very best in people if you give them the opportunity to display those 

characteristics and that commitment to helping. 

The January 2011 South-East Queensland floods prompted another move toward 

‘embedding’ an ABC journalist in the decision-making table of emergency 

management. Phil Nickerson, who heads Emergency Management Queensland’s 

media operations, worked closely with the ABC Your Official Emergency 

Broadcaster service under a MoU, enabling urgent information to be broadcast 

quickly and accurately. When Cyclone Yasi approached the north Queensland coast 

in February 2011, Nickerson had the trust and confidence to agree to an ABC request 

to embed a senior journalist on rotation in the State operations centre. 

We trialled on a graduated basis an embedded journalist arrangement where 

we had journalists from ABC sit with Emergency Management Queensland 

public affairs 24/7. I get a little nervous about that, but they provided to us 

some senior journalists and it’s that great level of trust that’s been built up. If 

they had given us fresh graduates or journalists out to make a name for 

themselves, maybe that wouldn’t have worked quite as well.  But the 

journalists that they use as part of this trial embedded arrangement are those 

with 20 or 30 years of experience.  We’re able to have some robust 

discussions on occasions, but it was genuinely trust.  And that’s trust on both 

sides.  Trust that we would live up to our end of the bargain, we would feed 

them, we would introduce them to the right people at the appropriate times, 

but conversely that they would report sensitively, and certainly in the heat of 

the moment there are things that would be more unhelpful if said externally.  
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We actually sat the journalists right in the heart of our public affairs team so 

they were, for all intents and purposes, part of our team, and it worked well. 

Nickerson, a seasoned journalist, noted that to some extent the ABC embedded 

journalist ‘almost took their journalist hat off’.   

And in fact they gave us counsel on a couple of occasions where they could 

have perhaps just gone ahead with a straight news arrangement. I think they 

took a civic view almost ahead of a journalistic view, and that turned out to be 

extremely helpful.  I don’t think even taking a civic view that impinged on 

their outputs as journalists one iota.  In fact it probably enhanced it to tell you 

the truth (Nickerson, 2011)   

Although the arrangements with Emergency Management Queensland did not require  

authorities to review the embedded journalist’s copy, Nickerson found that they 

sought guidance in any event. 

On regular occasions they came to us to say I’m going to phrase things 

roughly this way, how does that sit with you?  I think on one or two occasions 

I was actually shown some copy, and if I hark back to my newspaper days … 

you never go down that path.  But on those occasions it was appropriate you 

know, as I recall particularly, they were more complex matters.  And what I 

found heartening was it was more about telling the truth, what the real story 

was and getting the facts right, rather than just getting the story out.  And 

that’s one of the reasons I think things work well with the ABC, they’re not 

commercially driven, they don’t have to be the first, but they strive to get it 

right (Nickerson 2011). 

Nickerson argues in favour of having an established MoU with the ABC to clearly 

articulate the agreed arrangements. Emergency Management Queensland has also 
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entered in a MoU with Commercial Radio Australia, and the relationship with the 

commercial broadcasters is developing. Nickerson (2011) contends, however, 

working with the ABC has been easier because of a lower turnover of journalists. 

It’s difficult, particularly for commercial outlets, to have journalists 

consistently working with one field or round.  It seems to be more the norm 

for the ABC which seems to retain its staff for a little longer than perhaps 

commercial operations.  

 

Although the ABC has effectively fulfilled its emergency broadcasting role in the 

examples provided, there have been difficulties along the way. An official 

investigation into the 2007 Westpoint chemical fire by the Office of the Emergency 

Services Commissioner (2008) found that information to the community via the ABC 

in its role as the ‘official emergency broadcaster’ broke down when the station went 

from an onsite broadcast to a recorded program and ‘reverted to earlier messages 

about staying indoors’ (OESC 2008, p. 10). The report recommended that the ABC 

‘needs to ensure change over between programs does not impact on the currency and 

accuracy of emergency information’.  

  

Official warnings, editorial and eyewitness talk-back 

There is no disagreement in Australia that broadcasting specifically-worded official 

warnings, accompanied by the standard emergency warning signals (SEWS), should 

be clearly separate from news broadcasts, on-air editorial activities, and talk-back 

(listener call-ins) to reduce confusion. The concern with talk back, for example, is that 

often emotive or distorted eyewitness accounts from people experiencing one 

perspective of the unfolding disaster can conflict with the official advice, which may 
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be based on a more global picture of what is happening. This concern was noted by 

Cohen et al (2006b) and reiterated for this study by Hendrie (2011):  

When you have community calling in about bits and pieces of information, 

sometimes that information is really important.  It’s really important for the 

community and it’s really important for the emergency managers.  But often it 

needs verifying.  When a community person calls in, what they’re reporting is 

information they see or experience from their perspective or in one location.  

They don’t have the benefit of seeing the big picture.  So in terms of the way 

the media responds to that, they need to say: ‘Well, okay that’s really good to 

know that’s there.  But we’re still having the warning that the actual main fire 

front is coming in from the west; people should not go anywhere near the 

west.  They should move away from the western side of the city, and we’ll 

check with emergency services about what people should be doing in the 

southern suburbs’.   

It is clear that pressure would be exerted on the relationship between emergency 

managers and the media if unverified information is believed, and potentially acted 

upon, by audiences. Pressure also mounts on the emergency managers to confirm or 

rebut information generated during talk-back sessions in a timely manner as 

previously identified in this research. 

 

Hendrie (2010) asserts that the media itself can compound the problem with 

inexperienced radio announcers taking the calls:  

Because if you think about it, the people, particularly on commercial radio, 

they’re not journalists who are going to be there on a Saturday afternoon.  
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They know music really well, but they’re not journalists and they often don’t 

have the same degree of training of someone in a newsroom.   

The reality is that although relationships may be formed between emergency 

managers and newsrooms, it may be the case that the station is taking a network news 

bulletin and the only person in the studio is the announcer. ‘It’s a kid on the ground, 

and often it is a kid, on the Saturday afternoon who’s going to be getting those calls, 

and they need to know how to handle that’ (Hendrie 2011). Perhaps one way of 

eliciting information is for the announcer to ask the caller to only talk about what they 

can see, rather than speculate about what they cannot see. 

 

In the Australian context overall, Stanbury contends that media organisations need to 

understand the concept and responsibilities of emergency broadcasting consistent with 

the understanding held by police and responding agencies, in particular, the issue of 

separating on-air editorial and emergency warnings (Stanbury 2011): ‘The ABC is 

able to do that to a reasonably good degree, but I don’t think the commercial stations 

necessarily have that maturity to do that.’ 	  

 

The issue of separating disaster warnings and editorial was canvassed at a gathering 

of emergency managers and media in Sydney in 2010. The meeting was a pilot study 

organized in the interests of finding ways to build relationships (Wilson 2011).  

Hendrie (2011) describes the workshop as a useful example of the need for both sides 

— media and emergency managers — to tease out issues about warnings taking 

precedent over news stories.  

I think that’s really important - that separation between the editorial rights and 

responsibilities, and the climate of emergency services to be accountable, and 
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the priority of the community in times of danger.  And ensuring that if there is 

a conflict with that, that the priority does rest with safety of life effectively and 

the editorial can come later, and that’s just a part of life as well.   

She points out that journalists do have a role to play in keeping emergency responders 

accountable, but criticism of the disaster response effort should not take priority over 

broadcasting information that could save lives or erode community confidence at a 

critical time. 

(There needs to be) a recognition by the broadcasters that when the danger is 

still on big time, the priority is the community, and if they can make that 

editorial without eroding community confidence, fine.  But if they can’t, they 

have to have that conversation where ‘okay, put the boot in as you like.  Leave 

it a day.  Let the community (come) first’.     

 

ABC as an ‘emergency agency’ 

Unlike the BBC, the ABC does see itself evolving into an official emergency agency, 

a status that would open doors to meetings and decision-making processes previously 

off-limits. The Manager of Emergency Broadcasting and Community Development, 

Ian Mannix, argues strengthening the ABC’s emergency status would lead to 

broadcasting more timely and accurate information to its audiences: 

It can happen and it should happen. The Australian community needs an 

agency that works closely with emergency management organisations to give 

information to listeners when they need it, to respond to an event. That's 

separate from covering an event for news and current affairs (Gerritsen 2008, 

n.p). 
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Mannix contends that as an emergency agency, the ABC would be entitled to a seat 

on emergency forums and to take its place ‘alongside fire and emergency agencies, 

rather than just report on what they are doing’ (Gerritsen, 2008).  To achieve this, 

Mannix points out there would need to be a shift in journalistic practices:  

The sorts of responsibilities that we're taking on now are different. People 

don't join the ABC to become an emergency broadcaster. They're journalists 

first, or broadcaster or members of their community. We're finding that it is a 

daunting responsibility. And we have to subsume, to certain extent, our 

journalistic tendencies which are to find out how many trucks, how many dead 

people and the numbers, the controversy and the conflict. We need to put that 

to one side if we're to be an emergency broadcaster if we're to provide that 

level of service to the community. And as far as I'm aware, no other 

broadcaster in the world is doing that (Gerritsen 2008, n.p.). 

 
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 
The relationship between emergency managers, the ABC, commercial and community 

broadcasters is based on similar memoranda of understanding with various State and 

Territory Governments. It describes the responsibilities of each party in warning and 

informing the public. Interestingly, the initiative has expanded from the role of the 

publicly-funded broadcaster to that of the competitive world of commercial 

broadcasting and the resource-poor community broadcasting sector. Two key points 

emerge from this development. The first is the MoU’s are non-legally binding, they 

are not contracts, and therefore, as Hendrie (2011) asserts, collaboration remains 

reliant on relationships and, therefore trust. The second key factor is the motivation of 

commercial and community broadcasters. They are willing to potentially sacrifice 

their financial bottom line in order to serve their communities. At the end of the day, 
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it is about looking after audiences rather than leaving them abandoned in their ‘hour 

of need’. 
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CHAPTER 7 

WHY NOT BUSINESS AS USUAL? 

 

There cannot be a crisis next week. My schedule is already full. 
      Henry Kissinger, New York Times Magazine, 1969 

 

Introduction 

Scholarly research acknowledges tensions between emergency managers, and some 

go further to argue that a lack of trust contributes to the issue. That is where most 

scholars, to this point, have stopped. This chapter goes further to identify the 

characteristics of trust between emergency managers and the media by applying the 

theoretical models canvassed in Chapter 2. It will also examine the role of the media 

in building community resilience to a disaster and offer a way forward to building 

sustainable relationships between emergency managers and the media through ‘hearts 

and minds’ story leads. It will also examine other points of tension and pressure in the 

relationship, such as social media and live news coverage. Finally, the chapter draws 

together the two case studies – the BBC: Connecting in a Crisis and the ABC: Your 

Official Emergency Broadcaster initiatives – to explore the question: is this the way 

to achieve a trusting relationship emergency agencies and the media? 

 

Broken relationships, broken communities 

Why is this important? As identified in this study, trust is the factor that cements the 

relationship between emergency managers and the media. As the level of trust 

strengthens, the flow of information increases. If trust levels are low, information is 

not shared and people become more conservative. This situation obviously places 

communities facing a disaster in a far more precarious position.  
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Fig 1: How a high level of trust benefits society. 

There is no denial within the literature around this field of research, or by the 

participants for this study (all leading practitioners in their fields), that the media play 

an important role in disseminating official information in a disaster. It seems 

surprising that given this acceptance by both sides, tension still occurs and not solely 

within the chaotic and pressured environment of a disaster response. Tension, fed by a 

lack of trust, rears its head before the first sirens are sounded. The media, in some 

circumstances, are kept at arm’s length when emergency managers gather to plan their 

disaster response. Even if invited at the operational ‘foot-on-the-ground’ level by 

those at the frontline, higher echelons within emergency management refuse to 

provide the media with a ‘seat at the table’, justifying their position by arguing that 

media would have a ‘chilling effect’ on discussions and decision-making. It seems the 

higher the level of decision-making, which could impact on thousands of lives, the 

more the distance from media and lack of trust become an impenetrable barrier to the 

process of building and sustaining relationships. There is hope, however. For 

example, embedding a senior ABC journalist in the operations centre of Emergency 

Management Queensland during Cyclone Yasi in 2011 has resulted in more accurate 

and timely information provided to the community. 
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More	  
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Trust undefined 

What is trust? This is a difficult question to answer given the differing definitions 

offered by various scholars across a range of disciplines. This does not augur well for 

the relationship between emergency managers and the media. However, there is broad 

acknowledgement across disciplines that trust involves most activities in society and 

involves the very things that emergency managers and media set out to serve – the 

public good.  Trust, too, is about moral obligations on both parties involved in a  

‘trusting relationship’. As Bellaby (2010) suggests, trust exists in several areas: trust 

in sources of information; trust in economic exchanges; and trust at an interpersonal 

level to name a few. The evidence adduced from the interviews in this study support 

the notion that trust in the relationship between emergency managers and the media is 

based at the interpersonal level and that Bellaby’s contention that interpersonal trust, 

defined as the confidence that each party will look after the other, makes sense. This 

is further overlaid with Earle’s (2004) approach that defines trust as being about 

expectations, competence and expertise. According to Earle, within the context of risk 

management, trust is about both parties pursing the same goal, a notion shared by 

Koehn (2003). It is therefore argued that trust between emergency managers and the 

media is characterized by the following:  
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Why is this necessary? The role of media 
 
There is on-going debate about how self-reliant Australian communities are for a 

disaster. Templeman and Bergin (2008) argue that communities here are too reliant on 

help from emergency agencies, such as the State Emergency Service, particularly in 

the early stages of a disaster. They reasoned at the time that the Federal Government 

Interpersonal relations (between people 

rather than organizations). 

 
Cameron’s (2010) view that ‘Connecting 

in a Crisis’ is on an interpersonal, rather 

than organizational, level. For example, 

exchanging contact numbers and having a 

personal association between emergency 

managers and the media. 

Competence and expertise (both will act 

professionally) 

 

Nickerson’s (2011) Cyclone Yasi 

experience with embedding senior ABC 

journalists within Emergency 

Management Queensland. 

Parties sharing the same goals 

(benefitting society) 

 

Satchwell’s (2010) contention that both 

the media and emergency managers serve 

the public. 

Familiarity (they know and understand 

each other) 

Briggs (2010) involving the media in 

emergency exercises and Cameron (2010) 

seeking post-disaster ‘wash-ups’ and 

participating in the Emergency Media 

Forums. 
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was at fault in the main due to it being unprepared to make risks and threats public. 

These authors suggested that one reason for this was the concern that releasing 

information might lead to panic. This notion was reinforced by the Council of 

Australian Governments (COAG), which a year later contended that public reaction 

(such as panic) should be factored into decisions to release information. One 

conclusion that can be drawn from this position is that ‘officialdom’ does not trust the 

public, particularly when considering Beccerra and Gupta’s (1999) finding that a lack 

of information sharing is a symptom of ‘low trust’. It is clear that the concerns held by 

authorities about panic have no foundation, according to scholarly research. Seminal 

risk communication research (Quarantellli 1989), and others since (Helsloot and 

Ruitenberg 2004, Drabek 1999) conclude that panic was among many myths 

promulgated by media reportage of a disaster. 

 

There is little contention that the media play a critical role in preparing communities 

leading up to, and during a disaster. For decades, scholars have pointed to the media 

as a source of public education and this role has been reinforced more recently (Gibb 

2010). It is perhaps at this point, even before a disaster strikes, that the media and the 

emergency management relationship can be built. Taking Gibb’s contention that 

building a community to be resilient in a disaster is about ‘hearts and minds’ rather 

than economic benefits, she suggests that stories about motivating communities to 

prepare for disasters should be focused on people rather than bland statistics or other 

data that has little meaning or connection with the audience or reader. Clearly, as 

Gibb suggests (2010), people are encouraged by the example of others. This is clear, 

too, in audience responses to mental health information on community radio in 

Australia (Forde, Foxwell and Meadows 2010). I suggest that the ‘hearts and minds’ 
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approach also serves as an ideal tactic for a journalist looking for a human interest 

story — the bread and butter of journalism. As McLean and Phillips (2009, p. 305) 

note: ‘A dull story, such as information on the effect of rising interest rates and in the 

increase in bankruptcies, can be dramatized by also telling about a family evicted 

from its home.’ Although this example is not related to the topic of this thesis, it 

serves to illustrate the point that human interest or case examples do interest the 

media (and therefore their audiences). Of course, there are other established news 

values, such as prominence, impact and the unusual, which could also apply to 

increasing news coverage. It seems reasonable to suggest that if other emergency 

managers apply Gibb’s example of ‘human interest’, then collaboration with local 

media before a disaster seems more likely to produce positive outcomes.  

 

I suggest that this approach presents an opportunity to build ‘healthy’ relationships 

with open lines of communication and to begin the process of establishing trust. This 

approach also offers other practical outcomes. Firstly, it begins the process of 

educating emergency managers on journalistic news-gathering practices, something  

identified earlier as a major barrier to either sustaining the relationship, or 

contributing to its breakdown in the heat of a disaster. Secondly, it builds contact lists 

between emergency managers and the media, which the BBC’s Ian Cameron (2010) 

asserts is critical when time is short and information is scarce in the early stages of a 

crisis. This is a particularly pertinent element of media practice now with social media 

platforms highly likely to be rife with unsubstantiated reports, rumours and 

misinformation. Thirdly, as Stanbury (2011) has found, it brings the media into the 

‘emergency management space’ if they are not interested in attending disaster 

preparedness or anti-terrorism briefings or participating in exercises.  
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Fourthly, it allows the local media to earn a place in their local communities. As 

Hendrie (2011) reminds us, the media want to do the ‘right thing’ for their audiences, 

so publishing ‘hearts and minds’ disaster resilience stories is one way of doing that 

well before a disaster happens.  At the end of the day, Gibb in the UK and her 

colleagues in Australia are seeking to motivate communities to be self-sufficient for 

several days into a disaster. It may be that this is the only way that lives will be saved 

when responding agencies are initially overwhelmed with the scale of the disaster. At 

the time of writing, the events in Japan following an earthquake and tsunami offered 

stark evidence of this. 

 

Traditional media remains relevant 

Despite the speed of social media platforms to spread information globally and their 

increasing popularity as a source of information in a disaster, my study offers support 

for the assertion that traditional media remain relevant and, in fact, continue to play a 

key role in a disaster. Perhaps this needed to be established to justify why this thesis 

came to exist in the first place. If traditional media are no longer relevant, then there 

may be no need to study their relationship with emergency managers. That said, what 

emerges is that little has changed, thus far, from the pre-social media days. It could be 

argued, too, that traditional media now carry a more important role in managing 

disasters by either verifying or dismissing information spread by social network 

media. 

 

Although social media are playing a more interactive and personalised role in 

information sharing — such as the widely-praised Queensland Police Service Twitter 
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feed during Cyclone Yasi in February 2011 — communities facing a disaster still tune 

into local mass media, principally radio, followed closely by television. In fact, as 

Granatt (2004) found in the UK, people ‘hop’ between sources to compare advice, 

warnings and other information, such as eye-witness accounts. All this happens 

quickly – within 60 minutes – of a major incident. The fact that traditional media 

remain important is reinforced by Hendrie (2011) who points out that in Australia 

emergency alerts delivered by technology, for example recorded phone messages 

utilized by the Brisbane City Council to warn of approaching storms, recipients will 

still turn to radio to validate what they are being told. It is worth noting that telephone 

alerts, in particular, do have value when people who may not be watching television 

or listening to radio in the middle of the night or at work (Ryan, 2009). The BBC’s 

Ian Cameron, too, finds that people learn information on social media platforms turn 

to the BBC, and other trusted traditional media, to verify the information. This, in 

turn, places significant pressure by traditional media on emergency managers to 

confirm information. In effect, it has become a loop, much like the traditional 24 hour 

news cycle, but at a much faster pace. Channel Seven’s Jessica Adamson (2010) 

perhaps best summed up the social media/traditional media environment by 

observing: 

We often are putting situations to them and saying, “Look, we’ve heard this, 

can you get back to me really quickly, I need to verify if this is right or not.”  

To begin with, they can be quite annoyed by that. Some emergency managers 

don’t like to be told things … they want to be telling you the news, and so it 

can put them off. You need to be able to do it delicately and sensitively, 

pragmatically.  But in the end if you want to be able to say that you’ve heard it 

from official sources, then it has to come from them. 
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Deconstructing the relationship 

It is clear that traditional media remain central to the emergency management 

environment on a number of fronts. They can help motivate communities to become 

more resilient to a disaster, people turn to them as a credible source to validate 

warnings or social media information, and they provide ‘comfort and support’ during 

the impact of a disaster. Why, then, isn’t the relationship between emergency 

managers and the media healthy and productive? After all, emergency managers and 

the media have been playing in the same field for decades. Yet an examination of 

disasters, scholarly research and contributors to this study reveals a litany of on-going 

points of contention, a lack of cooperation, conflicting agendas and little 

understanding of either side. It seems the relationship is a disaster within itself.  

 

It is worth examining the points of contention in greater depth. Stanbury (2011) 

reminds us that emergency managers have regarded the media as ‘combatants’. 

Likewise, Green et al (2004) identify conflict arising from both sides ‘wanting control 

of their situations’, while Ewart (2002) sees the inexperience of young journalists 

leading to unethical practices. All this is compounded by what is termed the ‘blame 

game’ – where emergency managers feel, rightly or wrongly, that the media are 

always looking to attribute blame and sometimes put that at the foot of the door of 

emergency response. The result, at least from the perspective of emergency 

management, is a situation where trust cannot be fostered.  Asking questions, too, 

becomes an issue. Although Green et al (2004), as do others such as Cameron (2010), 

suggest that the media should be invited to participate in exercises to gain a better 

understanding of how journalists operate, the fear that they may ask questions 
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presents a barrier (Cole 2010).  This perception reaches further up the ladder in 

emergency management. For Stanbury (2011), who contends that the media do not 

give ‘two hoots’ about attending exercises, they should not have a seat at high-level 

meetings because they would ‘chill’ the decision-making process. In other words, a 

journalist in the room would have the potential to become a listening post for the 

outside world. Again, this concern may be becoming less relevant with the outcome 

of the ABC’s embedding journalists into emergency management during Cyclone 

Yasi. 

 

Talk is not cheap 

The notion about the media joining in exercises with emergency managers is a 

prominent theme in research literature both in the UK and Australia. What emerges is 

general agreement that exercises are a valuable relationship-building activity. For 

example, Wilson, of the Attorney-General’s Department in Canberra, and a long-term 

communicator in emergency management at a Federal level, sees the first step as 

‘sitting down’ and exchanging views on problems from both sides (2010). The BBC’s 

Ian Cameron (2010), who agrees that problems in communication between emergency 

managers and the media in Australia are mirrored in the UK, also welcomes the 

opportunity to talk frankly in a nuts and bolts ‘wash up’ between the media and 

emergency managers, as he terms it, where tensions must be brought to the surface. 

Airing ‘dirty linen’ strengthens trust, which is the ‘single biggest factor’ in the 

relationship and he argues his analysis is based on covering disasters for more than 35 

years as a journalist at national level. He concludes (2010): ‘I think (trust) takes a 

long time to build up and its very easily destroyed and I think if you do destroy it, if 

somebody blows it, that’s it, it takes a long, long time to recover from that.’ The 
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question then arises, who should be involved in the relationship with emergency 

managers from a media perspective? All interviewees pointed to senior journalists or 

editors for much of the same reason: they are the decision-makers and there is less 

turn-over of people in those positions unlike reporters in newsrooms. The Essex 

County Council’s Rosanna Briggs, one of the leading disaster practitioners in the UK, 

places editors firmly in her sights with the priority of building a trusting relationship 

before a disaster happens. Interestingly, she does not think trust is ‘transferrable’ from 

one editor to the other, so the benefit of low staff turnover maintains continuity. 

Another to agree on the need for a relationship at editor level is Neil Stanbury (2011), 

of the WA Police, although he is also motivated by the need for ‘frank 

communication’ in the event of a counter-terrorism operation, when many lives could 

be at stake just through the terrorists monitoring media reportage which discloses too 

much operational information. As Stanbury puts it, it is not possible to control live 

coverage by communicating with journalists at the scene. Agreement to stop filming, 

keep information confidential or other ways of reducing the threat to lives can only be 

made at the news editor level and then only with substantial justification. Part of this 

exchange involves trust – Stanbury’s word — because if certain information is 

broadcast, lives may be lost. Under these circumstances, Stanbury contends trust 

cements cooperation. The UK’s National Head of Security and Resilience 

Communication Carol McCall (2010) agrees with his approach – editorial co-

operation has worked when life is at stake and trust on both sides is healthy. In fact, 

there are confidential protocols in place between Whitehall and UK media operators 

to manage the flow of information if justified in life-threatening events. As an 

indication of trust, McCall points out the protocol has never been imposed, but the 

media have volunteered to cooperate.  
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Interestingly, this study has found that background briefings and ‘off the record’ 

information are a litmus test for trust between the media and emergency managers. 

Briggs points out that trust from her perspective is taken on face value until proven 

otherwise, and cites the example of a journalist publishing ‘off the record’ 

information that may have been provided to justify why operational matters could not 

be disclosed at the time. McCall takes a similar tack in developing trust by testing the 

waters with ‘a little bit’ of off-the-record information to build understanding and trust. 

This says much about the need for trust and how it is tested given that on-or-off the 

record information can be an area fraught with danger. For example, Conley sees on-

and-off the record as an area of confusion ‘because it can mean different things to 

different people, depending on their media experience’ (2002, p. 107). Both Briggs 

and McCall define ‘off the record’ as not reporting information until told otherwise, 

perhaps more in keeping with Conley’s terminology, ‘deep background’ — but 

embargoed. Another test of trust, but on a much larger scale and a first for the UK, is 

offered by the Society of UK Editors where more than 400 media outlets applied a 

self-imposed media ban on reporting the deployment of Prince Harry to Afghanistan. 

Again, off-the-record briefings played a significant role in how the news blackout 

would play out.  

 

As Satchwell (2010) argues, initially the UK Government wanted to impose some 

form of written and enforceable agreement. The deal ended up as a ‘gentlemen’s 

agreement’ in that it was all based on trust, with any editor having the right to walk 

away at any time. The fact is that when Prince Harry was deployed, hundreds of 

journalists across the UK were aware of it, but no-one breached the agreement built 
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on trust between Satchwell, the UK authorities and military. The point here is that the 

Society of Editors refused to agree in writing – it all had to be established on trust, 

and it worked. This demonstrates what Satchwell describes as a fundamental point in 

any relationship with the media: there is no control, only cooperation, and that has to 

be founded on trust.  What also emerges is that trust can be established because both 

the media and government are there to serve a common goal, the public. This, 

according to Satchwell, is a basic misunderstanding by officials who wrongly regard 

the media as serving their own interests. In reality, the media must serve the public 

interest or cease to exist. I argue that Satchwell’s contention about common goals is 

another plank in building the relationship between emergency managers and the 

media. Both sides need to understand who they are serving, and therefore 

collaboration puts that goal within reach. 

 

Stories or saving lives? 

This study now turns to another area of contention in the media-emergency 

management relationship – the role of the media in information dissemination to save 

lives versus newsgathering to produce stories. Li (2007) studied 2647 television 

stories broadcast by five US networks in the first 24 hours of 9/11. The purpose was 

to evaluate if the stories news frames had changed (disaster, political, criminal and 

safety) over that period compared with Graber’s (1980) three stages of a crisis: 

Stage one: media become the primary information source for the public and 

officials to relieve uncertainty; describe what happened and help in relief 

efforts; 

Stage two: media focuses on making sense of what happened; and 
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Stage three: media provide context, placing the crisis in a larger perspective 

(Li 2007, p. 2). 

 

Li found that television news media frames change in stage one from descriptive, 

through attributive to affective; that coverage becomes more sophisticated in stage 

two, moving from a more simplistic ‘disaster’ frame to one emphasizing political and 

criminal elements; with human interest frames dominating the third stage. 

Interestingly, human-interest stories did not feature prominently in the first 24 hours 

of 9/11. In relation to sources, the majority were from government officials (19.3%), 

witnesses (10.8%), the President (6.7%) and experts (5.8%) (2007, p. 6).  Li 

concluded that frames changed quickly in a disaster and the reportage in this case 

became more sophisticated as journalists gained a clearer understanding of unfolding 

events to ‘select facts with more deliberation’ (2007, p. 7).  

 

Cameron’s insights into how journalists approach a disaster concur. Cameron 

concludes that the priority is saving life, so providing accurate and timely information 

is the focus rather than gathering information for stories. This is the genesis of the 

BBC’s Connecting in a Crisis initiative. Cameron points to his own family as an 

example of why journalists should be motivated to become factual information 

providers, at least in the first hours of the crisis. He would want them to have the 

information they need to be safe.  This supports Graber’s (1980) and Li’s (2007) 

findings that the media do indeed fulfill this role. Interestingly, Cameron contends 

that media can be effective in doing this where journalists apply the basic principles 

of accuracy, brevity and clarity. It is here – the media’s demand for information – that 

tensions surface with emergency managers, who Cameron believes do not understand 



	   148	  

the media’s motivation to help rather than hinder. Likewise, Briggs (2010) from the 

perspective of emergency management, claims an understanding of the pressure for 

information but contends that emergency managers must be prepared for questions 

that go beyond initial warnings, such as ‘Go In, Stay In and Tune In’ for chemical or 

other airborne threats in the UK. Here, it comes down to understanding that 

journalists do ask questions, the most frequent being why? This, she posits, can be a 

source of tension with emergency managers if they do not immediately have the 

answer or are unwilling to provide it for justifiable reasons. For McCall (2010), who 

heads UK security communication, this situation has no obvious solution: the media 

can ask, but gathering accurate information takes time. Cameron’s suggestion is that 

perhaps emergency managers need to couple the three ‘P’ principle — pity, praise and 

pledge — with honesty in saying that ‘we just don’t know’ rather than ‘we don’t want 

to tell you’. This approach is supported by US Fire Chief Cochrane’s (2010) mantra 

of explaining what is not known. 

 

Sacrificing time for accuracy 

One solution could be for both sides to accept this situation and not let it become a 

threat to trust in the relationship. It is arguable that this is not unreasonable, given 

distribution of accurate information is the goal of both the media and authorities. This 

fits with McCall’s conclusions that sacrificing time for accuracy preserves trust, both 

with the media and public. Emergency managers do not have the luxury of being able 

to correct serious errors without causing public harm or alarm. An example is 

miscommunication during the Sago mine disaster in 2006, when 13 miners were 

trapped underground in West Virginia. It was prematurely reported in the media that 

12 had been found alive, much to the joy of anxious families. It took several hours to 
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confirm that the 12 had in fact perished (Langfitt 2006). A similar situation happened 

during the rescue operation following the Christchurch earthquake in February 2011, 

when a firefighter told the media that 15 people had been found alive buried under the 

CTV building. The report was declared false 30 minutes later (Hawkes Bay Herald 

2011). This study also explored two other areas of pressure on the relationship 

between emergency managers and the media: live coverage of disasters and the flood 

of social media ‘coverage’. There is agreement both in the scholarly literature and 

amongst the interviewees for this study that live coverage and social media are 

catalysts for pressure on the relationship. Stanbury (2011) sees live coverage of a 

disaster or terrorism incident as an area of concern. For example, journalists do not 

consider the implications of what is being screened or reported. There is little that can 

be done on the ground to sway the direction of the story, however, news editors are 

prepared to listen to justifiable reasoning if life is in danger. In any event, Stanbury 

offers a solution that could be considered by other emergency and police agencies. 

WA Police Media distribute background briefing notes to media outlets in the initial 

stages of an incident, such as a siege. The briefings do not make demands or direct 

what should be reported, but offer guidance on the implications of any coverage, such 

as the offenders using the media to their advantage. Stanbury also raises another 

interesting point about live coverage – it can become a negative experience for the 

audience as time progresses with often limited vision repeated endlessly. In such 

cases, media seem to be taking advantage of the situation. It is at this point, when the 

media themselves become the target of public frustration and anger, that emergency 

managers have the opportunity to provide fresh angles and perhaps exert, for the first 

time, some ‘control’ over what is being broadcast or published.  
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As discussed earlier in this chapter, the media play an important role in validating 

warnings delivered to be public by the use of technology, such as telephone alerts. 

The same applies to social media. As Gowing (2009) points out, social media 

platforms outpace traditional media – and information from emergency agencies. In 

fact, the traditional 24-hour news cycle is being ‘pounded’ by news breaking on social 

networks such as Twitter. For example, a photograph of the crash of US Airways 

Flight 1549 in 2009 was circulated on Twitter before the airline confirmed the 

incident (Hannah, 2009). Within 90 minutes of the crash, a Wiki page had been 

created and edited with 170 updates. The proliferation of social media technology – as 

McCall (2010) suggests most cheap mobiles have camera capability – and the 

encouragement by traditional media for contributions from these ‘citizen-based’ 

sources is a double-edged sword. The user-generated content provides some 

‘situational awareness’ for emergency agencies, but credibility of the information can 

become an issue. This study has revealed several ways emergency agencies are 

dealing with the onslaught of social media and its threat to a relationship based on 

trust. McCall argues that agencies should monitor Twitter and other social media 

content, but cautions against acting in haste by ‘taking a step back’. Overriding 

everything is the need to ensure information released by the authorities is accurate and 

trustworthy. Jumping the gun with reliance on social media can have consequences as 

the BBC’s news website found out in relation to the Mumbai terrorist attacks 

(Herrmann, 2008). Likewise, Cameron sees social media as adding pressure on both 

the media and emergency agencies to confirm information. The pressure comes from 

the public who are aware of information but are seeking official confirmation. 

Journalists in newsrooms besieged by social media input are caught in a dilemma of 
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whether or not to broadcast social media reportage or wait for official confirmation. 

Hendrie (2011) adds another layer to the problem – talk-back radio, where eye-

witnesses in one location provide accounts of what they see, may distort the global 

view of the disaster, and potentially contradict official warnings. Compounding this 

scenario is the inexperience of radio announcers who do not have any journalism 

training, let alone understanding of disaster management.  

 

This leads to a key, and perhaps obvious point: a healthy, trusting relationship 

between the media and emergency managers can counteract many of these problems. 

After all, as Cameron contends, social media and talk-back information can be 

discounted, or included, with a ‘quick steer’ from authorities, who McCall reminds us 

need to be more ‘fleet of foot’ in responding. 

 

Public broadcasters make the connection 

It is useful to examine initiatives by two publicly-funded broadcasters, which forms 

the central plank of this study – the BBC Connecting in Crisis and the ABC Local 

Radio - Your Emergency Broadcaster. This section draws together both approaches as 

a unique overview of how the broadcasters are attempting to shape and develop their 

relationship with emergency managers. Both the BBC and ABC have taken differing 

paths in developing their initiatives, but they share the same goal in providing a 

gateway for emergency agencies to reach communities in a crisis. 

 

The world’s largest broadcaster, the BBC, has fiercely guarded its editorial 

independence since the first radio transmission from London more than 80 years ago. 

Everything that goes to air in the context of a disaster or major emergency must first 
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be subjected to the scrutiny of news editors. This is justified by the corporation in 

terms of its position that audience trust comes first. Editorial control and safeguarding 

independence from authorities sets the boundaries of Connecting in a Crisis and 

forms one of the key differences to the approach adopted by the ABC in Australia. 

 

Both the BBC and ABC share common ground in asserting that they are in a unique 

position to fulfill their respective emergency roles because of national reach and 

networks of local radio stations. Both primarily use local radio as the backbone of 

their initiatives and contend that they have been unofficially providing ad hoc 

emergency broadcasting for decades. As Granatt (2004) notes, the BBC Connecting in 

a Crisis initiative formalizes its previously unofficial role. One of the founders of the 

guide, news editor Ian Cameron (2010), argues that it was also developed out of a 

need for both the BBC and emergency managers to understand how each other 

operates and to establish contact lists, a fundamental tool of journalism. As Conley 

suggests, contact lists are an irreplaceable ‘reporters bible’.  

The contact book, more than any other single object, represents everything and 

everyone a reporter knows on a professional basis. It is to a journalist what a 

tide book is to a fisherman or the criminal code is to a police officer. It is a 

reporter’s lifeline to a community; a bridge to news stories (2002, p. 164). 

The point here is that Connecting in a Crisis is driven by journalism, rather than by 

programming, as with the ABC. This study argues that the initiative strengthens the 

reliability and value of contacts for the BBC radio and television newsrooms, rather 

than depending on journalists’ abilities to locate them in the chaos of a disaster.  An 

examination of the online Connecting in a Crisis guide provides evidence that takes 

some of the ‘leg work’ out of journalism. For example, it sets out what information is 
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required from emergency managers, such as the who, what, when, why and how. It 

also seeks nominations of someone to interview and that any information provided to 

the BBC must be sanctioned amongst agencies beforehand. Connecting in a Crisis, in 

reality, is a ‘dream’ news-gathering operation for practicing journalists. It not only 

provides the basics of any news story, but also allows the journalism profession to 

apply its ‘watchdog’ role.  As Cameron (2010) contends, even if the relationship with 

emergency managers is healthy, productive and trusting, BBC journalists will still 

‘pull punches’. Conversely, for emergency managers, the pay-off is the ability to 

‘knock on the door’ of the BBC to get information that could save life and property 

broadcast quickly and accurately, even if it is subject to the filtering process of 

editorial gate keeping.  

 

Cameron believes that embedding Connecting in a Crisis within the editorial space, 

reduces the potential conflict with programs. He contends that journalists will be 

involved in covering the disaster in any event, and if the initiative was within the 

program environment it could be a source of tension, when journalists compete for the 

same information.  Unethical practices by journalists are also addressed: there is no 

need to ‘sneak behind a fence’, as Cameron points out, if journalists are being 

supplied with updated information as the response to the disaster or emergency 

situation progresses (2010). Perhaps a program similar to the BBC’s initiative may 

have prevented, or reduced, unethical behavior identified by Wexler et al (2004) 

during the Washington sniper attacks in the US, where journalists went to 

extraordinary lengths to obtain information, such as ‘listening through walls and 

ceilings’. It could have avoided publication of incorrect and inaccurate information 

such as in the case of Hurricane Katrina, where media broadcast unsubstantiated 
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rumours, impacting on emergency operations. Hurricane Katrina symbolizes the 

relationship breakdown between emergency management and the media which 

resulted in officials repeating the rumours as fact.  

 

The flood of social media contributions to the BBC is another key reason for editorial 

involvement when information needs to be verified quickly with emergency 

managers. This is particularly important, given that the corporation has devoted 

significant resources to encouraging, selecting and authenticating social media 

contributions. As social media technology becomes more accessible, the volume of 

contributions will increase, further justifying the role of Connecting in a Crisis. There 

are few critiques of the initiative amongst the emergency management sector, but the 

Society of Editors, which represents more than 400 publishers and broadcasters, notes 

that the BBC is in a unique relationship with emergency managers. It is a position 

which must not be taken advantage of when a disaster happens. Information should 

be, and is, shared with competing broadcasters. 

 

The ABC has taken a different course. ‘Local Radio – Your Emergency Broadcaster’ 

is embedded in the programs area, rather than under the auspices of the editorial 

process, although online ‘emergency’ pages carry a range of disaster and emergency 

stories, along with Twitter feeds involving current emergencies. In the Queensland 

floods of 2011, the ABC provided an interactive map with clearly noted verified 

information from official sources and unverified information from social media 

platforms. During the floods in South East Queensland, more than 850 reports, 

ranging from property damage to evacuations, were compiled on the map in what the 
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ABC (2011) described as an ‘experiment in gathering information from the 

community’.  

 

The ABC appears to be moving much faster than the BBC in engaging with its online 

audience. Here, the focus is on using the online environment to gather and distribute 

information in tandem with emergency broadcasting by local radio stations, unlike the 

BBC’s online guide, which has no elements of interactivity and limits links to updated 

information.   

 

The separate approaches to emergency broadcasting by the BBC and ABC is also 

evident in the use of emergency warnings. Again, the BBC will not broadcast 

warnings verbatim from emergency officials without editorial scrutiny and there is no 

standard emergency warning signal, as in the case of Australia. The ABC will 

broadcast official warnings verbatim accompanied by the standard emergency 

warning signal. The warnings are clearly distinct from news segments and are 

broadcast as part of ‘normal programming’, that is, at non-news times. This service is 

part of the MoUs the ABC has signed with each State and Territory, which also 

include making local radio stations or broadcast services available 24/7 as needed. In 

return, emergency agencies will provide timely warnings and include the ABC in 

disaster exercises. The MoUs, which are not ‘legally strong’ (Nickerson 2011), 

contrast with the BBC’s non-agreement position, which is based entirely on voluntary 

collaboration and trust. It is for further research to determine which approach works 

best, but this study has found that both, on initial examination, appear to ultimately 

serve the goal of providing a mechanism to get life-saving information to 

communities in a disaster as quickly and efficiently as possible. They both serve to 
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build a relationship with emergency managers, and as I have argued, both require trust 

as part of the collaboration. For example, the MoUs with commercial and community 

broadcasters in Victoria have an escape clause which means they are not binding if 

one party decides to walk away. Therefore, the MoUs establish an ‘understanding’ 

rather than an agreement.  

 

Should the emergency broadcasters become official responding agencies? As far as 

the BBC is concerned, any move to place it under the Civil Contingencies Act, in 

which sharing information with other agencies is required, could impose a threat to its 

policy of independent editorial control. As Cameron (2010) argues, Connecting in a 

Crisis performs the role in any event — making the BBC an official responding 

agency therefore seems pointless. This opinion is shared by Whitehall’s McCall, who 

sees that placing the BBC under a legislative umbrella would impose too many 

restrictions and requirements. The system, she argues, is working the way it should 

and is benefitting the public, to whom the government and media alike are 

accountable. As noted in Chapter 5, there would be some benefit from the BBC 

becoming an emergency responder. It would provide a ‘seat at the table’ in 

emergency planning and response exercises (Briggs 2010, Cole 2010). I argue that 

imposing the BBC on local emergency planners would not enhance trust or 

relationships. As has been identified, trust must be earned out of respect and a 

willingness to cooperate. The BBC should be invited to participate, leaving its 

involvement based on trust rather than legislation. As participants in this study have 

pointed out, trust can work. UK Society of Editors Director Bob Satchwell (2010), 

contends that journalists would reject bureaucratic and legislative restrictions on what 

they can or cannot report. 
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Comparison summary chart  

 
BBC Connecting in a Crisis             ABC Your Official Emergency Broadcaster 
	  

• Provides online guide 
 

• Role exclusive to the BBC 
 

• Based in news, not programming 
 

• Gateway to broadcast via news editor 
 

• Editorial control over all material 
broadcast 

 
• No standard warning signal 

 
• Based on trust 

 
• No written contracts or agreements 

(excluding pre-agreed protocols, 
such as the Cleveland Protocol in 
chemical emergencies) 

 
• Uses journalistic methods to gather 

information 
 

• Does not seek to become a 
‘emergency agency’ but wants to be 
involved in emergency planning and 
disaster exercises 

 
• Shares information with commercial 

rivals 
 

• No objection to commercial 
operators mirroring the initiative in 
some form 

 
• Regarded as appropriate for the role 

by emergency managers 
 

• Uses talk back to source information 
 
	  

	  
• Provides online guide 

 
• Role shared with commercial and 

community broadcasters  
 

• Embedded into programming. News 
kept separate 

 
• Broadcasts official warnings 

verbatim with the standard 
emergency warning signal 

 
• Based on written Memorandum of 

Understandings with each State and 
Territory 

 
• Looks to developing as an 

emergency agency 
 

• Generally regarded as appropriate for 
the role by emergency managers 

 
• Uses talk back as a source of 

information 
 

• Shares resources and information 
with commercial rivals 

	  
	  

	  
	  



	   158	  

Although both the ABC and BBC are making inroads into the relationship between 

emergency managers and the media, is it worthwhile? Why not business as usual?  To 

continue fractured relationships is not in the interests of society, which both 

emergency managers and the media argue is their goal. What emerges from this study 

is that trust serves a number of purposes:  

1. In the context of a disaster, high levels of trust between the media and 

emergency managers will increase the flow of accurate and timely 

information, thereby saving more lives and property; 

2.  High levels of trust in the relationship serves a greater purpose for society 

itself by strengthening social capital (Halpern 2005); and 

3. A healthy level of social capital, where networks, norms and sanctions are 

in balance, enhances the functions of democracy (Misztal 2001, Lenard 

2008, Zmerli & Newton 2008).  

 

 
	  
Fig 3: The flow-on effect of trust on democracy. 
	  
	  
 

 

 

Enhances  
democracy 

Strengthens social capital 

High-level trust between emergency managers and media 
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FURTHER RESEARCH 

This	   study	   has opened the door to an area that so far has had little serious 

consideration by scholars. Although previous studies have identified trust as a factor 

in the media-emergency management relationship (Fitzpatrick 2007), there is little 

evidence of further examination of the topic. Further research, however, need not be 

limited to a focus on trust. For example, this study identifies the ‘emotional support’ 

offered by local radio in the darkest hours of a cyclone. Further research could 

examine what messages would be comforting and supportive to listeners in such 

frightening circumstances.  Do they need to hear live on air emotional, sometimes 

heart-wrenching accounts of eye witnesses, knowing their turn may be next? Do they 

need re-assurance from political leaders and emergency managers that help is on the 

way or that they are ‘not forgotten’, as was the case with some of Queensland Premier 

Anna Bligh’s statements during Cyclone Yasi in North Queensland? This could lead 

to further research on where people source information in a disaster. Two Australian 

studies (Cohen et al 2007, King & Gowdie 1999) made initial inroads, but the topic 

has received little serious investigation or has been confined to the media roles in 

providing information (Spence et al 2009; Wenger & Quarantelli 1989; Wei et al 

2010). 

 

This study also pointed to the importance of the ‘watchdog’ role of the media – the 

DNA of journalists — and their tertiary education. Further research is warranted into 

whether this fabric of a journalist’s ‘make-up’ adds credibility to emergency 

messaging. Does the editorial gate keeping process of the BBC during a crisis 

enhance the credibility of information with audiences? The alternative is the ABC’s 
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approach in using verbatim warnings from officials accompanied by emergency 

signals. Which of these has more impact on audiences? A third area of possible 

further inquiry is the issue of eye witness accounts on talk-back radio conflicting with 

official warnings, as noted by Hendrie (2011). To what extent is this impacting on 

emergency operations? Are people evacuating in the wrong direction, for example, 

through misinformation or lack of a global picture of what is happening? Are social 

media platforms providing the ‘wrong steer’?  

 

CONCLUSION 

Perhaps one of the most striking quotes in the literature review for this study is this 

from one emergency manager (Santos 2005, p. 10-11): ‘I don’t use the media, I don’t 

rely on the media, I don’t like to deal with the media…we are working for the public, 

they’re working for ratings and that’s a big difference.’ This position may be 

ingrained in some emergency managers, but it is evident from this research that the 

relationship between emergency managers and the media is improving.  

 

It is clear that both sides have a symbiotic relationship — each need the other in order 

to serve their goals. The media need official information, and today more so amid the 

flood of social media contributions to both media outlets and emergency officials. 

Importantly, the traditional media — radio, television and newspapers (including their 

online components) — remain valid as a critical source of public information in a 

disaster.  This study has found that the media play a key role in building community 

resilience in the face of a disaster and an approach by emergency managers to develop 

their relationship with the media could be enhanced through human interest stories 

and angles — the ‘hearts and minds’ approach. Human interest stories motivate 
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communities. Human interest stories have strong news values for journalists (Conley 

2002) who are finely tuned to the interests of their audiences (Cameron 2010). 

 

This study argues that the evidence adduced here supports the contention that 

relationships between emergency managers and the media are based on trust. There 

are, however, identifiable threats to this: differing approaches to the same goal of 

serving the public; a lack of understanding by emergency managers on how the media 

operate, such as routine newsgathering techniques, therefore leading to suspicion 

about motives; journalists who regard emergency managers as ‘too slow’ to provide 

official information or confirmation of events being relayed via social media 

platforms; emergency managers and the media experiencing confrontation at the 

disaster scene, particularly when media are blocked from access and undertake 

seemingly unethical steps to obtain information; and journalists (perhaps as part of the 

newsgathering ‘routine’) pointing the finger or attempting to lay blame sometimes 

unfairly at the door of emergency responders. 

 

So, what can be done to get the sides working together for the ultimate aim of a 

healthier democracy? Clearly it needs to start before the disaster happens, in 

peacetime, as Stanbury (2011) puts it. This poses some difficulties — the media are 

reluctant to sit at the table until disaster happens (Stanbury 2011) and emergency 

managers do not want the media there because they ask questions (Cole 2010). Trust, 

therefore starts here — at the table. Wilson (2010) sums up the results of this study 

when he says that each side does not have to ‘love each other’ but, somewhat like 

children, they have to get along because ‘the public out there is like a dragon – it’s 

ferociously needing to be fed. If it isn’t, it’s going to bite our heads off’ (2010, 
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personal communication). That it will do, especially if lives and property are lost 

when tragedy could have been avoided with accurate, timely and credible information 

produced by a high-level of trust between emergency managers and the media. At that 

point, both sides will truly be serving the good of society. 

 

It is useful to conclude this study with a summary of the key outcomes for future 

debate and discussion on the topic by emergency managers and the media. 

 

1. Embedding journalists at the disaster management table 

Although suspicion remains about journalists at the command table, clearly this has 

proved successful in the case of the ABC and BBC. However, as the BBC’s Ian 

Cameron and Emergency Management Queensland’s Phil Nickerson point out, the 

journalist must be experienced and trusted. Trust must be established before the 

disaster. This study has also found that the embedded journalist tends to place ‘civic 

duty’ over journalism, although ‘the hard questions will always be asked’ (Cameron 

2010). The notion of embedding journalists is underpinned by Newcomb, McLeod 

and Chaffee’s (1973) coorientation theory in which both sides clearly agree on the 

goal of providing community information to save lives and property. Here is how the 

four key variables of the model apply to this relationship:  

Congruency – both sides agree on what needs to be done.  

Accuracy – both sides match each other’s attitude.  

Agreement – founded on trust and articulated in the MoU (ABC) or ‘gentlemen’s 

agreement’ (BBC). 

Understanding – both sides share similar beliefs.  
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The result is the closest trusting and working relationship between the parties to date. 

They are more aligned in this environment, which serves to support their 

codependency and ultimate goal of serving the public. 

 

2. Connecting before a crisis 

The need for emergency managers and the media to connect before a crisis became 

clear across all interviews. Both the BBC and ABC have established mechanisms for 

this to happen. The BBC’s Ian Cameron (2010) sees the ideal as each side having a 

typical journalists’ contact book: home phone numbers, alternative contact numbers 

and people because ‘disasters don’t happen 9 to 5’. 

 

3. Trust, information and relationships 

It is evident that all relationships in this environment are based on trust, which must 

be established before the disaster (Cameron 2010). If high levels of trust are formed, 

then more information that is believed by audiences is likely to flow. More 

information leads to greater cooperation by the public, which in turn will save lives. 

 

4. Editorial and warnings 

A key barrier in the relationship is conflict over warnings and editorial. Clearly they 

must be separated to avoid confusion and retain credibility. A key threat to official 

warnings is speculative radio talk-back, where callers are encouraged by 

inexperienced radio hosts to report beyond what they can actually see. This can be 

countered by callers only being asked to report what they can see, while warnings 

provide a more global view of the disaster. 
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5. Pressure of social media and relevance of traditional media. 

Social media is flooding information vacuums in a disaster. What emerges from this 

study is that audiences will still turn to trusted traditional media outlets, particularly 

radio, to verify social media content. This makes traditional media even more relevant 

as a source of timely, credible and accurate information in a disaster. It also means 

traditional media must embrace online platforms to reach audiences, as has been done 

by the ABC, and to some extent, by the BBC. 

 

6. Journalism and duty to society 

Finally, a key theme that emerges from the data analysis is the notion that journalists 

put society before newsgathering in the early stages of a disaster. As Emergency 

Management Queensland’s Phil Nickerson (2011) found during Cyclone Yasi, the 

ABC journalist made his civic duty a priority, as did the ABC journalist who became 

an ad-hoc information advocate for Anne Leadbeater (2011) following Black 

Saturday in Victoria. As Society of Editors Executive Bob Satchwell (2010) contends: 

‘no journalist would put lives in danger for a story’. This study has found the same. 

After all, everyone in this relationship is there to serve the community, not 

themselves. It is a good point for journalism students to consider during a lecture on 

how they should uphold their role as society’s ‘watchdog’. Sometimes collaboration 

‘with the enemy’ proves to be of greater benefit to society. This thesis, as does the 

accompanying DVD, leaves the final words to the BBC’s Ian Cameron (2010): 

 

  ‘The media is part of the solution, not the problem’. 
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