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PROJECT CONTEXT

 Use of social media (SM) increasingly common (early warning and disaster response) – less 
widespread for disaster risk reduction (DRR) and preparedness

 Amongst the general public and humanitarian organisations

 Large amounts of social media data

 Analysis of this data can aid disaster management processes

 Social Media Analysis Tools (SMAT) increasingly available but most commonly used for response

 Need to better understand how SMAT can increase the impact of DRR and preparedness work

 Comparative review of social media analysis tools for preparedness

 Call for research proposals by the Global Disaster Preparedness Center (GDPC)/ American Red Cross

 Research project awarded to Trilateral Research & Consulting (March – June 2015)
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AIMS

 Provide an overview of currently available commercial and free of charge/low cost SMAT that can be 
used for DRR and preparedness

 Analysis of the functionalities and capabilities of different SMAT

 Detailed examples of applied uses of SMAT

 Provide recommendations on how SMAT can be used in DRR and preparedness

 Generic: strategy and planning

 Specific: purposes for which SMAT can be used

 Suggestions on considerations relating to policy and developments in tools that may impact 
their future use

 Suggestions for cross-organisational activities within the RCRC network that may be drawn 
upon to support RCRC actors in their use of SM & SMAT for DRR and preparedness. 

3



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

 How can the use of SMAT help to increase the impact of the GDPC, actors within the RCRC network, 

and other humanitarian actors’ work with regard to DRR and preparedness? 

 What are the most suitable tools to meet the needs of this kind of work? 
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RESEARCH METHODS

 20 semi-structured in-depth interviews

 Online survey

 30 complete responses by RCRC actors

 7 incomplete responses by RCRC actors

 Desk-based research: preliminary identification of 94 tools

 Narrowed down to 31 tools for further in-depth investigation and included in the catalogue

 Use of free and pad SMAT, including 14 demonstrations with developers

 Two workshops with RCRC representatives, researchers and SMAT developers (16 external participants in total)
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Trilateral received support from Chih-Hui Lai, Assistant Professor 

at Nanyang Technological University, Singapore with the survey 

and interviews. 



SURVEY FINDINGS: POPULAR USES OF SM BY RCRC 

ORGANISATIONS & ENGAGEMENT WITH SMAT
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Value can be added by engaging with SMAT



SMAT FOR PREPAREDNESS VS. RESPONSE
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Response

Increased requirements on 
tools

• Large volumes of data

• Real-time data

• Data focuses on needs (e.g., 
water,  shelter) & situational 
awareness

• Rapid response required

Preparedness

Fewer requirements on tools

• Small data sets may be used

• Fewer requirements for real-time 
data or fast access to data

• Focus on listening to 

conversations (i.e., monitoring)

SMAT for response: need for more expensive tools as these have access to large volumes of 

data. 

This need is less present when using SMAT for DRR and preparedness.



SELECTION OF SMAT
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 Vast amount of SMAT that can be used for preparedness and risk reduction work

 There are differences in the requirements of SMAT used for response vs. preparedness

 Multi-step process to select the SMAT considered most suitable for DRR and preparedness

 94 currently available SMAT were examined

 Desk-based research, interviews, survey,  workshop, word-of-mouth

 SMAT were examined in relation to aims of DRR and preparedness, insight gained through 

analysing interviews, surveys, and outcomes of the first workshop

 Selection of 31 SMAT that were analysed in more detail and included in the catalogue of SMAT



SELECTION OF SMAT
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SELECTION OF SMAT
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Name of 

the tool

Key 

functions

Social 

media

Approximate

Cost ($) 

Language 

of the 

tools 

interface

Language 

of the data 

the tool

can 

analyse

Accessibility Usability Instruction

s available 

on website

Online 

(live) 

help 

available

Website

Name & 

RCRC

actors that 

use the 

tool

Predominatel

y includes 

functions 

considered 

as relevant 

by 

interviewees 

and survey 

participants 

List of SM 

applications 

the tool can 

analyse & a 

note of if the 

SMAT can 

crawl other 

sources on 

the web

Whether the 

SMAT is free, 

free+ paid 

upgrade, or if a 

paid 

subscription is 

required. If 

information on 

licenses/user

accounts is 

available this is 

indicated here.

Language(

s) the 

tools is 

available 

in

Information 

provided 

by the 

SMAT 

developer 

on the 

languages 

that they 

state that 

the tool is 

able to 

analyse 

How easy is it 

to get an 

impression of 

how the tool 

works? Are 

there demos 

or trials 

available? 

This is 

especially 

relevant for 

the tools that 

are not freely 

available

Usability is 

presented on 

a scale of 1-

5, where 1 is 

easy and 5 is 

difficult.

Where 

possible this 

information is 

provided 

based on the 

research 

team trying 

out the tools, 

or having 

received 

demos.

Whether 

online 

instructions 

(e.g., text 

based 

advice, 

video 

tutorials) are 

available.

Whether 

an online 

help-desk 

is 

available.

The 

SMAT’s 

website



CATALOGUE OF SMAT
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The catalogue can be 

used as a quick reference 

that can guide RCRC 

actors in their selection 



BARRIERS

 The catalogue is a useful 

overview of SMAT, however, 

choosing SMAT is not a 

straightforward process. 

 Variety of factors that shape 

organisations’ choice and use 

of SMAT

 User-related barriers 

 Tool and data-related 

barriers 
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Barriers to SMAT highlighted in the survey



USER-RELATED BARRIERS

1 Limited/no financial resources

2 Limited human resources and time 

3 High staff turnover 

4 Limited ICT skills and knowledge

5 Lack of understanding of how to operationalise SMAT data 

6 Unsuitable organisational structure 

7 Organisational culture

8 Absence of guidelines and frameworks for using SM data

9 Language barrier 

10 Value of analysing SM data is not acknowledged

11 Lack of permission and access to use the tool

12 Access to SM applications is blocked

13 Limited understanding of SM and SM sub-language/slang

14 Limited Internet access and bandwidth

15 Lack of trust in the public’s SM usage
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USER BARRIERS & IDEAS FOR MITIGATION
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TOOL & DATA RELATED BARRIERS

1 Language of the data 13 Insufficient data-retention/lack of data ownership

2 Language of the SMAT 14 Data quality 

3 Cost 15 Data accessibility 

4 Lack of capacity to handle large amounts of 

information/data

16 Lack of licenses/limited user accounts

5 Inability to function with low Internet speed 17 Lack of protected access and user roles

6 Lack of usability/ease of deployment 18 Limited compatibility between related tools

7 Not available as a mobile phone application 19 Display capabilities 

8 Too many functions 20 Tool does not offer the variety of functions needed

9 Inflexible or prohibitive contract 21 Lack of contextual awareness (e.g., in keyword 

analysis/natural language processing)

10 Lack of interoperability with other (non-SM) sources 22 Obstacles to capturing data from private networks 

11 Quickly changing standards/rules 23 The general public does not have access to smart 

phones (i.e., limited use of social media) 

12 No multimodality/multi-platform analysis 24 The tool is out-dated
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TOOL & DATA RELATED BARRIERS & IDEAS FOR MITIGATION
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USE CASES
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• Four in-depth use cases based on 8 

factors.

• Also based on typical situations 

experienced by some RCRC actors as 

found during the study

• Guidance provided on the use cases can 

be examined based on each of the 8 factors

• Use case includes

• Key characteristics

• Impacts

• Potential solutions

• 8 mini-use cases

English 
language

Organisational
culture

Value

Human 
Resources

Technical 
competence

Cost

Financial 
resources

Contextual 
factors



EXAMPLE - USE CASE 2

 Solutions

 Scenario:  An organisation may 
want to spread the news about a 
preparedness-related campaign 
far and wide 

 SMAT: free or low-cost SMAT 
available in languages other than 
English (e.g., Hootsuite – low cost 
& available in Spanish)

 Activities

 Identify opinion leaders 
(influential users) for 
encouraging further sharing & 
to ensure future interaction 18

• Primary impact: may restrict the choice of SMAT
Lack of English language 

capabilities 

• Primary impact: restrictions in time and effort 
available to investigate and use SMAT 

Limited human resources 
available

• Primary impact: Organisation can adapt quickly as 
technology advances and new SMAT become 
available

• Further impact: The organisation faces few struggles 
with regard to responding to changes brought about 
by the use of SM

Organisational culture 
open to the adoption of 

new technologies

• Primary impact: In combination with the 
organisational culture, this can facilitate the 
organisation’s use of SMAT

Organisation
acknowledges the value 

of SMAT



GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS: PLANNING & STRATEGY

 Develop a SM & SMAT strategy – Prepare to use SMAT for DRR & preparedness. Guidance 
includes:

 Identify - who, what, when 

 A code of conduct for acceptable behaviour on the use of SM and SMAT by staff and volunteers

 Create and enforce a data protection policy for collection & storage of SM data 

 Learn about the local ‘virtual’ audience

 Reflecting & improving the strategy

 Considerations regarding how SMAT can be used for disaster response

 Continuation of use of SM & SMAT from preparedness

 Build capacity by engaging with (digital) volunteer communities (e.g., The Standby Taskforce)
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SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS: PURPOSES FOR WHICH SMAT 

CAN BE USED
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 Various purposes for which (free, low-cost, and commercial) SMAT can be used for DRR and 

preparedness.

 Based on interviews, the survey, two workshops carried out as part of this project, and literature 

review on the uses of SMAT for DRR and preparedness. 

 Examples of tools (and how they can be used) are also provided for each purpose

Note: Not all recommendations will suit all RCRC actors – this will 

differ based on their individual activities and interests



SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS: PURPOSES FOR WHICH SMAT 

CAN BE USED

1 Improve the quality of messages on preparedness 
2 Enable an organisation to engage more effectively with 

communities 

3 Analyse which SM  account is the most popular application 

for showing what the organisations disaster preparedness 

work involves 

4 Tailor posts on a Facebook page to specific audiences 

5 Tailor Facebook adverts (ads) with preparedness-related 

information to niche communities that have interests that are 

in line with the information that the organisation wants to 

spread 

6 Broaden the influence of a preparedness message on SM 

through targeting influential users 

7 Identify popular hashtags or keywords related to the ones the 

organisation is interested in using, they can then be used in 

preparedness messages 

8 Identify what people are scared of or concerned about and 

address their concerns in messages 

9 Monitor if people are talking about the preparedness 

information that the organisation provides 
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10 Schedule preparedness messages in advance 

11 Understand the effectiveness of preparedness campaigns via an 

evaluation tool to monitor impact 

12 Reduce the negative effects of rumours that undermine 

preparedness work 

13 Reinforce the positive opinions expressed on an organisation's 

preparedness work 

14 Identify credible sources of disaster-information and highlight them 

to an organisations followers 

15 Get an impression of geographical areas that people use SM - this 

aids in identifying possible deviations in this pattern during a 

disaster 

16 Monitor developments in areas at risk 

17 Detect potential threats (and facilitate a timely response to the 

threats) 

18 Identify networks or groups of citizens to mobilise and facilitate 

volunteer engagement for preparedness 

19 Monitoring what is going on around the world in the disaster 

community 



EXAMPLE
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NEXT STEPS & FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS

 Future considerations for RCRC actors

 Keeping up-to-date with changes in SM policies and their influence on SMAT

 Changing data protection regulations and their impact on the use of SMAT

 Future R&D

 Greater awareness of the needs of the humanitarian sector by developers

 Potential incorporation of private messaging apps (e.g., WhatsApp & Snapchat) & data from other websites (RSS 

feeds, news comment forms etc.) into existing SMAT

 Highly dependent on privacy implications

 Further research into more advanced use of SMAT within the humanitarian sector to draw out good practices
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NEXT STEPS & FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS

 Next steps for the wider RCRC network

 Training on SMAT 

 Development of a working group on SM & SMAT across the RCRC network to help facilitate 

communication and lessons learnt across the network 

 Could also be used for collective action (e.g., to ensure a lower price with developers for commercial SMAT)

 Examine the potential to work with research centres to develop new and/or refine existing SMAT 

 Enhancing capacity through engagement with volunteers that can focus on SM & SMAT use
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THANK YOU
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