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How Morris County, NJ Effectively Used 
Social Media During Hurricane Sandy
Introduction

Emergency response management requires the rapid dissemination of 
information as well as a dedicated team and, often, several collaborative 
organizations or enterprises who together ensure that the wider public 
has access to accurate and up-to-date news. Social media, being a 
proficient and real-time platform, is the ideal medium for providing the 
required updates, responding to public concerns and connecting a variety 
of groups to disseminate vital information. HootSuite only enhances these 
capabilities by allowing for an in-dashboard collaboration of government 
or non-governmental organizations, ensuring that the (at times life-saving) 
emergency information is spread to the widest net of affected citizens.

With more than two thirds of adult internet users now connected to at least 
one social media network it only makes sense, for a number of reasons, that 
this form of communication becomes an important form of communication 
in an emergency. Social media, thanks to the wide adherence to 3G internet 
networks, is significantly less affected by power outages, downed wires and 
other challenges associated with more traditional means of communication. 
Social media also evens the playing field, giving citizens equal and timely 
access to information and the opportunity to pose questions at will, rather 
than being queued or put on hold.

Citizens have proven how valuable social media can be during an 
emergency and many governments have also started to get on, or are at 
least planning to get on, that social media bandwagon. But despite all of 
the advantages, social media use by government bodies, especially local 
governments, during emergency situations remains minimal. 

Social Media Emergency Response

The use of social media 
in emergency situations 
has become a seemingly 
standard practice for 
members of the public, 
NGOs and many federal 
governments. 
 
Haiti earthquake, 2010
• Citizens and journalists 

used social media to 
spread news of the 
disaster internationally1 

• Citizens used social 
media to inform NGOs 
and aid workers about 
their needs, geographic 
position and other 
invaluable data.2

Japan tsunami, 2011 
• Twitter hashtags became 

information sources 
for the international 
community

• Facebook was used to 
confirm the safety of 
family members3

• Geotagging on social 
media provided insight 
on where food and water 
were needed and where 
radiation levels were 
dangerously high.4
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Challenges

Any organization managing emergency response systems knows that 
there are key requirements that their organization must meet in order to be 
successful. They must be trustworthy, accurate and reliable, and this 
applies whether they’re a major relief organization or a local government. 
Governments are in the unique position of authority for advising citizens 
on emergency measures, however, making the above requirements all the 
more demanding.

The need for accuracy and trust is one of the reasons many local 
governments are reluctant to use social media in emergency management 
situations. Governments may be reluctant to allow an employee to 
represent their organization across numerous social channels. But with 
proper training, supervision and involvement, having a conversation via 
social media is functionally equivalent to answering emergency phone 
calls. The advantage of social media is that an employee can respond 
even more quickly to questions and spread responses to hundreds, even 
thousands of people who may be in the same position.

The reality is that setting up social media resources in advance of 
emergency situations is an extremely simple process. Creating Twitter and 
Facebook profiles to disseminate emergency information can be done in 
a day and at no cost. Governments can easily set up a HootSuite account 
to manage these social profiles, and the profiles of specific regions 
under their jurisdiction, at no or low cost depending on their needs. 
These bodies simply need to be willing to dedicate and train the human 
resources required to update these accounts, and inform citizens that 
these profiles exist.

With more and more people turning to social media for information during 
an emergency, local governments, the primary source of emergency 
advisement, should be at the forefront of this trend.

Morris County, New Jersey

Since 2010, Morris County has successfully been using HootSuite to 
manage social media and support its emergency response efforts. 
Located in New Jersey, in the United States, the county has faced many 
weather disasters over the last two decades, from heavy snow storms to 
several major hurricanes.

Case Study: Social Media Emergency Response

Morris County Urgent Twitter Profile

Morris County tweeted out 
news updates, safety tips, 
and emergency procedures
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Case Study: Social Media Emergency Response

County officials were determined to find a way to capture information at 
the source (individual municipalities), aggregate it, and publish it in a way 
that would allow citizens to access it through a variety of sources and on 
a variety of devices. They decided to use social media as that tool: it met 
their key requirements as an inexpensive, easy, two-way communication 
tool that remains available without electricity. Certain social networks, like 
Twitter, also have no login requirements.

Led by Digital and Social Media Manager Carol A. Spencer, Morris County 
established a Twitter profile, @MCUrgent, for their emergency response 
management. Using HootSuite, Spencer posted vital information to this 
account and to a Facebook page of the same name when Hurricane Irene 
hit on August 27, 2011, reaching 480,000 people in six days.

A HootSuite Enterprise client, Morris County was an early adopter of the 
dashboard. When HootSuite Teams functionality was released, the County 
took immediate advantage adding a few dozen team members within their 
39 municipalities.

Hurricane Sandy

In October of 2012, the North-East coast of the United States was hit by 
Hurricane Sandy, a storm of record size that brought mass flooding and 
devastation to multiple states. New Jersey was hit worse than any other 
state, but Morris County was prepared. Before the storm ever came to 
ground, Spencer and her Office of Public Information colleagues were 
sending out tweets and posting to Facebook via HootSuite. 

The social media aspect of their emergency response management came 
in two facets: 

1. Disseminating government information
2. Responding to citizen questions and concerns

In terms of dissemination, the county has a road closure blog and a public 
information blog that covers shelter, pet, water, ice and other emergency 
information. Through social media each blog update was circulated to 
thousands of citizens, many of whom had lost power but were able to use 
3G networks. 

Spencer also set up a HootSuite stream with keywords about the 
hurricane, which ensured that all valuable information was either 
retweeted via the @MCUrgent account for citizens or brought to the 
attention of firefighters, police or other officials.

“The key for us was 
to have a single 
stream that multiple 
people can post to 
from multiple towns. 
When you’re trying 
to coordinate that 
much information, it 
really helps to have 
all of your social 
media in one place, 
in one dashboard.” 

Carol A. Spencer,
Digital and Social Media 
Manager

https://twitter.com/morriscountynj
https://www.facebook.com/MorrisCountyNJ
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Case Study: Social Media Emergency Response

In terms of responding to citizens, Spencer and her team responded to 
hundreds of tweets and Facebook comments directed their way after 
the storm struck ground. In one specific situation, people living in a 
looped development were without power four days after the storm and 
were trapped in their area by fallen wires and trees. A woman tweeted 
this information to the @MCUrgent account so Spencer reached out to 
her, asking her to DM (direct message) her address. She then took that 
information to the power company, and within 24 hours a way in and out 
of the area had been cleared.

This situation was later replicated on a larger scale, as explained by 
Spencer.

“At one point on one day a whole bunch of people had (tweeted) 
‘My power is still out, is there anything you can do, please?’ I posted 
something like ‘Thank you very much, I sent your information to Jersey 
Central Power & Light.’ I don’t think one or two hours had passed and I 
was getting hundreds of messages from people with their addresses and 
how long they had been without power,” she said. “While we couldn’t 
restore their power, we gave them somewhere they could be heard.”

Results

The goal of MCUrgent when it was created was to utilize the power of 
social media to get emergency management notifications to as many 
residents and workers in Morris County, as quickly as possible. A second 
goal was capturing information at its source, as county officials found that 
in previous emergency situations, they were unable to efficiently gather 
and post information from all 39 municipalities. 

In addition to notifying a greater number of citizens about emergency 
situations and any safety issues in the county, the personal interaction 
Spencer engaged in with citizens through social media during both 
Hurricane Irene and Hurricane Sandy was overwhelmingly appreciated 
by the public. This interaction made people feel cared for and more 
comfortable in the dangerous circumstances.

“We get so much positive feedback, it’s unbelievable,” Spencer stated. 
“One poster said ‘Social media was my lifeline during the storm... you did 
an amazing job of keeping everyone informed.’”

“Everyday the first 
thing I open is 
HootSuite. For me 
to watch what other 
people are doing 
and post out, that is 
my tool of choice.” 

Carol A. Spencer,
Digital and Social Media 
Manager
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Case Study: Social Media Emergency Response

Governments need to see social media as an addition to an emergency 
response management plan, not as a new, one-size fits all solution. Radio 
and telephone communication will always play a role, but the advantages 
of using social media to communicate with citizens are undeniable. 
Reducing call overflow, keeping citizens safe, and addressing individual 
emergencies as they arise are all available at your fingertips, and the 
fingertips of your local government.

“When you have your police and fire personnel on the ground they’re 
not going to be posting to social media,” Spencer said. “The County 
acknowledges that having someone posting to social media is an 
important component in the emergency operations center. We have 
become an integral part of the County’s emergency response team.” 

Hoot With Us

Stay up to date with all the news and updates by following us on Twitter 
@HootSuite. Have a unique and creative example of using the dashboard 
for your organization’s needs? Send us a note to let us know if you’d be 
interested in sharing your story as one of our case studies.

Learn More
For more information on HootSuite Enterprise 

Visit:  hootsuite.com/enterprise 
Follow us on Twitter: @HootBusiness
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