
The “Tassie Fires – We Can Help” Facebook page: 

The power and efficacy of social media in an 
emergency 

 
 

Melanie Irons1, Prof. Douglas Paton 2, Associate Prof. Jenn Scott 3, Dr Angela Martin 4, Prof. Libby Lester 5  
  

1 PhD Candidate, University of Tasmania, School of Psychology, 2 University of Tasmania, School of Psychology, 3 University of Tasmania, School of 
Psychology, 4 University of Tasmania, School of Management, 5 University of Tasmania, School of Social Sciences 

 
 



 

 

The scenario unfolds  

• 52 

• 42° 

• Catastrophic Danger Rating 
• Storm cell  35 more 

• 200 resources 

• Comms down. Isolation. Loss. Confusion. 

Big search for info. Distress. Official 

response lacking.   
 



What I was doing – first 

action 



Second action 





A few sample posts… 





















The unofficial responders: 

the splinter groups 

 Burridge, Bill and Phil – the 

Dunalley Recovery 

Centre/evacuation hub 

 Bec, Dimity and Gabbi – 

livestock and livestock food 

 Andrew, Adrian, Adriaan, Mike, 

Natasha, Patrick, Jodie – boats 

 Ed and Mel – The Foodbank 

(food delivery) 

 Elaine, Peter, Camille – The Don 

(community refuge centre) 

 Jess, Nikki and Jim – The Sorell RSL 

RSL (main evacuation hub/Red 

Cross registration site) 

 Tammy – Sorell Gym (clothing) 

 Nicola, Nicole, Trish, Tricia, Jane, 
Tegan, Rachel, Linda – scanning 

Facebook for 

me/admin/Twitter/website 

 Cathy and Tering – the 

emergency vet clinic at Dunalley 

 Blaze Aid – fencing 



And how exactly were 

they working together? 





 
 
 
 
 

Interoperability 

- Range of levels of comms 

- Range of levels of trust 

- Key personality factors of people ‘at 

the top’ 
 
 

Some case studies: 

 

- Tasmania Police 

- Tasmania Fire Service 

- St Vincent de Paul’s 

- The Foodbank 

- Volunteering Tasmania 

- State Government/BRU 



 To document the TFWCH case study 

 New area, almost no research on emergent groups or the use of 

Facebook 

 To provide two sets of recommendations: for ‘officials’ and 

‘unofficials’  

 

 Areas of interest:  

 Social media, new spontaneous volunteers, resilience, psychological first 

aid, interoperability, community processes, community engagement, 

empowerment, trust, information curation 

 

Thesis aims 



Data 

 Facebook stats and metrics for 1 year (23 metrics) 

 Questionnaires (quant + qual) (n = 678) 

 Facebook archives of Admin’s posts (2,443 posts) 



Metrics Analysis  

 

 20,860 (at peak) 

 858 

 Mobile v. desktop 

 20.3% v. 79.7% 

 25 – 34yo fans 

 35 – 44yo fans sharing stories 

 34,836,611 (first year) 

 2,826,273  (first year) 

 4.3  12.5  

 2,500% 

 0… resource heavy! 

 

 

 

 



 

 NCapture function of NVivo 

 2,443 posts 

 6 overarching themes + 173 key themes + 935 subordinate themes 

 

 

Qualitative Analysis 1 

 



 

 

Overarching themes 

 



 

 

Share information… how? 



 

 

Share information… what information? 

a platform  for 
sharing 

INFORMATION 

pets , 
livestock, 
wildlife, 
animals 

advice 
from 

others 

government  
information, 
government 
emergency 
information 

state of 
homes 

and 
property 

affected 
businesses, 

tourism 

power 

emergency 
website 

development 

telecomm-
unications 

gardens, 
fencing, 

environment 

road 
closures, 

police 
alerts 

housing, 
accommodation 

donations 

insurance 
the fire 

the bushfire 
inquiry 

the primary 
school 

no need for 
volunteers 

fundraisers, 
fundraising 

clean up, 
rebuilding, 
recovery 

media, 
awareness 

raising 

offers of 
help 

requests 
for help 

thank you 
events, 
awards 

financial 
assistance, 
entitlement, 

grants  

missing 
people, 
stranded 
people  

looting 

other 
disasters  

convoys, 
meetings, 

events  

physical 
health 

rental 
cars 

psychological 
health 

evacuation 
centres, 

hubs, 
recovery 

sites 



Donation/ 
loaning of items 

Delivery/ 
transport 

Information Assistance 

An arena/marketplace for 

requesting help/offering help 

Arena to request what help?  

A marketplace to offer what help? 



Admin's 
Priorities  

Provide 
accurate + 
high quality 
information 

Fit in to the 
official 

response 

Maintain 
engagement 
+ motivation 

Provide as 
much 

information 
as possible 

Emphasise 
safety Control 

donations 

Manage 
rumours 

Present 
information 

in easily 
accessible 

way 

Provide a 
constant + 
fast source 

of 
information 

Maintain 
positive 
tone of 
page 

What was I 

trying to  

focus on?  



Method 
to meet 
priorities 

Provide 
links to 

multiple 
sources of 

info. 

Constantly 
calm, 

peaceful, 
friendly, 
positive 

tone 

Network + 
contact 

people at 
'the top' 

then pass on 
info.  

Moderate 
+ peace-

keep 

Regular 
requests for 

manners and 
respect on 
the page 

Emphasise  
people use 

official 
sources of 

info. such as 
TFS and ABC 

Focus on 
gratitude, 

praise, 
support, 

reassurance 

All sources 
of info 'fair 

game': 
source info. 

from 
everywhere 

Encourage 
patience 
early on 

Encourage 
actual 

action by 
users 

Verify info. 
where 

possible/if 
necessary 

Run the page 
systematically 
+ constantly 

Post very 
few 

personal 
posts 

Create a 
clear, 

central 
database/ 
website of 

info. 

Ignore/provi
de 'official' 
info only on 

rumours 

Provide 
safety 

information 
+ reminders 

Use 
minimal 
humour 

Encourage 
monetary 
donation 
over all 

other types 

Clearly state 
when at 
donation 

saturation/only 
ask for specific 

items for 
specific 

locations 

Strongly 
encourage 

critical 
thinking 

Translate + 
summarise 

complex info. to 
facilitate 

comprehension 

And how was I trying to do that?  



 

 

Quant Analysis  

 



 

 Multiple items 

 E.g.: 

 Origin, location at time of fires, source of referral to TFWCH, importance of 

different news media, org/business, volunteering behaviours and 

activities, impact of TFWCH on volunteering behaviours and activities, 

positive/negative feedback about TFWCH, assistance sought/received 

through TFWCH 

 

Quant Analysis  

 



4
9

8
 

1
2
5
 

4
4

6
 

3
0

2
 

1
7

9
 

9
4

 

2
0

9
 

3
6

 

2
8

0
 

1
2

1
 

4
8

 

7
0

 

2
7
6
 

9
8

 

1
5

5
 

2
6

1
 

2
3

0
 

2
6

1
 

7
5

 

2
2
4
 

2
6

8
 

1
1

3
 

7
 

1
7
4
 

3
1

 

1
1

8
 

1
3

5
 

2
5

1
 

1
0

5
 

4
6

4
 

7
1
 

1
8

6
 

4
1

4
 

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

500

550

600

Not At All

Important/I

rrelevant

Important/

Somewhat

Important

Extremely/

Very

Important

Importance of various media (Q1 + Q2) 



Importance of various media (Q3) 
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Spontaneous volunteers…What were they 

even doing?! (Q1 + Q2) 
3
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Top 10 for Individuals 



Top 10 for 

Businesses/Organisations 
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Did TFWCH have an impact? (Q1 + Q2) 



Page impact for Individual Volunteers – Top 10 



Page impact for Org Volunteers – Top 10 



…What about traditional 

volunteering? 







Summary… 

• 8.4% of the sample said they put their name 

down with VT 

 

 

• Only 17.5% of those people had done 

anything with VT, four weeks post-disaster 

 

 

• That represents only 1.7% of the whole sample 
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Uses of social media for bushfire-affected 



Top 11 most important benefits of 

TFWCH for bushfire-affected 



 

 4 items 

 1,302 responses 

 18 overarching themes + 224 key themes + 675 subordinate themes 

 (no time!) 

 

 

Qualitative Analysis 2 

 



 

 
 
 

Some key points 

 

 

 

 

 

 Context important 

 Info handled in v. different way to traditional way 

 Decentralisation of the news. Issues with incongruence of messages  

 User-generated/citizen journalist info critical. Use of positive influencers key 

 Social media as a tool critical for broadcasting, monitoring, crowdsourcing and 
collaborating. Choose. Additional tool in multi-modal approach 

 Need for change within emergency management: must be in social media 
space; preferably interactively. Key decision makers must ‘get it’ 

 Volunteers are quite useful! They prefer to give direct donations, share info, offer 
support/praise, support fundraisers… They save you time and money 

 Landscape of volunteering changing: new type of volunteer? 

 Importance of skilled Admin and skilled Audience  

 The role of a page like this in delivering psychological first aid 

 Benefit of surge support: VOSTs 

 

 

 

 



Model  



  



  



  



  

Melanie Irons 

 

www.tassiefireswecanhelp.com 

 

 Facebook:  

“Tassie Fires – We Can Help” 

 

melanie.irons@utas.edu.au 

 

ABC Australian Story:  

 “Irons in the Fire” 

http://www.tassiefireswecanhelp.com
mailto:melanie.irons@utas.edu.au

