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IMPORTANCE OF GOOD COMMUNICATION AND THE
ROLE OF MEDIA IN SUCCESSFUL EMERGENCY MAN-
AGEMENT

Zivkovié Sneianal), Zivkovi¢ Nenad?

ABSTRACT

Situations that may arise from the effects of natural disasters or disasters caused by
human negligence are a major challenge to public service. In order to create conditions
for an adequate response to the occurrence of emergency, a necessary prerequisite is
the existence of an adequate system of communication, its safety and training of inter-
vention participants in using communication tools. Emergency management has its
own direct and indirect effects. Direct effects are seen in practicing public relations
during the crisis period, while indirect effects of crisis management are manifested in
the aftermath of the crisis itself. In case of emergencies, the media have a special re-
sponsibility to broadcast warnings, information and advice given by public authorities,
as well as to participate in promoting values of social responsibility significant for
providing assistance to vulnerable groups in eliminating consequences of emergency.
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PE3IOME

Curyanuu, BbI3BaHHbIE HEHACTHEM WJIM HECUACThEM, MPOCUULICANINM BCIIEJCTBUE Ye-
JIOBEUECKON OMIMOKH MPEICTABISIOT OIPOMHBINM BBI30B JJIsl MYOJIMYHBIX MPEATPUSTUH.
B nensix co3manus ycioBUH COOTBETCTBYIOIIETO PEArMPOBAHMS B Cllydae BO3HUKHO-
BEHUS YPE3BBIYANHBIX CHUTYAIIUH HYXHBI COOTBETCTBYIOIIAS CHCTEMa KOMMYHHKAIIUH,
OTJIMYAIONIAsICsl TOYHOCTBIO U 00yYeHUE YYACTHUKOB MHTEPBEHIIMHM MPABUILHO HCIIO-
JB30BaTh CpPENICTBA KOMMYHHUKAIMW. YTPABICHUE YPE3BBIYAWHBIMH CHUTYAIUSIMU
UMEET HETOCPEICTBEHHBIE U mocpencTBeHnbie g dekxthl. Hemocpencrsennsie 3 dek-
ThI HaOJFOTAIOTCSI B OTHOIIEHHUSAX C OOIIECTBEHHOCThIO U B Tiepuoa kpusuca. [locpen-
CTBEHHbIE >(PPEKThl yMpaBIe€HUs KPU3UCOM HAOIIOJAIOTCA MO OKOHYAHMM KPHU3HUCA.
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CpeactBa MaccoBoil MH(pOpMalUU HECYT 0COOYyH0 OTBETCTBEHHOCTh, OTOMY 4YTO B
cllydae BO3HUKHOBEHUS YpPE3BBIYANHON CUTyalluu JOJKHBI MepeaaBaTh Mpeaynpek-
NeHusi, THPOPMAIIMU U COBETHI TOCYJApCTBEHHBIX OPraHOB, a TAKXKE y4aCTBOBATh B
MPOJIBIDKCHUU IIEHHOCTEH COLMATbHOW OTBETCTBEHOCTH, WMEIOIICH 3HaueHue IS
OKa3aHUs MepPBOM MOMOIIH U YCTPaHEHHUS MOCTAEACTBUN YPE3BbIYAHHBIX CUTYAIIHM.

KirouesBnie cjioBa:
KOMMYHHUKAIIMS, Ype3BbIUaliHasl CUTyaIus, yIpaBieHue HHOOPMAIIUSIMU, YIIPABICHHUE
Ype3BbIYATHBIMHU CUTYAIUsIMHU, CPEACTBA MaCCOBOM MH(POPMAITIH

1 INTRODUCTION

Communication is the process of exchanging information over an agreed sys-
tem of signs. Communication is used for sending information to one’s own self or any
other entity, typically through language. Communication is commonly defined by
three main dimensions: content, form and goal. Communication content and form to-
gether create messages that are sent toward a goal that may be the person itself, some
other person (in case of interpersonal communication), or other entity (a group or a
company).

Our usual communicative discourse, despite numerous variations in the defini-
tion, typically refers to communication as the principle of exchange or transfer - some-
one says something to someone else and transmits the information to him, while in ex-
changing thoughts one person sends and the other one receives. (Labudovi¢, 2007)

Successful communication involves a process in which it is important first to
identify: who sends a message, what is its meaning and content and perhaps, most im-
portantly, whether it is received and whether feedback has confirmed how the message
was understood. If any answer to these questions is negative, the process of communi-
cation is probably ineffective in itself. In order to eliminate errors and slips in commu-
nication process, it is necessary to apply the following principles of efficient and effec-
tive communication:

1. Develop and establish a sense for the most effective and acceptable model or way
of communication;

2. Try to look at things and circumstances the way the people you communicate with

see it;

Choose the best method of communication;

4. In the case of direct conversation, pay attention to nonverbal communication and
body language;

5. Ask precise and open questions;

6. Develop and encourage dialogue, discussion and interactive communication;

7. Be consistent and do not give confusing, contradictory and incomplete information,
Or messages;

8. Be transparent and open in communication.
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EMERGENCY COMMUNICATION
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Communication in cases of emergency is an interactive process, and can be de-
fined as an exchange of information and opinions before, during and after the outbreak
of crisis. The term “emergency” implies a specific, unexpected and unusual event that
creates a high degree of uncertainty, and a threat to people and property (Zivkovié,
2009).

Any management process is inconceivable without the existence of communi-
cation. Emergency management implies the existence of IT and communication sys-
tem that perform their function in order to enable creating and implementing action
plan for dealing with states of emergency by processing collected information (Pavi¢,
2007). Properly installed and implemented action plan is the basis for decision making
in cases of emergency.

Emergency communication can be seen in two areas: Rules and order of com-
munication between participants in an emergency; IT and communication technology
on which the communication is based.

Emergency communication includes individuals, associations and organiza-
tions. Messages during this communication are often multiple in order to eliminate the
impact of crisis and reduce it to a minimum. During emergencies, communication be-
tween the parties shall be governed by certain rules and according to a specific order,
which implies that the crisis center should communicate with emergency services,
alarm system, mass media, representatives of local authorities and authorized govern-
ment representatives. Depending on the size of emergency, communication can take
place at several levels, local, regional, national or international level.

The kind of IT communication system used between the participants in an
emergency depends on the nature and phase of the emergency itself. Thus, private and
public radio and television stations will be used in case of issuing warnings and alerts
or rescue actions, landline and mobile telephone equipment and radio communication
apparatus during search or coordination, satellite systems during prediction and expo-
sure, etc.

Successful emergency response requires a plan prepared ahead that consists of
two equally important elements: a plan for resolving the crisis and a plan for commu-
nication in a crisis situation. Crisis, as an unexpected event, can occur sooner or later,
in one form or another. It is almost impossible to predict reliably the form in which
crisis will be manifested. Common sense dictates that it is smarter to prepare a plan for
reacting to crisis on time than to ask for help in panic. Logical question that follows is:
how to prepare if we do not know what for; however, there is a simple answer to it: we
should know the issue better so that we could be prepared.

The purpose of communication is flow of information and understanding people
who communicate (J)Kuskosuh, 2011). A common reason for ineffective communica-
tion is the lack of clear communication goals. Clear goals are a prerequisite for crea-
tion of key messages. The goal, as well as messages of support to it are a part of com-
munication in cases of emergency and must be established before giving any declara-
tions. Crisis messages can be written, audio or visual (symbolic), but they must be
clear and unequivocal; it must include specific information about a threat, but not sug-
gestions about recommended behavior. Behaving according to the model “it will not
affect me”, prevents planned preparation for taking action and messages in case of cri-
sis.
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In the absence of genuine information, people create their own picture of the
situation, which may be wrong and thus, have unfavorable influence on the develop-
ment of public opinion in the wrong direction. Each group requires and expects com-
munication in the most acceptable way for them: someone needs to be addressed
through electronic media; someone must be sent a fax or a phone call, while a large
percentage of people only believe in information issued in printed form. This only con-
firms the necessity of selecting an appropriate communication channel taking into ac-
count that the address is made in an appropriate manner. It must be noted that there is
still a misconception that crisis communication can rather disturb than calm target
population. This error should be fought against, and people should be educated and in-
formed, and not just warned.

Emergency communication is a two-way communication, so people should be
given the opportunity to ask questions that concern them, to share their fears. The
voice of the public should be truly and not only declaratively heard and the public
should be addressed in genuine, personalized and simple language, with respect and at-
tention we ourselves expect in communication.

After completion of emergency and ending the communication process in crisis,
the analysis of implemented procedures is conducted. For instance, monitoring of me-
dia reports and their analysis are not conducted only during emergency communication
in crisis for the purpose of immediate correction of procedures. Moreover, since peo-
ple learn from their mistakes, communication in crisis situations is analyzed a posteri-
ori, in order to achieve better communication in the future.

As stated above, successful resolution of crisis demands for a general plan elab-
orated in advance which consists of two equally important elements - the plan for re-
solving crisis and the plan for communication in crisis. Viewed from the perspective of
efficiency, the first plan is more significant since urgent crisis resolution in its emer-
gence or immediately prior to its occurrence (if there is an awareness of potential haz-
ards) completely annul potential negative consequences on a larger scale, due to the
fact that there are no external signs of crisis in that case and there is no media reaction
to the crisis, so there is no emergency that would require emergency communication.
However, if the first plan gives no results, well prepared emergency communication
creates the opportunity for minimizing damage and consequences that may occur.

For successful communication during emergency, the most important thing is to
control the event. In order to achieve this, it is necessary to fulfill three basic prerequi-
sites: to have full information about the event, to be prepared in advance and to com-
municate proactively. The most important elements that a plan for emergency commu-
nication should contain are:

1. Crisis Committee (the first step to successful resolution of crisis is establishment of
a crisis center that will collect all relevant information about the crisis and make
key decisions after joint consultation of all members);

2. Internal communication in cases of emergency (in order to control the crisis, it is
necessary to have information as much as possible about what exactly happened,
when it happened and who participated in the event);

3. Appointing and training of PR persons or persons in charge of public relations (the
choice of a person for this job is very important, because choosing a quality com-
municator provides a plausible interpretation of messages. The quality of interpre-
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tation is achieved by practice, so simulation of planned crisis scenarios can be sig-
nificant);

4. Preparation of crisis scenarios and simulations (positive practice examples show
that designed possible scenarios of crisis in “peacetime” period, which were simu-
lated and trained, gave better results during emergency communication due to the
logic that it is much easier and faster to adapt to something familiar than to new
and unfamiliar situations);

5. Determining the most effective methods of communication (depending on the type
of emergency, target groups who will be informed at the moment must be deter-
mined as well as a form of communication that will be used);

6. Three basic questions to answer during communication (there is a need to explain
what happened, what is being done on this issue and what remains to be done);

7. Analysis (by following media statements and their analysis it is possible to correct
information, and draw lessons for the future after the crisis).

3 THE ROLE AND IMPORTANCE OF MEDIA IN EMERGENCY
MANAGEMENT

The appropriate role of media is very important and indispensable element in
cases of emergency and crisis, and without media these situations can not be controlled
(Zivkovi¢, 2011). If there is no public information about what exactly happened, then
it creates fear, and then panic that causes emergence of rumors. Therefore, it is very
important for the public to be correctly informed and thus understand circumstances
and conditions that follow a potential emergency situation. That way the public is pro-
vided with the evidence of control over the event. The quickest and the most efficient
way to inform the public about circumstances and details about an event is through the
media.

Emergency management cannot be imagined without media. Information about
critical events can be spread through several types of media, but one of the most im-
portant channels of communication for emergency information are modern mass me-
dia. Despite a certain amount of doubt about their ability to play an impartial role of
the communicator, the media carry a significant part of information to the general pub-
lic about the circumstances and dangers during emergency.

From the point of view of crisis management, emergencies often involve four
phases of activity: decrease (alleviation), preparedness, response and recovery
(Burkhart, 1991). While the media may play a role in all four phases, their role is the
least important in alleviating disasters and the most important in the response phase.
During preparedness phase, television and radio have a major role in issuing warnings,
weather information, evacuation instructions and broadcasting official announcements.
If the incident is starting slowly, the newspapers can also help in transferring infor-
mation on preparedness. During the response phase, the media are becoming one of
the most important sources of information on the crisis at local and national level. In
addition to spreading information about emergency, the media can continue its role of
spreading information seeking official data about what happened, how people can best
respond to specific cases and also to provide advice and assistance to victims. TV
crews can report from the actual scene to document efforts in providing assistance and
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document damage caused to property and the number of persons in need of assistance.
At this stage, radio and printed media can also help by publishing official instructions
and other important information. In the recovery phase, the media can often document
what the impact of disaster was and what actions were taken in providing assistance.
In order to continue providing information and advice to victims and the whole public
throughout the crisis, the media can use editorials and analytical columns, or some
special purpose issues to make estimates on seriousness of emergency and efficiency
of emergency services during interventions in assisting victims.

Modern electronic media have the ability to provide a large amount of infor-
mation during an emergency. Radio and television can inform the public or commu-
nicate directly with victims and vulnerable persons, can provide information about
what is happening and give advice on what to do in the situation. Printed media have
certain disadvantages that are primarily related to their inefficiency for each communi-
cation goal. However, improvement of printed media, better promotion of their own
unique values, i.e. things which print media are indispensable for, including modern-
ization and improvement of content quality and synergy of print and online (printed
and electronic editions), printed media emphasize their own advantages - availability,
plenty of details in describing the event, possibility of re-reading and lending it to an-
other person to read etc. According to statistics, most people believe what they hear on
television and read in the newspapers.

We conclude that regardless of the form and type of media, the media play a
key role in determining public response in cases of emergency. The media have enor-
mous social responsibility to inform the public about crisis in a proper way, to promote
good practices, to warn of defects, and to alert when there is a need for one. Finally,
the media themselves need to strengthen their sense of responsibility, consistently
work on reducing media partiality and increase the quality of information in order to
minimize bad influence on emergency management.

4 CONCLUSION

Communication is the basis for emergency management. It is important to use
procedure in order to define who, when and what information can be disclosed since
uncontrolled release of information to the public could be the cause of panic, confu-
sion, distrust, fear and so on. Incorrect information at the wrong time can have damag-
ing long-term consequences, and proper information management can produce benefi-
cial effects, even in negative situations.

In case of emergencies, the media have a special responsibility to inform the
public in a proper way and to broadcast warnings, information and advice given by
public authorities, as well as to participate in promoting values of social responsibility
important for providing assistance to vulnerable groups in eliminating the conseq-
uences of emergency. It is important to provide the media with a clear message and
broadcast it efficiently in order to make them more efficient in implementing heir role.

It is very important to leave an impression of the existence of control over the
incident through communication. Establishing control is crucial for mitigating con-
sequences and avoiding panic, where prompt and correct communication has a deci-
sive role. Furthermore, it is important to bear in mind that there is a way and a possi-
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bility to predict some emergencies and thus prevent possible adverse effects and
events.
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