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I-Survive Project: Investigating the use of Internet-enabled
mobile phones and social networking in disasters and
emergencies
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The aim of the forthcoming i-Survive project is to evaluate the use of messages, images and
videos sent by participating representatives of key community stakeholders during recent
Australian and New Zealand disaster and emergency situations from Internet-enabled mobile
phones to Web 2.0 social networking websites to seek help or educate others. It is anticipated that
the research findings will help guide and instruct the development of m-learning strategies,
including applications and protocols, in order to help better plan and prepare for the use of these
technologies in future disaster situations.
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Introduction

In recent years, the effects of bushfires, floods, cyclones, and storms have endangered the lives of many,
including civilians and those participating in emergency response teams. In such situations, simply surviving the
emergency or disaster becomes the paramount consideration for those involved. Often, it can be difficult in
obtaining up-to-date information in the height of such situations, especially in changeable and hazardous local
conditions. For example, thick smoke can hamper visibility and disorient individuals. Understanding local
conditions, knowing what to do, receiving warnings and guidance may help reduce fatalities.

In the face of such extraordinary events, Internet-enabled mobile phones (also referred to as Smart phones,
iPhone or 3G phones) coupled with Web 2.0 social networking technologies are swiftly becoming not only a
means to personally chronicle the events being witnessed and/or experienced, but are also being used to
disseminate information, educate and inform the public and emergency services. Through such technologies,
civilians, media personnel and emergency response teams have the ability through the viral capacity of the
technology, to alert those in danger and educate them in informal and formal ways more swiftly than traditional
broadcast media and telecommunications methods may be able to accomplish.
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Formal and informal m-learning via social networking

In a recent press release, one global mobile phone company has claimed that by 2015, 80% of people will be
accessing the Internet from their mobile devices (Ericsson, 2010) affording access to information anywhere,
anytime. In disaster and emergency situations, hand-held portable devices are likely to be the only teaching and
communication provision within a given situation. As such, a better implementation of this ‘mobile’ strategy has
the potential to save lives, as well as to improve emergency services responses.

Two Australian emergency services — the Country Fire Authority (CFA) and State Emergency Services (SES)
who actively respond to emergency and disaster situations at the state and national level — have already begun to
respond to the potential of this technology by providing applications (apps) or creating a status on sites such as
Facebook. Preliminary discussions indicate that knowing further information about the use of these technologies
in the field, and how such technologies might be employed to an even greater effect in disaster and emergency
situations, will be beneficial for strategic planning purposes.

The proposed research

Disaster sociologist, Russell Dynes (1998), observes that in examining events in and around emergencies and
disasters, the community needs to be the locus of analysis as it is the community — wherever that community is
— which has the capacity and resources to activate a response to the disaster. Further, such analysis has cross-
national and cross-cultural applicability (Fischer, 2003).

The aim of this project is to characterise the current usage of Internet-enabled mobile phones and social
networking in emergency and disaster situations. The project will draw upon ethnographic (Tedlock, 2000) and
autoethnographic methodologies (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Sparks, 2002) for the exploration of subjective use of
Internet-enabled new media in the context of disaster situations. This methodology is ideal and appropriate for
this research study as, from a sociological viewpoint, human behaviour stems from a social consciousness.
Participants for the research will be recruited via a purposive sample of thirty representatives from the civilian
population, disaster response teams, broadcast media personnel, emergency services personnel, and
representative of key agencies such as a local Country Fire Authority (CFA) and State Emergency Services
(SES) who have used these technologies in recent emergency and disaster situations.

Participants will undertake an initial survey and a subsequent interview in order to provide details of their use of
these technologies during a particular recent emergency and/or disaster situation. The survey will ask key
questions about what aspects of these technologies respondents have used in a disaster or emergency event, what
they thought the benefits were, what the challenges/issues were, and what can be suggested for the future
situations, including preferences for the design of new purpose-built application. Digital artefacts which the
participants shared on social networking sites by the research participants during the emergency or disaster —
such as images, videos, messages, and instant messages — will also be collected where able. Follow-up
interviews will allow the researcher to further drill down on participant responses to the survey and allow
participants an opportunity to further elaborate. Thematic analysis of the data and digital artefacts collected from
the research cohort will be conducted in order to identify patterns and to reduce the qualitative data into themes
for the facilitation of interpretation (Boyatzis, 1998).

Conclusion

Learning from past issues in and around saving lives, properties, resources and livestock is essential in preparing
civilians and emergency response teams for future disasters. What contribution can Internet-enabled mobile
phones and social-sharing technologies make to emergency and disaster responses? This project will evaluate
the use of messages, images and videos sent during recent Australian and New Zealand disaster and emergency
situations from Internet-enabled mobile phones to Web 2.0 social networking websites (for example, Facebook
and YouTube) in order to help better plan and prepare for the use of these technologies in future situations. It
will also suggest strategies and useful apps to educate and communicate during the height of such events. It is
anticipated that this research will ultimately benefit all citizens in Australasia, for the purposes of saving lives in
emergency and disaster situations through m-learning approaches.

Proceedings ascilite 2011 Hobart: Poster 1320



Acknowledgement

The author wishes to gratefully acknowledge funding for this research from the auDA Foundation 2011 grant.

References

Boyatzis, R. (1998). Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis and code development. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Dynes, R. R. (1998). Dealing with Disasters in the 21st Century. Newark, DE: Disaster Research Center,
University of Delaware.

Ellis, C., & Bochner, A.P. (2000). Autoethnography, personal narrative, reflexivity: Researcher as subject. . In
N. K. Denzin, & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), The handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 733-768). London:
Sage Publications.

Ericsson. (2010). Mobile subscriptions hit 5 billion mark. Retrieved from
http://www.ericsson.com/thecompany/press/releases/2010/07/1430616

Fisher, H. (2003). The sociology of disaster: Definitions, research questions, & measurements in a post-
September 11, 2001 Environment. Retrieved from
http://www.allacademic.com//meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/1/0/8/1/6/pages108165/p108165-1.php

Sparks, A. (2002). Autoethnography: Self-indulgence or something more? In A. P. Bochner, & C. Ellis (Ed.),
Ethnographically speaking: Autoethnography, literature, and aesthetics (pp. 209-232). Walnut Creek, CA:
Alta Mira Press.

Tedlock, B. (2000). Ethnography and Ethnographic Representation. In N.K. Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds),
Handbook of Qualitative Research (2nd ed., pp. 455-485). London: Sage Publications.

Author contact details:

Dr. Julie Willems,

Honorary Adjunct, School of Education,
University of New England.

Email: Julie.Willems@une.edu.au

Please cite as: Willems, J. (2011). i-Survive Project: Investigating the use of Internet-enabled
mobile phones and social networking in disasters and emergencies. In G. Williams, P. Statham,
N. Brown & B. Cleland (Eds.), Changing Demands, Changing Directions. Proceedings ascilite
Hobart 2011. (pp.1319-1321).

http://wwwv.ascilite.org.au/conferences/hobart11/procs/Willems2-poster.pdf

Copyright © 2011 Julie Willems

The author(s) assign to ascilite and educational non-profit institutions, a non-exclusive licence to use this
document for personal use and in courses of instruction, provided that the article is used in full and this
copyright statement is reproduced. The author(s) also grant a non-exclusive licence to ascilite to publish this
document on the ascilite web site and in other formats for the Proceedings ascilite Hobart 2011. Any other use
is prohibited without the express permission of the author(s).

Proceedings ascilite 2011 Hobart: Poster 1321


http://www.ericsson.com/thecompany/press/releases/2010/07/1430616
http://www.allacademic.com/meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/1/0/8/1/6/pages108165/p108165-1.php
mailto:Julie.Willems@une.edu.au
http://www.ascilite.org.au/conferences/hobart11/procs/Willems2-poster.pdf

