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ABSTRACT

Socialmediafeedsprovidealotofinformationthatwouldbeofgreatvaluetolawenforcement.
Previous research dedicated considerable attention to sharing large-scale public safety incidents
onsocialmedia.However, littleresearchfocusedonminorpublicsafety incidents.Accordingto
collective action theory, rational people would not participate in a public good unless there are
externalincentivesotherthanthebenefitfromthepublicgood.Inthisresearch,theauthorsusethis
theorytotestpublicsafetyasthepublicgoodandseeifsuchincentiveshaveaneffectonpeople’s
decisionstoshareincidents.TheyutilizeasurveyofU.S.adultswithasampleof285participants.
Inthisresearch,theyhypothesizeapositiverelationshipbetweendecisionstoshareandengagein
publicsafetyonsocialmediaand1)incidentlocationproximity,2)relationshipwiththevictim,and
3)coercion.Resultsshowgeneralsupportforthetheory’sassumptions.
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INTRODUCTION

Socialmediauserstendtousesocialmediamoreoftenwhenthereisacrisis.Twitterfeedscontain
abundantinformationaboutpublicsafetyissuesthatcouldplayalargeroleinprotectingthepublic.It
wasfoundthatduringdisasters,theattentionofTwitterusersisfocusedonthecrisis,whichprovides
agreatopportunityforresearchersandlawenforcementtotakeadvantageofthat(He&Lin,2016).
However,relativelylessresearchhasfocusedonminorpublicsafetyincidentsandlittleisknown
aboutthefactorsthataffectusers’intentiontoparticipateinthesharingofinformationrelatedto
theseincidents.

Theactofsharingisaformofcollectiveactionthatisperformedbycrowdsonsocialmedia.
Attempting to understand this phenomenon under collective action theory would yield better
understandingofmotivationsforsuchactions.Collectiveactiontheorypositsthatrationalpeople
willonlyparticipateinapublicgoodifthereisanincentiveorifthereisaformofcoercion(Olson,



International Journal of Social Media and Online Communities
Volume 13 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

77

1971).Apublicgoodisanygeneralgoodthatwillbenefiteveryone,whethertheyparticipateinitor
not.Inthisresearch,thepublicgoodthatisassessedisintentionstosharepublicsafetyincidentson
socialmediatoimproveoverallpublicsafety.Understandingmotivationsunderthistheoryisvital
duetothelackofstudiesthatcovercollectiveactioninsocialmediainthefieldsofhumancomputer
interaction(HCI)andcomputer-supportedcooperativework(CSCW)(Monroy-Hernández,Farnham,
Kiciman,Counts,&DeChoudhury,2016).

Oneofthehypothesizedincentivesforsharingisperceivedlocationcloseness,whichrefersto
thephysicaland/orpsychologicaldistancebetweenthepublicsafetyincidentandtheuserretweeting/
sharingit.ResearchersclaimthatTwitteruserstendtoretweetortweetaboutanemergencyeventif
itwasclosetotheirphysicallocation(Starbird&Palen,2010).Additionally,relationshipcloseness
withthevictimisanotherincentive.Socialmediauserstendtocommunicatemorewithpeoplethey
knoworrelatetoduringacrisis(Rathnayake&Suthers,2017).However,thereisnotenoughliterature
coveringperceivedrelationshipclosenessanditsrelationtosocialmediausers’likelinesstoshare.
Lastly,accordingtothetheory,coercionisassumedtobeanoutsideimpactlikeagovernmentlaw
orschoolrulethatcanaffectone’slikelinesstodosomething.Coercionistestedinthisstudywitha
hypotheticalscenarioofaruleorregulationbyanauthoritytosharepublicsafetyincidents.Coercion
intheformofrulesorregulationscanbeasignificantreasontoinfluenceTwitterusers’likelinessto
share.Also,intheliterature,previousfocusonpublicsafetywasonlargescaleincidentsanddisasters,
whileoverlookingpublicsafetyincidentsofminorseverity.Inthisresearch,themaincontributionis
exploringTwitterusers’behaviorintermsofmotivationstoshareminorpublicsafetyincidentsonthe
platform.Theresearchaddstotheliteratureintermsofunderstandingsuchmotivationsandproposing
designsuggestionsthatwouldhelpincreaseparticipationinminorpublicsafetyincidentsonTwitter.

LITeRATURe ReVIew

This section explores socialmedia’s role in crisis relief, discuss collective action theory and its
applicabilitytopublicsafetyresearch,andpreviousstudiesonincidentlocationcloseness,victim
relationshipcloseness,andcoercion.

Social Media’s Role in Crisis Relief
Socialmediaanditsusershaveprovedtheirjointabilitytohelpincasesofdisasters(Almoqbel&
Xu,2019).Crisisreliefisdefinedasanyformofprovidinghelpand/orsupporttopeopleorareas
affectedbyacrisis.Socialmediawasfoundtomakeitmoreeffortlessforuserstoparticipatein
publicsafetymatters(Valster,2021).Forexample,inHaiti,aplatformcalledUshahidiwasusedto
helprelievevictims(Merchant,Elmer,&Lurie,2011).AnotherexampleiswhathappenedinMexico
whenresidentshelpedwithanoilspillbysharingpicturesandlocationsofhurtanimalsonsocial
media(Merchantetal.,2011).Socialmediawasnotonlyhelpfulduringdisasters,butalsohelpfulin
fightingcrimes.Forexample,FacebookwasusedtohelpinthefightagainstcrimesinSouthAfrica
(Hattingh,2015).However,thereisstillresearchtobedoneinthisareaduetotwomainreasons.
First,previousresearchhasfocusedonvictimreporting(whichinvolvesreportingfromtheperson
whosufferedfromtheattack),whileoverlookingwitnesscrimereporting(whichextends toany
personwhosaw,heard,orgenerallywitnessedanactofcrime)(Mawby,1980;YHuang,Xia,Wang,
&White,2015a).Readingpostsonlineaboutpublicsafetyispartofwitnessingacrime,andthus,
researchonincreasingreportingthroughsharingonsocialmedia,wouldhelpbridgethegapinthe
literature.Second,publicsafetyorganizationsarestilllookingintoleveragingsocialmediatoobtain
informationfromthepublic(Mergel,2013).Policedepartmentsshareincidentinformationonsocial
mediainordertoseekinformationandcollaborationfromthepublic(Chanin&Espinosa,2016;
Mergel,2013),whichrequiresthepublictocollaborateandsharewhattheyknowthroughsocial
mediaorothermeans.Thus,understandingmotivationstoshareincidentsonsocialmediaisvital
tofulfilltheneedbypublicsafetyofficials,andtomaintainoverallpublicsafetyforcommunities.
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