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Abstract 

 

Social media have changed disaster response and recovery in the way 
people inform themselves, provide community support and make sense of 
unfolding and past events online. During the Canterbury earthquakes of 2010 
and 2011 social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter became part of 
the story of the quakes in the region, as well as a basis for ongoing public 
engagement during the rebuild efforts in Christchurch. While a variety of 
research has been conducted on the use of social media in disaster situations 
(Bruns & Burgess, 2012; Potts, Seitzinger, Jones, & Harrison, 2011; Shklovski, 
Palen, & Sutton, 2008), studies about their uses in long-term disaster recovery 
and across different platforms are underrepresented. This research analyses 
networked practices of sensemaking around the Canterbury earthquakes over 
the course of disaster response, recovery and rebuild, focussing on Facebook 
and Twitter.  

Following a mixed methodological design data was gathered in interviews 
with people who started local Facebook pages, and through digital media 
methods of data collection and computational analysis of public Facebook 
pages and a historical Twitter dataset gathered around eight different 
earthquake-related events between 2010 and 2013. Data is further analysed 
through discursive and narrative tools of inquiry. This research sheds light on 
communication practices in the drawn-out process of disaster recovery on the 
ground in connecting different modes of discourse. Examining the ongoing 
negotiation of networked identities through technologically mediated social 
practices during Canterbury’s rebuild, the connection between online 
environments and the city of Christchurch, as a physical place, is unpacked. 
This research subsequently develops a new methodology to study social 
media platforms and provide new and detailed information on both the 
communication practices in issue-based online publics and the ongoing 
negotiation of the impact of the Canterbury earthquakes through networked 
digital means. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
The Canterbury Earthquakes in a networked context 

 
In 2010 and 2011 Christchurch and the Canterbury region were struck by a 
sequence of over 10,000 earthquakes including several major events. A 
magnitude 7.1 earthquake initiated the earthquake sequence centred 35 km 
west of Christchurch on September 4th, 2010 at 4:35 am. After a lasting series of 
aftershocks, the region was struck again on February 22nd, 2011 at 12.51 pm by 
a magnitude 6.3 earthquake within 10 km of Christchurch’s city centre. The 
February earthquake resulted in the loss of 185 lives, over 7000 injuries 
(Johnston et al., 2014) and caused widespread destruction in the central city of 
Christchurch and across the Canterbury region. It is the third most expensive 
disaster in global history regarding insurable losses and the most expensive 
disaster New Zealand has ever faced (Taylor, Chang, Elwood, Seville, & 
Brunsdon, 2012). 

Similar to other disaster events in recent years, which struck in areas of 
high technology use, people used and produced various forms of mediated 
content during the events and in the aftermath of the Canterbury 
earthquakes. The availability of technological infrastructure and online tools 
facilitated their rapid dissemination. People used social media platforms such 
as Twitter and Facebook for a multitude of actions, for example finding and 
sharing information, searching for loved ones or missing pets, or organising 
humanitarian aid and response efforts in the immediate aftermath. Many of 
these actions were not only performed in private but also in public, resulting 
in people who previously did not know each other to group around issues 
that affected or interested them. Community forums and neighbourhood 
message boards were developed in the different suburbs for members to get 
in contact with people in the immediate vicinity and share locally relevant 
information, which otherwise could not be obtained easily, as common 
meeting points such as churches, schools, and community centres were badly 
damaged. Digital platforms provided spaces of connectivity and sociality. 

Video platforms such as YouTube and Vimeo featured multimedia eye 
witness accounts and image sharing sites such as Flickr or Picasa provided 
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still imagery from official as well as public sources. Blogs documented and 
discussed ongoing rebuild and response efforts, share personal experience 
and critique decisions made by governmental institutions, insurers, and 
recovery agencies in the aftermath. Information about resources, damage and 
response efforts were managed and collected with the help of volunteers and 
a crowdsourced map at http://eq.org.nz/. Trade Me, New Zealand’s largest 
internet auction website facilitated the coordination of relief with its extensive 
national reach. A message board was created in the immediate aftermath of 
the February earthquake, which quickly rose in size to one of the biggest 
message boards on the platform and to date still features ongoing discussions 
relating to the Canterbury rebuild. A few Wikipedia pages were set up 
quickly, providing crowdsourced key facts about the major tremors. Set up 
right on February 22nd, 2011 the Wikipedia page of the Christchurch 
earthquake1 included 2,611 contributions from 838 different users at the time 
of writing (Wikihistory, 2015). Patterns of and motivations for usage have 
changed over time, influenced by the development of online platforms and 
also the ongoing rebuild of Christchurch. Nonetheless, the online discourse 
around issues relating to the earthquakes is still prevalent, for example 
around the worsened impact of flooding and severe weather caused by the 
exposed physicality of the region through earthquake damaged land. Also, 
public large-scale online communities experience a buzz of interaction with 
every seismic tremor in the region as well as other activities related to the 
disaster.  

Social media platforms provide collaborative ways to process events that 
had effects at a collective level and seem too big to be understood in private, 
as a whole region was affected. Also, they offer ways in which the affected 
communities can voice their concerns and tell their experiences. A joint effort 
to make sense of traumatic events means that different agents co-construct 
what happened in public communication. It is doubtful, however, that they 
all play the same role in the formation of online publics discussing topics in 
the disaster response and recovery. People enact different roles and also 
develop different connections to each other and the platform in use, which 
shape the creation of new meanings in networked discourse. This research 
project examines the role of public communication carried out on two social 
media platforms, Facebook and Twitter, following the Canterbury 

                                                
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2011_Christchurch_earthquake 
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earthquakes2. It takes into account not only the immediate aftermath but also 
a long-term view on how users renegotiate their identities and connections 
between online and (disrupted) offline environments over time with 
accessible digital affordances. Every disaster is different, and response and 
recovery are shaped by a number of social factors. This project will first 
establish general contexts of the earthquakes to generate an understanding of 
networked communicative processes following the Canterbury earthquakes. 
Section 1.1 discusses general social and political contexts for Christchurch and 
the Canterbury region following the tremors. Section 1.2 outlines specific 
contexts of networked environments from the vantage point of the 
technological possibilities and affordances of social media platforms, which 
provided communicative spaces for people during and after the Canterbury 
earthquakes. The general background of the methodological framework is 
introduced in section 1.3, and will provide an overview of the research 
objectives, their implementation in analysis and some relevant limitations of 
this study. Section 1.4 sketches the overall structure of this thesis. 

 
 

1.1 Institutional, social and political contexts of the Canterbury 
Earthquakes  

This section provides a background for readers not familiar with the details of 
the Canterbury Earthquake Sequence and the contexts of the disaster 
aftermath and rebuild. It summarises important events and gives 
institutional, social and political contexts to form a factual background for the 
analysis of communicative practices in public networked environments. 
Themes from this background section emerge from the data in later chapters 
and are discussed there further. Although this research does not focus on the 
geological nature of the earthquakes, governance or the infrastructural 
developments during Christchurch’s rebuild phase, these contexts create a 
specific situatedness of discourse, as events were retold and decisions were 
contested in the discussion. Sharing the context of events is important to 
understand each other in the communicative construction of a given situation, 

                                                
2 While internationally also known as the Christchurch earthquakes, this thesis will refer to the sequence 
as Canterbury earthquakes or Canterbury earthquake sequence to use terminology consistent with other 
New Zealand based studies. 
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for example, to grasp the meaning of words that have not been used before or 
are now important in a different context because of the disaster.  

 

1.1.1 The Canterbury Earthquake Sequence 

Beginning on September 4th, 2010 an earthquake sequence struck the 
Canterbury region on the South Island of New Zealand, with some severe 
events as well as over 10,000 aftershocks. The first event measured a 
magnitude 7.1 and struck 40 km west of Christchurch, 9 km southeast of the 
rural town of Darfield, at 04:35 am. The earthquake occurred on the 
previously not idenfied Greendale fault. There were no fatalities and only 
approximately 100 injuries, mainly due to the remote location of the epicentre 
from urban areas as well as the timing in the early hours of the morning (S. H. 
Potter, Becker, Johnston, & Rossiter, 2015). Christchurch suffered heavy 
damage to unenforced masonry buildings and parts of the Central Business 
District (CBD) were cordoned off for safety reasons. Liquefaction and lateral 
spreading locally caused further disruptions to power and communication 
cables as well as fresh and wastewater pipes. Transportation infrastructure 
such as rails, bridges and roads were damaged. 

The Darfield earthquake on September 4th triggered a sequence of 
numerous aftershocks, for instance, a swarm of more than 32 shallow tremors 
occurred on a fault located almost right underneath the Christchurch CBD on 
Boxing Day, 2010. The strongest of these aftershocks measured a magnitude 
4.9. This aftershock series caused some temporary power outages as well as 
further damage to buildings (Stevenson, 2014). Although Boxing Day is one of 
the big shopping days in New Zealand and many people were in the CBD for 
after Christmas sales, the aftershocks did not cause serious injuries. 
Technically another aftershock, a shallow, only 5 km deep earthquake struck 
on Tuesday, February 22nd, 2011 at 12:51 pm in the middle of a working day 
within 10 km of the city. Due to the proximity and the depth of the quake, 
shaking was much higher than the September quake, although the magnitude 
of 6.3 was lower (GNS Science, 2011). Ground motion was three to four times 
stronger in the CBD compared to the initial event and caused widespread 
destruction (McSaveney, 2014). This earthquake damaged a variety of 
buildings such as schools, heritage buildings and landmarks as well as health 
care buildings and residential housing due to ground deformation, 
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liquefaction, uplift, and tilting. Areas in the suburbs along the Port Hills were 
also affected by landslips and rock fall. Unlike in September, the February 
earthquake resulted in 185 fatalities (New Zealand Police, 2012) and at least 
7171 people injured (Johnston et al., 2014). The majority of people were killed 
in two multi-storey building collapses or falling masonry in the central city. A 
smaller number died in suburban locations (New Zealand Police, 2012). The 
loss of all these lives and the numerous injuries left the people in the 
Canterbury region and New Zealand as a nation in shock.  

Some significant aftershocks followed the main events of September and 
February. Two large ones (M 5.6 & M 6.3) struck southeast of Christchurch on 
June 13th but only caused an estimated 46 injuries, as the central city was still 
cordoned off due to the damage of the previous seismic events (Stevenson, 
2014). The last major event in the sequence occurred on December 23rd, 2011 
with a magnitude 5.8 earthquake at 1:58 pm, centred just off the beach of 
coastal Christchurch suburb New Brighton. Similar to previous events of this 
intensity, liquefaction arose in the eastern suburbs. Damage caused by the 
February earthquake to the Christchurch Cathedral was magnified 
(Stevenson, 2014). Similar to June, the December event was followed by some 
high-intensity aftershocks in the next few hours. The largest one measured a 
6.0 magnitude and accelerated the initial shock. By the end of 2011, over 3,000 
shocks of a magnitude 3.0 and higher had hit Canterbury (Geonet, 2015). 
These aftershocks lasted over a year and affected the psychological well-being 
of the population. People sensed the disruptions as ongoing and could not 
process the earlier traumatic events, as they were not able to establish feelings 
of stability and safety. Some businesses relocated and people moved away 
from Christchurch as a result (Stevenson et al., 2012). 

In 2013 another earthquake sequence hit New Zealand, which was not 
located in the Canterbury region. These earthquakes provide a comparison 
for understanding people’s networked communication practices around the 
event. The earthquakes in July and August 2013 included seismic activity 
between 5.5 and 6.6 magnitude, caused disruptions in the Wellington region 
and were officially titled the Cook Strait and Lake Grassmere earthquakes 
(Bannister, 2014). While people felt the shocks in Christchurch, Cantabrians 
were merely witnesses of these events in 2013 as they did not experience 
damage first-hand. Instead they were still negotiating their own earthquake 
experience and the ongoing rebuild of their hometown. How they made sense 
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of seismic activity in another region of New Zealand gives insights into how 
people were using discourse to make sense of the previous Canterbury 
earthquakes and what was part of their own life story in comparison. 

 

 

1.1.2 Disaster recovery processes and institutional, social, political and 
environmental contexts for post-quake Christchurch 

This section describes some key emergency management decisions and some 
institutional, social and political contexts, which had strong impact on the 
lives of people in Christchurch. As this project primarily focuses on how 
people were publicly making sense of the events through social and 
individual practices on social media platforms, I will only discuss events that 
feature strongly in social media discourse here. Some of the contexts provided 
below are relevant for other damaged areas in Canterbury, too, such as the 
towns of Kaiapoi or Lyttleton, which suffered severe damage to infrastructure 
and buildings. While the damage to surrounding areas matters in some of the 
relevant discourses online, the main focus of this project is on Christchurch.   

 
 

Governance contexts for the recovery and rebuild 

 
After September 4th, 2010 the authorities proclaimed a local state of 
emergency across the three most affected districts (Christchurch, Selwyn, 
Waimakariri). After February 22nd, 2011 a nationwide state of emergency was 
proclaimed. Both earthquakes led to the establishment of new recovery 
frameworks and the formation of the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery 
Authority (CERA) to report to the new Minister for Canterbury Earthquake 
Recovery, Gerry Brownlee. CERA moved into a Christchurch office to engage 
with the local community and local response bodies (Brookie, 2012). These 
actions did not necessarily lead to a balance between institutional decision-
making and community input during the recovery phase in Canterbury and 
resulted in some local and national tensions. The removal of local government 
powers to manage the recovery and rebuild of Christchurch and Canterbury 
was highly controversial. Vallance (2015) identifies the balance between 
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government bodies and local communities as a common problem in 
community engagement after the disaster, as analysis does not always take 
into account whether governmental agencies can connect well with affected 
communities.  

However, some initiatives have been formed to connect and include 
communities in the rebuild efforts, such as public consultations for rebuild 
projects by the Christchurch City Council through the ‘Have Your Say’ 
website3, facilitating suggestions from the public. Also, social media platforms 
offer people the chance to voice and discuss their concerns on an informal 
level. Readers used the comment function on the news website stuff.co.nz to 
debate and emphasise certain aspects of news articles, and to voice specific 
concerns in moments of publicness in the rebuilding process. Some prominent 
examples of public discussion in the comment section occurred when Mayor 
Bob Parker did not run for office again, or when council executive Tony 
Marryatt received a controversial pay rise and subsequently a payout. How 
efficient platforms such as Facebook and Twitter are to connect those to 
governmental agencies in informal discourse and everyday talk around issues 
will be detailed further in Chapter 5.  

 
 

Impacts on natural and urban environments 

 
The overall damage of the earthquakes is estimated at around NZ$ 20 billion, 
or 10 per cent of New Zealand’s GDP. This percentage is higher than in 
comparable disaster contexts, such as Japan’s tsunami and nuclear disaster, or 
Hurricane Katrina, due to the smaller size of New Zealand’s economy. The 
Canterbury Earthquake sequence caused significant impacts on natural as 
well as urban environments. Many buildings were damaged in the September 
and February earthquakes and their numerous aftershocks. Over 150,000 
homes were damaged, 30,000 seriously (Parker & Steenkamp, 2012). In July 
2011, the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority (CERA) released an 
initial decision to classify land damage in residential areas and the CBD into 
four different zones: 

 

                                                
3 More information on the website http://ccc.govt.nz/the-council/have-your-say 
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1. Green zone: land that allowed rebuilding based on knowledge of current 
seismic activity 

2. Orange zone: land that needed further assessment to detect if rebuilding 
is practical in the short to medium turn 

3. Red zone: land that was badly damaged and was not going to be 
redeveloped in the short and medium term, due to its risk of further damage 
in future seismic events and the susceptibility to liquefaction and flooding 

4. White zone: land that needed to be mapped and assessed further, as 
additional damage was caused by the June aftershocks. The white zone 
included areas in the Port Hills as well as the CBD and was mainly non-
residential property  

(CERA, 2011) 
 
With the announcement of this zoning system, it was also declared that 

the government would purchase insured residential properties and land from 
owners in the red zone for 100 per cent of the estimated price in 2007/2008. 
New Zealand is a unique example of this kind of insurance cover for 
earthquake-related damage. Over 750,000 insurance claims for damaged land, 
contents or buildings were made following the quake (Earthquake 
Commission, 2014). The situation still proved to be complex for property 
owners, as the insurance did not cover businesses. Further, insurance 
regulations changed between September 2010 and February 2011, and not all 
damaged houses were brought to the new standards by the time the February 
earthquake caused further damage. Most homeowners in the red zones 
accepted the Crown’s offer, but some people refused and decided to remain 
on their land. Small communities of people decided to stay in some areas. Life 
has changed considerably in these suburbs as infrastructure might not be 
maintained in the long run and incidents of looting have been reported for 
some areas (Gates, 2015). 
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The zoning system did not only create stressors for the people living in the 
red zone, who had to work on offer settlements with the government, but also 
for people owning properties which were orange or white zoned. The 
progress in assessing properties, working out which parts were going to 
become green and which parts red, and simply processing a large number of 
insurance claims in general, was considerably slower than initially anticipated 
(Chang et al., 2014). While whole neighbourhoods were red-zoned, others 

Figure 1: Aerial image of red zoned Dallington Loop in October 2011 and 2014  
© Becker Fraser Photos 
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were split into orange and red, sometimes with people without a buyout offer 
wanting to leave and people with buyout offer wanting to stay (Stevenson, 
2014). At the time of writing, orange and white zones have been resolved, and 
most houses on Crown-owned red-zoned land have been demolished. The 
aerial photo comparison of the Dallington Loop from 2011 and 2014 by 
BeckerFraser Photos illustrates the progress in one suburb thus far (see Figure 
1). 

Both the CBD cordon and the land zoning for orange and white residential 
areas changed over time. The CBD cordon was set up early in the disaster 
response for safety reasons, debris management and to enable structural 
building assessments, demolitions and clearance of sites later on without the 
need for additional security means towards the public (Chang et al., 2014). 
The cordon was reduced in the clean-up process of the CBD, where public 
safety and ongoing demolitions permitted. Right after February 22nd, the 
cordon spanned almost everything within the four avenues defining the area 
of the city centre. Under pressure to reopen the centre quickly, the cordon was 
halved by July 2011, then gradually reduced further until it was lifted in June 
2013 (CERA, 2015). More than 50 per cent of around 2,000 commercial 
buildings in the central city had to be demolished (Chang et al., 2014). 
Businesses had to relocate and reopen elsewhere and were either scattered to 
different suburbs of the city or moved out of the region completely. Public 
interest was high in the decisions about certain buildings and how the clean-
up of the CBD progressed. Public bus and walking tours into the CBD were 
offered to allow Christchurch’s inhabitants a glimpse into the cordoned city 
centre (CERA, 2015). 

The Christchurch City Council suggested a first draft to rebuild with input 
from the community4, which the Canterbury Recovery Authority’s Central 
City Development Unit (CCDU) then developed into a rebuild plan5 for the 
city centre (CERA, 2012). This new plan included 17 ’anchor projects’ that are 
supposed to drive the redevelopment of the city and generate private investor 
interests in the rebuild of Christchurch. According to plan, the majority of the 
projects was expected to be finished in 2016 and 2017 while bigger anchor 

                                                
4 The Christchurch City Council’s ‘Share an idea’ public engagement campaign generated 106,000 ideas 
(Brookie, 2012) and resulted in the Draft Central City Plan (CCP) (Bennett, Dann, Johnson & Reynolds 
2014) 
5 The Christchurch Central City Recovery Plan (CCRP) developed by the Government is also called 
Blueprint in public discourse, which it will also be referred to in the following 
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projects such as the convention centre, the Metro sports facility as well as the 
stadium were set to be finished later (CCDU, 2015). This timeframe has since 
been extended a number of times. 

Not only the city centre but also surrounding suburbs and natural 
environments were affected. Liquefaction and silt affected vast areas in the 
east of Christchurch, as they were built on swampland. Groundwater supplies 
were largely unaffected by the earthquakes but the damage of pipes, wells 
and reservoirs posed contamination risks to drinking water and enormous 
infrastructure rebuild costs (S. H. Potter et al., 2015). Earth movements have 
caused erosion and silt that narrowed the riverbeds and created a higher risk 
of flooding. Some areas of Christchurch are subsequently more prone to 
flooding at times of heavy rain or high tide due to topographical changes, as 
the earthquakes have lowered land in comparison to water levels (Measures 
et al., 2011). The earthquakes also influenced biodiversity and a shift in the 
breeding grounds of native birds (S. H. Potter et al., 2015). Citizen interest 
groups formed around the central themes of environmental issues after the 
earthquakes.  

 
 

Social and educational contexts 

 
Schools in the region closed following September 2010 and February 2011. 
While students were able to go back to school within a couple of weeks 
following September 4th, the February earthquake had bigger effects due to 
more extensive damages. With schools sharing premises, 84 per cent of 
students in the area were able to attend classes within the first three weeks 
following February 22nd (S. H. Potter et al., 2015). A large number of students 
enrolled elsewhere, some outside the region. Also, damaged buildings could 
not function as the previous hubs for communities. Out-of-school and general 
leisure activities in the area were affected by the earthquake sequence, too. 
Besides destroyed infrastructure, which affected the way to and from 
recreational activities, sports facilities such as gyms, playing fields, swimming 
pools, and stadiums were closed temporarily or faced the prospect of 
demolition. A halt in water-sport activities until November 2011 as well as the 
closure of tracks and climbing areas in the Port Hills due to the danger of rock 
fall meant that outdoor and action sports activities were affected as well. 
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While the restoration and reopening of sports facilities and outdoor areas 
were understandably not an immediate priority after the February 
earthquake, their closure delayed the return to a normal lifestyle in post-
quake Christchurch. These changes shaped the feel of connectivity within the 
community as well as the practiced identity of people who exercised as part 
of their daily routine (Thorpe, 2015). 

The inner city cordon and the destruction of numerous cafés, restaurants 
and bars, as well as a large number of destroyed churches and community 
centres, meant a lack of places to socialise and meet friends and further 
prolonged the return to a normal lifestyle. However, the number of citizens 
volunteering for the clean-up and helping within their communities increased 
social capital and a feeling of connectedness, forming new bonds within the 
survivor groups. Research, however, suggests that these bonds were only 
formed in the early days, and connections dropped off sharply within ten 
months to resurrect privacy in neighbourhood communities (Stallard, 2013). 

All the factors detailed in this section influenced experienced stress and 
overall well-being of Canterbury’s population during and after the 
earthquake sequence. Their importance to the object of this study, how people 
were using networked environments to make sense of their lives collectively 
in post-quake Christchurch and the issues that matter to them, will be 
discussed further in Chapters 4 to 7. Besides research conducted around 
geological and engineering related phenomena of the Canterbury 
earthquakes, local researchers have also added to a growing body of literature 
in the social sciences. Ranging from oral histories of women and their 
experience of the earthquakes and the rebuild (du Plessis & Gordon, 2013), 
research into community-led responses of specific ethnic groups such as 
Māori (Kenney, 2015; S. J. Lambert & Mark-Shadbolt, 2012) or refugees 
(Marlowe & Lou, 2013) to organisational resilience of local businesses 
(Stevenson, 2014), research conducted so far gives insights into social 
processes from multiple angles following the Canterbury earthquakes. 
Research on local radio stations following the earthquakes (Joyce, 2015), the 
role of local journalists covering the disaster events (Scanlon, 2014) and the 
use of mobile devices (Matheson, 2014) also give some insight from a media 
perspective.  

Focusing on social media creates a new lens for analysis on how people 
are negotiating everyday life during the ongoing rebuild of the city. The high 
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uptake of social media platforms in New Zealand, and their use for grassroots 
movements, community-led organisation and information in times of crisis 
allow a major contribution in light of weakening democracy in many 
traditional channels, related to issues of trust and legitimation. The following 
section will introduce the specifics of social media platforms in a networked 
society as an object of analysis. 

 
 

1.2 The network society - technological and platform contexts 

This section provides a background for theorising and analysing online 
networked environments, such as social media platforms Facebook and 
Twitter and the role they play in the daily routines of the current digitally 
saturated society. Firstly, this section anchors social media platforms and their 
features and affordances in the history of the social web and Web 2.0. 
Secondly, it discusses the interfaces and affordances of social media platforms 
to give an understanding of the networked discursive spaces people 
communicated in following the Canterbury earthquakes. While the section 
above provided the background to the earthquakes, this section describes the 
structure of a mediated space, in which common understandings of the 
changed environments and collective identities were constructed. Networked 
environments and social media platforms, in particular, were not the only 
spaces people used to understand what happened in Christchurch. People 
engaging in networked environments represent only a fraction of the affected 
population but this specific subset allows analysis on a more informal level of 
discourse. As local groups are connected to larger global networks, 
networked spaces provide insights into the processes of social action and 
public participation for different people from various places. The way in 
which they collectively work together to share and find information, and to 
construct the disaster contexts in discourse will be theorised and analysed in 
later chapters of this thesis. 

 

1.2.1 Concept of the network society 

Technically mediated social and communicative practices have increasingly 
come to importance in recent years besides other modes of sociality. The use 
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of the internet in New Zealand was at 86 per cent in 2011 and its use through 
wireless networks and mobile devices on the rise (P. Smith, Gibson, Crothers, 
Billot, & Bell, 2011). This increase in wireless and mobile use compared to 
previous years also means that internet use has become a more important part 
of everyday life, moving into communal spaces at home and out in the open. 
Scholars seek to classify the changes in social structures and interactions 
fostered by digital communication technologies and the ability of the internet 
to easily connect people over space and time. “Network society” is one 
established term describing the interconnectivity of society in the information 
age (Castells, 2010). It defines contemporary society as well as its most 
important features such as power, work, communication, identity and culture 
over space and time. Castells’ theory sketches the networked-based social and 
organisational structure of a society that is powered by electronic information 
and communication technologies (Castells, 2010).  

Wellman and Hampton (1999) also describe this organisational shift as one 
from “living in little-box societies to living in networked societies” (p. 648). 
The network or talking about digital communication more concretely, the 
internet is making it possible to step out of the box for connections or 
information. In network societies, neat boundaries between groups, such as 
neighbourhoods or clubs are softened. People interact with various others, 
linked to multiple networks and find resources in different networks and 
cultures. This shift also privileges the role of the individual over the role of 
the group in making connections (Wellman, 2001). Purely focussing on the 
person as the primary unit of concern when analysing networked sociality is, 
however, limiting the understanding of being together online (Willson, 2012) 
and other perspectives should be considered as well. 

The question of how to situate networked sociality and the creation of 
meaning through social interactions on social media platforms following the 
earthquakes is central to this research. As Couldry and van Dijck (2015) 
suggest, this involves questioning how social media platforms propose a 
certain version of the social and how users go on and enact it in context. The 
social in social media is not a fact but a practice within the borders of the 
environment (Bucher, 2015). Social media serve as a platform on which nodes 
around certain topics, such as the Canterbury earthquakes can emerge, in 
other words, where people can come together in a networked environment. 
Social life online, however, underlies certain ethical, analytical and political 
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tensions, which this project will further explore in regards to the situational 
practices in the disaster context of the Canterbury earthquakes. Today’s social 
media platforms, which will be defined in the following section, host online 
networks in support of offline social networks but they also go beyond and 
share general network properties as well as properties characteristic for 
personal networks (Rheingold, 2012). Technologies and media enlarge the 
possibilities of traditional social networks and enable new forms of sociality. 
A variety of factors influences these new ways of being together and making 
sense of events post-disaster, for example, the social spaces sensemaking 
takes place in. Further, social interactions in online spaces are not separate but 
entangled with the materialities of other lived experiences, practices, and 
identities of people (Baym, 2000). Inquiry into the role of social practices of 
meaning-making in networked environments should consider these 
complexities.  

 
 

1.2.2 From Web 2.0 to social media platforms 

The Web 2.0, also called wisdom web, participatory or participative web, 
read/write web or people-centric web (Murugesan, 2007, p. 34) with its social 
implications was a significant milestone for social life on social media 
platforms today. DiNucci (1999) who introduced the term Web 2.0, no longer 
saw a web of texts and graphics but a transport mechanism, a platform, for 
user interactivity. A bit later, the definition of Web 2.0 was popularised as an 
umbrella term referring to the second generation of web-based services with 
an open design, supporting collaboration and interactivity, such as weblogs, 
wikis, forums and early social network sites (Macnamara, 2010; O'Reilly, 
2005). These newer applications serve as content-driven communication and 
information platforms nourished by the participation and interactivity of 
users of all kinds. A vast number of Web 2.0 and social media platforms with 
different purposes emerged, evolved but also vanished again over time. 
DiNucci’s (1999) and O’Reilly’s (2005) early definitions imply two aspects of 
the term Web 2.0 to keep in mind: it is a usage as well as a technology 
paradigm.  

A specific focus on “Social Network Sites” (SNS) grew out of the use and 
research of Web 2.0 applications. SNS are web-based sites focussed on 
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interaction (boyd & Ellison, 2007). They allow individuals or groups to 
construct a profile, which can be public or semi-public according to user 
settings within boundaries of the site. Users can connect with others on the 
site and display these connections in lists that might be personalised and 
organised. Furthermore, the system allows users to see connections to other 
users, with whom they share a connection and view the listed connections of 
these other users. SNS enable users to communicate on the site in different 
ways, for example via private message, public comment or post. Forms of 
communication, network character as well as interests and practices may vary 
according to the nature of the site. From this user-centred focus of defining 
social network sites as digital intermediaries, the conceptual focus of social 
media research has shifted to the inclusion of a wider scope of agents acting 
on the sites. “Social media platform” will be used in this project, to describe 
services such as Facebook and Twitter that crystallised as some platforms for 
people to interact in disaster contexts. Different types of social media offer 
different modes of connectivity, from friendship networks on Facebook, to 
information sharing through short texts of under 140 characters on Twitter 
(Langlois, Redden, & Elmer, 2015). These two platforms have been chosen for 
this thesis, as they had a high uptake in the New Zealand online population at 
the time. In October 2012, Facebook had a unique audience of over 2.7 million 
people visiting the site, with 80 per cent and the highest proportion of the 
online population compared to Australia (74%), the US (69%) or the UK (68%) 
(Nielsen, 2012). Twitter ranked third in this study with a unique audience of 
431,000 only behind Blogger and was chosen due to its affordances, for 
example, the shortness of tweets and the associated rapidness in response to 
ongoing events. 

A faceted understanding of the term platform, depending on the context 
and its multiple meanings in architectural, political, computational or 
figurative contexts implies a variety of agents, such as users and developers, 
advertisers, media producers and policy makers interacting within the 
platform as a digital intermediary and constructing networked discursive 
space. Platforms cater to a variety of uses, ranging from user-generated to 
professionally produced content, between cultivating communities and 
serving public purposes to selling advertising venues, from restraining or 
fostering content by guidelines to offering a rather neutral space. The concept 
of platform implies the tensions between these different uses that an analysis 
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should address (Gillespie, 2010). It includes the intersection of private, public 
and corporate spheres (van Dijck, 2012). From a media perspective, Facebook 
and Twitter act on a mass scale but with different precedents from traditional 
mass media corporations. Instead of distributing media content, they simply 
provide the space, the platform, for various agents to interact with each other. 
Anyone can interact with anyone else. However, these interactions take place 
under provided conditions and are tracked algorithmically (Couldry & van 
Dijck, 2015). While O’Reilly (2005) had already positioned Web 2.0 
applications as platforms early on, in line with open data structures and the 
ability to program and develop existing applications, the notion of 
programmability is still central to new media objects like platforms (Chun, 
2011). Application programming interfaces (APIs), and their accessibility to 
the user make platforms programmable. Structured data access and the 
possibility to integrate, for example, Facebook into other platforms by using 
its API, makes the API a connector and a defining feature of the platform 
(Helmond, 2015). Besides human interaction interfaces of the platform that 
the users interact with, APIs as machine interfaces to the data matter for 
understanding social media platforms in this thesis. Data has been accessed 
through human and programming interfaces to establish a grounded 
understanding of the platform, and the ways in which data structures might 
shape discourse and its analysis in disaster contexts. The following section 
will introduce the concept of platform affordances to theorise how differing 
data structures might shape the networked discursive space.  

 
 

1.2.3 Platform affordances 

Communication theory has adapted the concept of affordances as a way to 
specify how a platform enables or constrains interactions of users from 
Gibson’s (1977) psychological understanding based on perception. Visible as 
well as invisible affordances and a broad range of potential influencers that 
can constrain but also open up possibilities of usage from a communication 
perspective have made the understanding of the term somewhat fuzzy. Some 
scholars suggest the importance of user experience and the intersection of 
cultural and technological aspects within the concept, apparent in “vernacular 
affordances” (McVeigh-Schultz & Baym, 2015, p. 1) and “imagined 
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affordances” (Nagy & Neff, 2015, p. 1). In this thesis, the concept is mobilised 
in a broad understanding to connect cultural and technological aspects of 
media practice and the way in which both shape how users are making 
meaning of platform features and how those features in return might shape 
their usage.  

However, a finer-grained understanding of the definition of affordance is 
useful in the context of disaster, as there are a variety of levels on which users 
can experience their mediated practices (McVeigh-Schultz & Baym, 2015). 
McVeigh-Schulz and Baym (2015) detail affordance levels of infrastructure, 
such as wifi availability or mobile data, and media ecology, as the platform in 
context to other services. They also describe different interface levels, such as 
an organisational level and a feature level, a modality level for input and 
output from the platform, and a level of the device and operating system 
being used. For this project, some levels of vernacular affordances are 
important for the analysis of discourse, such as the accessibility or lack of 
accessibility through power outages and missing network connections. 
Changes on a media ecology level, with the emergence of new groups and 
publics across different platforms but at the same time changing features in 
the interface of the original platform, are aspects to be considered in the 
analysis of discourse on Facebook and Twitter in the long term recovery of 
post-quake Christchurch.  

Platform affordances also matter from the perspective of the researcher. 
The informational structure of social media data, as well as access policies and 
logistics, are all shaped by platform providers and create data structured and 
“formatted” by platform features with “analytics already built in” 
(Weltevrede & Marres, 2013, p. 313). Platforms are then both an object and a 
method of digital research, informing research processes and allowing which 
research questions can be asked (Weltevrede, 2016). Further, they allow and 
yet at the same time restrict access to the data (Burgess & Bruns, 2015). 

 
 

1.3 Research objectives 

This research attempts to track the role of social media platforms in the 
emergence of civic sensemaking cultures in disaster contexts through 
mediated public communication. This thesis adds to existing knowledge by 
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analysing the formation of publics and examining communication practices in 
networked environments in disaster contexts on two different social media 
platforms. Interviews clarify online and offline contexts and add to an 
integrated understanding of everyday practices on collective identity 
construction between both. This study uses a new lens for disaster contexts in 
focussing on collective sensemaking of disruption in long-term recovery and 
rebuild. The Canterbury earthquakes were, besides traumatic personal 
experiences, a collective and public disaster for survivors overall, as the 
context sections above indicate. The interactive dimension of social media 
enabled people to share information and also allowed the rethinking of urban 
life in Christchurch with people sharing stories about their memories of 
places in the past and providing creative ideas for the future, both infusing 
the meaning of transitional Christchurch. This leads to the following main 
research question: 

 

How did public communicative actions in networked environments contribute to 
collective sensemaking practices in the context of disaster events? 

 
This research question can be unpacked focusing on the following aspects: 
 
1. What communication patterns emerged in networked environments 

during the periods of disaster response, recovery and rebuild following 
the Canterbury earthquakes? 

2. How did participation in public networked discourse contribute to 
collective sensemaking practices? 

3. How did people construct identities within networked publics that 
contributed to collective sensemaking? 

4. How did discourse in networked publics contribute to collective 
sensemaking of place? 

 
The thesis answers the overall question by delving into each of those 

aspects to explore the nature of public networked environments, the 
communicative practices of people participating in public online 
conversations and the way in which both represent Christchurch and its 
inhabitants following the earthquakes. Further, it explores the specific 
practices of people enacting personal and collective identities, mirroring their 
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changes in the process of disaster response and recovery. Explaining the 
process of identity construction online will be a vital contribution to 
answering the research question, as identity connects strongly to sensemaking 
(Weick, 1995). 

Sensemaking is understood as a process from Weick’s (1995) classic 
perspective on sensemaking in change situations. However, the focus of this 
analysis will be on the social, communicative and collaborative aspects of this 
theory, which will be developed further in Chapter 2. As communicative 
practices vary, their patterns following the Christchurch earthquakes are 
explored in light of the environments they are taking place in. The features 
and affordances of online platforms influence the nature of communication 
and where certain practices take place. Due to the hyper-connected nature of 
networked environments communication practices do not have to follow a 
fixed route or remain within a pre-established network. People unknown to 
each other might come together in public spaces to exchange information and 
opinions on rising issues in the disaster context and pose the question, 
whether they are audiences, publics or communities, what role they have in 
discourse compared to institutional agents such as media organisations, 
governmental response agencies or non-governmental organisations.  

Not everybody affected by the disasters was using online environments, 
but this thesis concentrates specifically on those people, who did and 
achieved a degree of prominence in discourse around this massive disruption. 
Still, online and offline contexts are not understood as separate entities and 
are intertwined in social practices. What this means for disaster contexts and 
how online and offline environments intersect in the case of the Christchurch 
earthquakes is examined to answer the research question.  

The objectives of this research are important because social media 
platforms and networked environments change the ways people are making 
sense of disaster events. Practices have changed and the way in which people 
negotiate their lives in a networked world after a catastrophe has changed, 
too. Social media platforms offer unique data points to see how networked 
environments provide space to share, document, reflect and connect. Social 
media platforms render discursive spaces where institutional and private 
agents may reconnect and create a contemporary understanding of civic 
culture and community-led disaster recovery in a modern democratic society. 
Further, these forms of networked interactions might foster civic 
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empowerment in balancing out the voices shaping Christchurch’s rebuild into 
a new city.  

 
 

1.4 Limitations and contributions 

Social media platforms offer incredibly rich data for the analysis of social 
communicative practices in disaster contexts. However, existence does not 
equal availability and accessibility for research, and gathering data from 
social media platforms entails some challenges both from a practical as well 
as an ethical viewpoint. One contribution of this thesis is the documentation 
of the challenges in generating big amounts of data from social media 
platforms following a disaster. Methodologically, this thesis attempts to 
balance collecting, managing and sifting through data gathered by using 
digital methods, and adding a deeper understanding of sensemaking through 
qualitative discourse analysis of smaller subsets and additional semi-
structured interviews. 

However, the scope of this research is limited which Chapter 3 discusses 
in more detail. Despite a large relative reach, social media platforms are not 
used by everybody in disaster contexts. Some people were not able to go 
online due to infrastructural damage; some others were not ready to discuss 
and face the discussions around the realities of the earthquakes because they 
had suffered from stronger effects or needed more time overcoming their 
personal shock and trauma. General media literacies on how to use the online 
platforms as well as attitudes of convinced non-users play a role in how 
online publics are structured. People engaging in online networked 
environments are likely to be a part of certain demographics and therefore 
this thesis only allows insights into this particular group. Social media users, 
who merely listen and read but do not engage are also excluded from the data 
of this study. Due to the massive amount of online data after the earthquakes, 
this thesis concentrates on Facebook and Twitter as popular platforms. This 
research will specifically focus on communicative practices and collective 
sensemaking located in public communication. While sensemaking practices 
also take place on a private level, this research is particularly interested in the 
dynamics of communicative practices carried out in public discourse allowing 
some voices to be heard and to construct social realities in unfolding disaster 
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contexts. In this situated context, the thesis aims to achieve a greater 
understanding of long-term disaster recovery and how networked 
environments are used for debate and contestation but also the 
documentation of collective memories and collective emotional expression 
shaping places and identities.  

 
 

1.5 Thesis outline 

This thesis consists of eight chapters. Chapter 1 has established the 
background to this thesis in setting up social contexts for the Canterbury 
earthquakes as well as significant events in the disaster aftermath. Further, an 
understanding of today’s digitally networked society has been established in 
discussing central features and affordances of social media platforms, which 
render daily forms of sociality and also the research use of social media 
platforms.  

Chapter 2 outlines the frameworks used to define the theoretical scope of 
this thesis. It describes social and psychological aspects of disaster and 
general phases in disaster response and recovery to situate people’s 
networked communication practices used to make sense of and cope with 
trauma over time. Chapter 2 further discusses concepts of networked and 
collective identities, participatory cultures on social media platforms and the 
formation of publics in online environments. The review of these concepts 
develops an understanding of the social and collective dimensions of 
sensemaking of disaster contexts in networked discourse. 

Chapter 3 sets up an analytical framework for the study. It discusses the 
epistemological and ethical limitations of social crisis data and project-specific 
considerations to address them. Chapter 3 explains the research design, 
sampling process and techniques used to gather data from Facebook and 
Twitter, and in additional semi-structured interviews. It also describes the 
processes and tools of exploratory data analysis, narrative, and discourse 
analysis applied in this study. The cases drawn from social crisis data in this 
thesis will be using pseudonyms for ethical reasons. Details about the ethical 
considerations of research and data use in this research will also be laid out in 
this chapter.  
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Chapter 4 gives an overview of communication patterns detected in the 
exploratory analysis of data gathered from Facebook pages and Twitter. 
Moreover, it shows some functions of networked language use, which are 
important to collective sensemaking in a disaster context. Following this 
descriptive analysis of the data, the results of the thesis will be presented in 
the subsequent three chapters, organised following topical aspects of 
networked discursive participation, construction of identity and construction 
of place and space in discourse, analysing cases from Facebook pages, the 
Twitter dataset, and semi-structured interviews. Cases will either be 
displayed as blocks of comments if the whole thread on a Facebook page is 
analysed or as a single comment or tweet when some content in-between 
examples is left out. 

Chapter 5 explores the social and communicative modes of networked 
participation and how they lead to collective sensemaking in networked 
environments. It describes the dynamics of sharing information and 
witnessing unfolding disaster events on social media platforms and discovers 
how publics span different platforms and types of mediated communication. 
It also explores the role of prominent voices in shaping networked discourse. 

Chapter 6 analyses the ways in which people construct personal and 
collective identities in networked discourse after disruptive disaster events 
and their recovery. It expands on how connectedness and participation in 
networked discourse can enhance the sense of self in serving as a coping 
mechanism for Cantabrians. Chapter 6 further discusses how the disruptions 
caused by the disaster events were integrated into a sense of self for survivors 
and constructed in acknowledging imagined communities who shared their 
experiences in networked environments. 

Chapter 7 analyses the construction of an ontologically disrupted 
Christchurch following the earthquakes analysing different modes of 
discourse. It pays attention to the construction of inaccessible places, 
sensemaking through memories and visions of the future as well as the 
formation of spatial tensions in identity construction between Canterbury and 
the rest of New Zealand in networked discourse. 

Lastly, Chapter 8 discusses the key learnings from the analysis in a 
summarised form and reflects on the limitations of this work. It presents this 
thesis’ contribution to knowledge and sketches future research directions to 
expand on the insights gained from this study.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical framework 

 
This thesis focuses on the process of dealing with disruption and related collective 
sensemaking practices in networked environments following the Canterbury 
earthquakes. This chapter develops the theoretical framework for the thesis by 
discussing relevant literature from trauma and disaster studies, social science and 
communication theories as well as recent contributions from internet research. The 
chapter begins with the definition of sensemaking in the specific disaster contexts of 
this project. It highlights social and psychological aspects of coping with the impact 
of disaster and living through different disaster phases. Further, the chapter 
continues to refine aspects of collective sensemaking by relating it to concepts of 
identity, participation, and the public sphere. All of these three sections contain a 
topical discussion related to a disaster and networked context. By scoping out the 
current state of the literature and connecting relevant studies from different 
disciplines, this theoretical framework locates the contribution of this thesis and its 
continuities with the literature as well as the addressed research gap. 

 
 

2.1 Coping with and making sense of disaster 

This section gives an overview of previous studies in disaster communication 
and establishes a theoretical framework for the study of sensemaking in networked 
disaster contexts. It will provide a background from trauma and disaster studies to 
better understand underlying social and psychological aspects of communication 
practices in and after disaster events. While research into disaster communication 
and management often focuses on the immediate actions and impact in the response 
and recovery phase, this thesis also examines everyday practices in online spaces 
over periods of long-term disaster recovery and reconstruction after the Canterbury 
earthquakes. Therefore social and psychological aspects of coping with disruption 
create a basis for understanding the communication processes in networked space 
examined in this study. Understanding these processes enables a way in which 
community resilience can be defined. 
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2.1.1 Disasters in context - socio-psychological aspects of response and 
recovery 

To understand what people are facing in disaster situations, the nature, and contexts 
of disasters have to be explored. Following a classic definition, disasters are 
understood as 

 

actual or threatened accidental or uncontrollable events that are concentrated 
in time and space, in which a society, or a relatively self-sufficient subdivision 
of a society undergoes severe danger, and incurs such losses to its members 
and physical appurtenances that the social structure is disrupted and the 
fulfilment of all or some of the essential functions of the society, or its 
subdivision, is prevented (Fritz, 1961, p. 655). 

 
This definition suggests that conditions of daily life, such as the safety of the 

physical environment, provision of food, shelter and income, must be severely 
disrupted for an event to be considered as a disaster, creating a collective stress 
situation (Barton, 1969). The response to disaster events is rooted in the constructed 
social and cultural contexts of the group of people affected. Disasters cause social 
problems of sorts, which affected communities as well as official agents have to 
make sense of and respond to. Even if a severe event can be classified as a disaster, 
response patterns may still vary according to the affected society, its cultural 
background, the nature of the catastrophe, as well as its scope and size. Classifying 
different types of disaster is not an easy task, especially when it comes to the 
distinction between natural, human-made or technological disasters. Natural 
disasters also have a human component, as no disaster would be measured if no one 
lived or settled in a hazardous area. Often, power discrepancies become apparent 
and vulnerable populations are especially affected by the losses of disaster, as 
hazard-prone land and less robust building materials are usually more affordable for 
those populations (Fischer, 1998).  

Generally speaking, earthquakes are established as one of several natural disaster 
agents, for which Fischer (1998) specifies, as for other catastrophes, five stages. In the 
lifecycle of a disaster, each stage contains different elements of the behavioural and 
organisational response. The first stage is the pre-impact period, which in the case of 
hurricanes or flooding often provides sufficient warnings and alerts to evacuate 
potential victims. As earthquakes cannot be precisely forecast, this phase can only be 
identified retrospectively for the Canterbury earthquakes. However, a general risk 
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awareness for earthquakes exists for New Zealand, due to its location on the 
boundary of tectonic plates. Christchurch as a city was still not a place perceived as 
hazardous before the events in 2010 and 2011. The second stage of disaster is the 
immediate impact period, which is often instantaneous and the shortest period in 
the lifecycle of the disaster. Before recovery can be initiated, there is an immediate 
post-impact period, also known as response period. In this phase, survivors inspect 
and confront their new reality, including different dimensions of losses, both human 
and material. Emergency organisations begin their response; media outlets start 
generating and disseminating information about the event, and non-professional 
agents also participate in the creation and spread of information about the disaster 
through social media and other communication channels. Fischer’s (1998) fourth 
stage is the disaster recovery period, where debris clearance is usually completed, 
essential infrastructure and services are restored and a sense of a new normality in 
daily life gives direction to people living in the disaster zone. Lastly, there is the 
reconstruction period, a phase of long-term recovery, which might extend over 
years. Over the course of this research, Christchurch has gone from the recovery 
phase to the reconstruction phase, with the rebuild of the central city mapped out in 
the CCRP and supposedly exceeding the 50 per cent mark of completion in 2016 
(McCammon, 2016). 

However, these phases are not distinct and in the case of the Canterbury 
earthquake sequence, fixed borders cannot be assumed. Aftershocks and 
earthquakes continued, interweaving the recovery phase of the major shocks with 
immediate pre- and post-disaster phases for smaller events that also caused damages 
and distress to the survivors (McColl & Burkle, 2012). Fischer’s (1998) stages of 
disaster inform the structure of this analysis by contextualising sensemaking 
practices and communication patterns in different post-disaster phases. 
Sensemaking practices in a disaster are not limited to periods of the aftermath but 
span different times, and are influenced by individual and social aspects of the sense 
maker’s reality. The following section develops from the literature what 
sensemaking entails in response to a disaster. 

 
 

2.1.2 Making sense of complex events 

The background given in Chapter 1 shows that the Canterbury earthquakes 
caused huge disruption to the physical environment of Christchurch as a city but 
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also to the daily routines and the conventions of living in and around Christchurch. 
Therefore, the earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 and further events of the recovery and 
rebuild of the city required the survivors to make sense of available information 
actively. Making meaning refers to the adjustment following distress caused by 
disruptive or traumatic life events (Park, 2010). It has been researched in multiple 
contexts, for example, centred around breaks in life narratives through stressful 
events (Crossley, 2000; for a systematic review of meaning making to adjust to 
traumatic events see Park (2010)). Making meaning and making sense have been 
studied as processes in multiple disciplines, for example in management, education, 
cognitive and other sciences, looking at organisational structures and change, 
learning, decision making or in the context of intelligent system applications (Klein, 
Moon, & Hoffman, 2006). The following will develop a process-oriented concept 
useful for this research. 

Pirolli and Russel (2011) describe ‘to make sense’ of something as an active 
process of seeking to understand. Sensemaking, therefore, “involves not only finding 
information but also requires learning about new domains, solving ill-structured 
problems, acquiring situational awareness, and participating in social exchanges of 
knowledge” (Pirolli & Russell, 2011, p. 1). This social exchange concentrates on the 
collection and organisation of information for a deeper understanding of an event or 
topic. Sensemaking involves a process of learning where multiple smaller pieces of 
understanding eventually lead to a larger more organised view.  

Two aspects are described as essential for these enacted sensemaking processes 
in crisis situations: shared meanings and emotion (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; 
Weick, 1988). For the people of Christchurch making sense involved processing the 
shock, injuries and life-threatening circumstances in the immediate aftermath of 
February 22nd, 2011. Although reactions to a shock may vary, a sudden threat can 
cause a feeling that worldviews have been violated while people are still processing 
the real danger of the situation they are facing (Stein, 2004). Following these 
immediate sensemaking practices concerning personal safety, telling personal 
experiences and narratives as well as making meaning and interpreting social and 
traditional media content played a sensemaking role for people in Christchurch 
during the response period. In the later periods of recovery and rebuild in 
Christchurch, constant change in place and information continues to alter the 
understanding of the situation for affected people. Sensemaking adapts to the 
situational context. This thesis looks specifically at how social media platforms are 
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used to make sense of disaster in different phases, including the immediate post-
impact period, the disaster response as well as the recovery and rebuild period. 

Karl Weick gives seven dimensions in his classic piece on sensemaking in 
organisations, which is discussed as a grounding framework for sensemaking in the 
following. According to Weick (1995) sensemaking is: 

 
1. Grounded in identity construction: There has to be an agent to enact the process 

in order to make sense of something. Sensemaking represents the agent’s identity. 
With an understanding of identity as a fluid concept and that a person has several 
identities and roles to enact in different situations, sensemaking depends on people’s 
perception of the world and their relationship to with the subject of sensemaking. 

 
2. Retrospective: Sensemaking occurs after an issue surfaced or an event took 

place.  
 
3. Enactive of sensitive environments: Sensemaking occurs in the process of action. 

To perform an action is essential to the process and the situational environment a 
sense maker is in. Sensemaking needs to be expressed, and this expression can shape 
the surrounding environment in which sensemaking is embedded. 

 
4. Social: Sensemaking is an individual as well as a collective process of 

constructing shared meaning. Even though others do not necessarily have to be 
present for an individual’s sensemaking process, their opinions, thoughts and 
feelings matter and might cause an emphasis, re-evaluation or change of an 
individual’s viewpoint.  

 
5. Ongoing: Sensemaking is not a closed entity but is ongoing. It has no clear 

beginning or end but unfolds after an event has started or an issue has risen. “Flows 
are the constants of sensemaking.” (Weick, 1995, p. 42), often only when interrupted 
the ongoing nature of sensemaking becomes apparent.  

 
6. Focused on and by extracted cues: What a person singles out in the sensemaking 

process depends on personal dispositions and contexts. The focus of sensemaking is 
only on a small portion of the whole event and is filtered according to personal 
experiences as the event consists of too many cues to process overall. Similar to 
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schema theory and frames, sensemaking is influenced by how people reduce the 
complexity of the world.  

 
7. More about plausibility than accuracy: As people are cognitively lazy, they stop 

searching as soon as they acquired enough knowledge about something and 
considered it plausible. Whether it is accurate or not is then secondary, as long as it 
is sufficient for the person to deal with the experience and move on.  

 
While sensemaking is a process of organising information to process events and 

structures, it is not limited to organisations. Sensemaking can also occur on an 
individual or societal level when people retrospectively rationalise news or changes 
or work through issues and events that are novel, ambiguous, disrupt the status quo 
or violate expectations (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). In other words, “explicit 
efforts at sensemaking tend to occur when the current state of the world is perceived 
to be different from the expected state of the world, or when there is no obvious way 
to engage the world” (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409). The collective 
dimension of sensemaking matters to social actions in organisational settings when 
more than one individual is affected by change. This can be transferred out of the 
organisational context and is relevant to a disaster situation.  

Approaches to critical sensemaking additionally take into account missing 
elements of Weick’s classic model, critiquing its lack of focus on power-related, 
structural and relational issues, which might also influence differing outcomes of 
sensemaking processes (Helms Mills, Thurlow, & Mills, 2010; Thurlow, 2007). This 
critique also included the epistemological basis of Weick’s model, which does not 
explicitly ground sensemaking processes in culturally prevailing circumstances. 
Further Weick takes a democratic understanding of the sensemaking process 
assuming a deliberative process led by plausibility about which voices are heard and 
accounted for the most. This approach does not account for power imbalances 
concerning race, class, age and gender. It also neglects the fact that some identities of 
a person are privileged over others through a set of cultural norms and societal 
contexts, such as enacting the role of the “good employee” in organisational contexts 
(Helms Mills et al., 2010, p. 189). Power relations and the dominance of some voices 
in constructing narratives of an event also count for collective sensemaking practices 
in disaster. Questioning which identities are favoured in the sensemaking process of 
disaster furthers an understanding of the context of disaster response and recovery. 
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The process of sensemaking is mainly not visible in itself but only visible by how 
it materialises in talk, language and communication. Hence, sensemaking is 
constructed in discourse (Weick et al., 2005). Situational conditions in disaster 
constantly change, making sensemaking ongoing and never-ending, but interaction 
rituals and recurring communicative patterns can establish some stability on a micro 
level through shared interpretive schemes (Weick, 1993), which can then be 
analysed. Media discourse offers disproportionate influence on the narrative of a 
crisis event as most information is only accessible in mediated form. Conventions 
reflecting personal and professional identities as well as resource constraints channel 
dominant realities of organisational crisis presented in media discourse (O'Connell 
& Mills, 2003), such as the personal negotiation of traumatic materials for journalists 
(Buchanan & Keats, 2011). The dominance of certain voices, which has been 
discussed in organisational settings (Helms Mills et al., 2010) has to be taken into 
account when analysing sensemaking in mediated discourse as well.  

Collaborative, participatory concepts are especially productive to personal, 
isolated thinking processes for sensemaking of disaster in networked environments. 
Besides a general understanding of what it means to make sense, specific models 
have been developed to understand technology and make sense of computer 
interaction. The data-frame model describes this process of sensemaking in decision 
makers and leaders (Klein et al., 2006). It is particularly helpful in rendering 
networked framing in discursive sensemaking on social media platforms. In the 
data-frame model, basic sensemaking is understood as an act of symbiosis between 
data, the meaning of information and frames. Frames influence the data itself as well 
as the construction of data, while available data influences and shapes frames as 
well. Sensemaking is a cycle of adapting frames by filling in gaps in information and 
comparing frames to other existing understandings to find the most accurate. A 
frame is a fluid concept, which changes in the process of making sense.  

Framing theory offers a way to deconstruct communication strategies into 
measurable variables in the text. Framing theory is especially useful in the context of 
Weick’s (1995) sixth dimension of sensemaking, the personal selection of cues to 
reduce complexities and a mediated environment. Frames are part of understanding 
and describing reality, either serving as a model to reduce complex reality in our 
minds or as descriptive written or spoken structures in discourse, which construct 
reality. Framing in discourse involves a speaker or communication source presenting 
and defining an issue (De Vreese, 2005). Goffman (1974) describes his understanding 
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of frames to organise experienced events or situations, thus to construct reality as 
follows: 

 

“I assume that definitions of a situation are built up in accordance with 
principles of organization which govern events – at least social ones – and our 
subjective involvement in them; frame is the word I use to refer to such of 
these basic elements”(pp.10-11). 

 
Entman (1993) furthers this understanding with a focus on communication, 

describing the process of framing as “to select some aspects of a perceived reality 
and make them more salient in a communication text, in such a way as to promote a 
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evolution and/or 
treatment recommendation” (p. 52). This course of action can occur in different 
locations of the communication process, for example, carried out by the 
communicator, by the text, by the receiver or by the overall cultural setting. 
Scheufele (1999) conducts an overall division between media and audience or 
individual frames, which influence each other in the process of framing an issue. In a 
networked environment, boundaries between media and audience frames blur even 
more, as different agents communicate their messages in a shared space. This 
process is accompanied by individual, ideological, structural and organisational 
variables, defining individuals and their specific reality, be it journalist, PR-agent, 
company employee or private user, using frames according to their intentions while 
processing a piece of information.  

Without the complication of dividing between media and audience in networked 
environments, communicators provide “interpretive packages” to add to an issue’s 
culture (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). These packages imply a certain style of 
conversation as well as common ways of framing a topic that are understood by the 
people engaging with the issue. Social media content is shaped by the situational 
and cultural context of messages, afforded by the features of the communicative 
space. In disaster situations, messages can be information-related, opinion-related, 
emotion-related, action-related (Qu, Huang, Zhang, & Zhang, 2011; Qu, Wu, & 
Wang, 2009) or relate to meta-communication organising the discursive space 
(Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000), reflecting and providing different cues for 
sensemaking. 

Klein, Moon and Hoffman (2006) also illustrate some functions that sensemaking 
embodies, following this relational model where data and frames influence each 
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other, similar to Weick’s (1995). Sensemaking satisfies the need to comprehend and 
explain an event. It is understood as interactive process potentially involving a 
varying number of people, situations, and knowledge. It is often performed as a 
retrospective analysis of events to make the past and memories of an event 
transparent, meaning understood to move on and be prepared for the future, 
anticipating uncertainties or possible problems. Sensemaking then reaches 
momentary conclusions about things that can continue to change and functions as a 
deliberate process of exploring existing information and processing multiple 
possibilities in explanation. Developing new understandings from several existing 
ones can be a social activity, developing common understandings of events within a 
group and creating a shared body of knowledge, which can serve as an identity 
marker for a community. 

Today, social media platforms can be understood as sensemaking systems, which 
provide access to organised, situational knowledge. Through this system, efficient 
means to find new patterns and connections and share those discoveries enable 
users to develop their understanding of an event as well as create a shared 
agreement about a group of other users. Social media platforms are used to make 
sense in disaster situations in this kind of function. However, social media platforms 
have to be navigated and user practices negotiated, making them an object of 
sensemaking in themselves (Baym, 2015; McVeigh-Schultz & Baym, 2015). 
Sensemaking is enactive and connected to people’s literacies to navigate social media 
platforms and use them sufficiently as a tool to make sense of experiences or 
important issues in their daily lives. This thesis will not distinguish between the 
social collective process of sensemaking and the cognitive process of meaning 
making but recognise them as tightly interwoven. They are both equally understood 
as coming to an understanding about events connected to the Christchurch 
earthquakes.   

 
 

2.1.3 Collective trauma as part of sensemaking in disaster 

Socio-psychological and behavioural aspects of disaster response and recovery are 
important for understanding post-disaster contexts online. Trauma and its social and 
cultural construction is discussed in general to reflect on the process of sensemaking 
in online environments in the following. Alexander’s (2004) concept of cultural 
trauma is helpful to place collective and cultural notions of trauma in a disaster 
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context where individuals, groups, and communities, as well as a city, region and a 
nation, are affected. Alexander’s definition of cultural trauma is process-oriented, 
outlining the socially constructed nature of disaster: “Cultural trauma occurs when 
members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event that 
leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories 
forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways.” 
(Alexander, 2004, p. 1). 

Trauma is caused by a disruption of basic human needs such as financial and 
personal security, order and connection to others. An enlightenment perspective 
deepens this understanding, suggesting that trauma is the response to abrupt 
change at the individual or social level. This shift is caused by objects that can clearly 
be perceived, such as events that shake up the status quo and create disruption 
within a short period (Neal, 1998).  

In a nutshell, natural disasters are possible causes for trauma. Disempowerment 
and disconnection from others are essential features of psychological trauma 
(Herman, 1998). With higher intensity, larger scope and longer duration of disaster 
events, the likelihood of psychological impacts rises as well (Halpern & Tramontin, 
2007). The trauma process as a rational response to abrupt changes tries to bring 
systems back into place, to rebuild social and individual environments and to 
improve current circumstances following the disaster (Alexander, 2004).  

From a mental health perspective, treatment of trauma can be conceptualised in 
the following general steps: Establishing a safe environment, retelling the story of 
what has caused the trauma and re-establishing previous relationships and 
connections to others (Herman, 1998). With telling the story of the traumatic event 
and bringing it into the context of a survivor’s life story over time, a new 
understanding of self has to be developed in the process of coping as well (Mollica, 
2001). Overcoming collective trauma depends on addressing relevant issues in 
discourse, publicly making sense of them and changing the traumatic situation to 
decrease psychological stress. 

Different levels of trauma play a role in the discursive construction of the 
Canterbury earthquakes in networked environments. Accounts of individual 
trauma, the collective trauma of people living in Christchurch, Canterbury and New 
Zealand as a nation, witnessing the event nearby are part of the networked 
discourse. On a national level, where not everybody experienced the impact of the 
tremors and the destruction of Christchurch first hand, mediated discourse 
constructs the trauma. Affective messages or emotive images enable people to part-
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take and witness, who are not immediately affected, constituting trauma as part of a 
shared identity (Hutchison, 2010).  

In narrating the disaster story in its social and retrospective dimension, the 
negotiation of trauma is part of the process of collective sensemaking in disaster 
events and the response of the community. Overcoming collective trauma then links 
back to community resilience, the ability of a community to cope well facing a 
catastrophe, to bounce back, or “bounce forward into a normalcy newly defined by 
the disaster related losses and changes” (Cox & Perry, 2011, pp. 395-396). 
Community resilience is also understood as a metaphor for people’s collective and 
individual capacities to manage and adapt to the natural, and human, social and 
societal complexities posed by disasters (Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & 
Pfefferbaum, 2008; Paton & Johnston, 2006). Different factors influence resilience of a 
community, such as building social capital through communication, good 
information flow and connectedness in the immediate disaster aftermath (Aldrich, 
2012; Aldrich & Meyer, 2014), or cultural capital through civic activity in relation to 
places people are attached to (Cox & Perry, 2011; Lewicka, 2005). Community 
resilience has been defined in different ways both as the outcome of a theoretical 
paradigm on the individual level and the operationalisation of a dynamic process 
(VanBreda, 2001). In light of sensemaking of collective trauma in networked publics, 
community resilience will be viewed as a dynamic phenomenon in discourse. 

The discursive construction of trauma has communicative limits, however, as not 
all aspects can be described equally well in discourse (Pickering & Keightley, 2009). 
Besides individual aspects, communicative limits also come down to the nature of 
the communicative environment. While networked environments are not a necessity 
but one of many ways to make sense and overcome traumatic events, the discursive 
construction of cultural trauma in networked discourse is expressed through specific 
traits of the medium, be it news website, blog or social media platform. The 
following sections will outline sensemaking in networked environments through the 
lens of specific key concepts, such as identity, participation, and public spheres, 
which will be focal points through which analysis will be conducted in later chapters 
as well.  
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2.2 Identity construction in times of change 

From the understanding that sensemaking processes in response to traumatic events 
are grounded in the renegotiation of identity, this section outlines different facets of 
identity. In the literature, identity is understood as a flexible and dynamic concept 
which can differ according to situational context and change in interaction with 
others as well as self-reflection (Abell, Stokoe, & Billig, 2004). This section gives a 
brief sketch of identity as a concept and explores interactions in networked 
environments as a way of socially constructing different layers of identity following 
a crisis that disrupts previous understandings of self. This discussion of identity 
concepts will particularly focus on social and collective identities as ways of making 
sense of disaster.  

 
 

2.2.1 Identity in the disaster context 

Identity can be defined as “the unity of any given object or subject” (Sayyid & Zac, 
1998, p. 263) or “the ‘whatness’ of a given entity” (Fuss, 1989, p. ix). Individuals 
contribute to their understanding of self and shape it with consequential actions, 
which define their position within social reality (Giddens, 1991). Therefore, a 
person’s identity consists of multiple layers and different aspects performed 
dependent on context creating coherence and continuity across different 
environments and phases of life (Westle, 2003). None of these personal identities is 
predefined and necessary, but all are a matter of social or cultural construction.  

Identity is a fluid concept, and an understanding can change through how it is 
articulated in discourse and in which ways it is connected to other objects in the 
discursive context (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). Discourse does not finish, and neither 
does identity building, as individuals constantly negotiate their self-perception and 
position within their environment. Some aspects of an identity might stay stable 
while personal development might slowly refine others. Identities are challenged by 
personal experience, current events or societal changes (Hall, 1990).  

Ongoing changes of individual and collective identities in everyday life are 
normal, however, forced changes, a struggle to understand them and newly position 
the self can create challenges. Mercer elaborates (1990) that “identity only becomes 
an issue when it is in crisis, when something assumed to be fixed, coherent and 
stable is displaced by the experience of doubt and uncertainty” (p.43). Identity is 
significant in times of disruption and crisis, as people are facing abrupt changes of 
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their environments and social contexts, and are potentially lacking control over parts 
of their everyday lives, such as losses of or uncertainties about their homes, their city 
or the people in their immediate social environment. For disaster survivors, the 
challenge is to integrate these experiences into an understanding of self, changed by 
the catastrophe but still intact and coherent with their personal identity in general 
(Halpern & Tramontin, 2007). 

 Fundamentally experiences of place, natural disasters are defined by 
geographical proximity or distance or their impact on human life in different 
locations (Johnson, 2014). Place is understood as space with meaning, for example 
through experience or an event (Low & Altman, 1992; Tuan, 1977). With meaning 
also comes some sense of place, certain characteristics or the feeling of a bond which 
defines place identity. Place identity fathomed as a bond to meaningful locations can 
range from a more general conception of place to an understanding of belonging and 
home (Lewicka, 2008). Interactions with these places are ways of performing identity 
and influence the way people think of themselves (Perkins & Thorns, 2012). If daily 
routines are impaired and places people connect to are destroyed, such as the central 
city or a home damaged beyond repair in the earthquakes, the sense of who they are 
is challenged. Supposedly stable facets of their identities then have to be reimagined 
and reconstructed. The distinctive characteristics that specify a certain place, for 
example the city of Christchurch, as well as personal identity in relation to the 
physical environment, provide the contexts for social and cultural influences on the 
self (Proshansky, 1978). 

The disruption and the new markers of place identity have to be united with 
individual and collective memories of the past before the event. Displacement and 
unwillingness to let go of attachments to the former state of places and idealised 
memories are a common phenomenon across societal groups (Halbwachs & Coser, 
1992). These attachments challenge the recreation of a city post-disaster as the 
disruption leads to abrupt and irreversible changes. People may be reluctant to form 
new place attachments due to the fragile materialities and the changed nature of the 
urban environment during the rebuild period, making the sensemaking process in 
the aftermath of disaster challenging. Global, environmental and socio-cultural 
influences can impact the way in which people identify themselves and interact with 
others, also shaping the ways in which they redefine their understanding of self 
following a disaster. The next section focusses on this collective aspect of identity.  
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2.2.2 Collective identity  

Social identity is the understanding of the self in relation to other people, and in 
turn, other people’s understandings of themselves and others (R. Jenkins, 1996). It 
enables insights into the collective dimensions of the Canterbury earthquake 
response and recovery, where scores of people were affected and collectively 
searched for, organised and disseminated information. Collective identity can be 
seen as a sub-aspect of social identity and means the sense of belonging to a 
collective and the affiliation to a human group. Westle (2003) mainly connects 
collective identity with the belonging to larger groups, such as a nation or local 
region, where not all individuals in a group are personally known to each other but 
are connected by sharing common knowledge and interactions. Collective identity is 
then the belonging to an “imagined community” (B. Anderson, 2006).  

Individuals, collective or social agents define themselves or others in discourse 
(Carpentier & De Cleen, 2007). This discursive construction can be a strategic 
performance producing a certain image and enacting a certain role unique to the 
situation (Goffman, 1959). With knowledge of habitus of the space, performance and 
social roles are played strategically to position and relate a person to the context of 
this public environment, as Bourdieu (1977) and Goffman (1971) have theorised for 
other social practices in public. Cultural stereotypes can serve as connectors in 
discourse, creating shared meaning between engaging agents as well as connecting 
smaller discursive practices to a larger societal whole. They act as facilitators for the 
construction of individual and collective understandings of “us” while 
simultaneously creating an antagonistic identity of “them” using symbolic 
boundaries (Hall, 1997). Differences affirm these understandings by creating a 
“constitutive outside” of a group (Mouffe, 1993, p. 2). The relation to the other can be 
antagonistic if this other is perceived as challenging individual or collective 
identities and putting their existence in question. From a perspective of systems 
theory, collective identity is constructed in a complexity reducing model of inclusion 
and exclusion within a social environment (Luhmann, 1994).  

To sum up, collective identity is influenced by the social interactions, culture, and 
relationships within a large group. As social practices are increasingly performed 
through technological means, the possibilities of constructing identity in networked 
environments are discussed in the following.  
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2.2.3 Networked identities 

Social media platforms provide an array of opportunities to carve out an individual 
representation of the self (Marwick, 2013), allowing users to establish a branded 
identity for themselves or the groups they belong to (Gilpin, 2011; Senft, 2013). They 
also allow members to enact similar or differing roles from those assumed in daily 
life (Cachia & Haché, 2011). Some features of social media platforms aid this process 
of self-presentation and description. Both Facebook and Twitter provide the chance 
to upload a profile picture as well as a cover picture of a personal profile page at the 
time of writing. Additionally, providing information about birthday, age, birth place, 
current location, relationship status and religion, connections to friends and other 
members of the network creates a certain image of a person.  

This self is further constructed through communicative action within networked 
discourse, for example through status updates, comments, shared pictures, links, 
retweets, likes, and favourites. These communicative actions are inherently social, 
and produce an understanding of the self of an individual through situational 
interactions with others (Goffman, 1959). Interactions and communicative practices 
shape networked identities of people in a group, depending which roles they 
assume in that groups of individuals, for example becoming an active or less active 
poster or commentator (Baym, 2000). People manage what is shared virtually and 
draw boundaries around their self-disclosed online identity (Schmidt, 2013). 
Creating those limits involves an awareness of others they are interacting with. 
Distinct roles deemed appropriate are assumed for public communication (Goffman, 
1963, 1971). These roles affect the presentation and understanding of self shaped by 
social obligations, norms and rituals (Goffman, 1997).  

The fact that identities are more and more constructed online can also create 
problems. In modern times identity is always connected to a struggle for continuity 
within the self and how it is presented to others, creating coherence between 
ourselves and the social contexts we operate in (Rutherford, 1990). This struggle 
might be expanded by the construction of a networked identity and possible 
discrepancies between online and offline reflections of the self, in the decentring of 
the subject (Poster, 1990). In disaster contexts, this struggle could be expressed by 
seeking control over an offline understanding of who people are and what the 
disruption meant for them, their safety and possibilities to live in line with their self-
understanding. If self-fulfilment is not entirely possible due to the disruption caused 
by the disaster, it might vent in other ways. Online and offline identities are not 
separated, but both are expressions of a person in distinct environments where 
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representation might differ. Networked identity can then become a space where 
people can assume roles and express parts of their identity that are 
underrepresented in other situations (Turkle, 1995). Online environments can offer 
ways to connect with likeminded people, provide coherence to perform usually 
presumed roles and collectively make sense when that might not be possible in the 
same way in the everyday offline life of a disrupted city. 

Disasters pose a disruption on the understandings of self for survivors, which 
need to be processed and negotiated to re-establish a sense of continuity for 
personal, social and collective identities. In digitally saturated societies, the self is co-
constructed in mediated and non-mediated form. However, social practices and 
connections enacted through digital means are situated in a specific context, which 
may also develop distinct aspects of identity.  

 
 

2.3 Participation in the networked society 

Civic participation in disaster response has come to be seen as a vital process for 
legitimating decisions by recovery agencies but also for grounding the tasks of 
rebuilding and recovering from disaster thoroughly in the needs of affected 
communities (Johnston, Becker, & Paton, 2012). Negotiating meaning is an active 
and situational process, in which a sense maker is taking part. Negotiating meaning 
and making sense of events can be understood as social practice consisting of 
participation and reification (Wenger, 1999). Participation means the process of 
taking part in the world, which is bound to action and connection. Reification, in 
turn, means the construction of this process, in the context of this research in 
discourse. Both terms are tightly interwoven and will be discussed in the following 
section through the lens of participating agents in discursive sensemaking. This 
section approaches the topic from a media perspective, discussing citizen journalism 
and the dynamics of active audiences in the mediated coverage of the disaster in 
networked environments. It will consider both narrow and wide definitions of 
participation in the discursive production of the issue, as well as their negotiation of 
meaning through the concept of community.  
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2.3.1 The participating audience: Towards a new concept of disaster 
journalism 

News and information play a major role in the network society but even more so in 
an unfolding catastrophe. With the rise of information and communication 
technologies, improved data connections and fibre optics and the heightened 
affordability of handheld digital devices for capturing, retrieving and storing 
information citizens started to take a more active part in information distribution in 
disaster response, and international and national journalistic efforts to cover the 
event. Additionally, software support and online applications such as social media 
platforms allow easier publication and diffusion creating many-to-many information 
flows, as Gillmor (2004) describes: “Technology has given us a communications 
toolkit that allows anyone to become a journalist at little cost and (in theory) with 
global reach” (p.60). Open and easily accessible structures of digital environments 
allow people to interact with professional news producers and curate, comment and 
disseminate their informational content, giving rise to new forms of audience 
engagement such as participatory journalism (Bowman & Willis, 2003; Lasica, 2003; 
Singer et al., 2011). Thus, the established role of journalism as a means of mass 
communication is changing through audience interaction and “grass-roots 
journalism” (Rheingold, 2000).  

These changed journalistic practices have far reaching consequences for the 
coverage of disaster, particularly for developed regions. Practices of “helicopter 
journalism” (Schechter, 2005, p. 1) are the result of a lack of sources on the ground 
and tendencies of international media to frame disaster events in a top-down 
manner prioritising institutional agents. These can be counterbalanced by the 
production of local grassroots news covering personal and societal impacts, which 
may be shared online. To what extent interactions online count as acts of journalism 
is a question of definition however and requires a careful discussion of different 
concepts of public participation in breaking and disseminating news in networked 
environments. 

 Bruns and Burgess (2012) suggest that in the case of a disaster Twitter’s system 
of high ranking trending topics and hashtags create so much attention, that this can 
be classified as a breaking news event and therefore as news coverage on the micro-
blogging service. The #eqnz hashtag around the Canterbury earthquakes has been 
explored by Burns and Burgess (2012) following the February earthquake in 2011 in 
analysing the tweets associated with the #eqnz hashtag and giving an overview of 
local and global responses and central users in the conversation. They were able to 
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identify key accounts with high numbers of followers amplifying information, but 
also key accounts that gained follower numbers and with it a stronger voice in 
discourse through their engagement around the earthquake and the content they 
shared.  

Another finding from Burns and Burgess’ Christchurch study, which was also 
detected in the response to the Queensland floods, is the rise of ambient journalism 
in disaster situations (Bruns, Burgess, Crawford, & Shaw, 2012). This concept, coined 
by Hermida (2010), suggests the rise of Twitter as a platform of mundane daily 
chatter to a news platform, where journalists, as well as citizens create, share and 
distribute information. The ways in which these communicative agents share 
meanings and content has been researched in a qualitative analysis of discourse 
following the Queensland floods (F. Shaw, Burgess, Crawford, & Bruns, 2013). Shaw 
et al.’s study examines the discursive aspects of tweets focusing on the key 
phenomena of sensemaking practices, for example, how participants negotiate their 
roles in the conversation. People also participate in disaster publics online, who have 
not been personally affected but connect to the event in expressing their sympathies 
or engaging in the conversation.   

As Allan (2013) noted for instances of citizen journalism or broader citizen 
witnessing during other disasters, there is a cathartic element in the immediate 
interaction on social media, which can be understood as instances of affective 
sensemaking. In sharing images, reports or rich media content about what just 
happened, people communicated their experience and processed it by making it 
public. Sharing meant that others could see and witness what they had experienced, 
too. In times of shock, the whole experience might become more real and believable 
in doing so as a way of coping. The need to make a connection during disruption is a 
way to find a place within the context of the disaster and be part of what happened, 
as well as finding interaction, sympathy or simply a further conversation that aids in 
working through experienced trauma (Herman, 1998). Publicly constructing a first 
personal narrative of an event is a first attempt of organising information and 
making sense. The way in which a story is told and people make sense will change 
over time, incorporating additional cues and information in the process. However, 
the first stories collectively play an integral part in the process of sensemaking as a 
foundation of how further response is navigated (Stein, 2004). In online discourse, 
these first stories inform collective sensemaking perspectives. 

Affective news, emotional messages, as well as personal narratives, opinion-
based comments on news items or messages that might not be verified are shared 
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through the networked publics (Papacharissi & de Fatima Oliveira, 2012). Further, 
user generated content might be mixed with coverage from official news channels on 
Twitter, but the messages might not easily be separable, as local reporters were also 
victims of the Christchurch earthquakes and therefore played a different role to 
international news outlets and media coverage (Scanlon, 2014). In the context of 
disaster, Qu and colleagues (2011; 2009) have constructed a comprehensive 
framework for the content analysis of community practices of posts on a forum and 
a microblogging site after two severe earthquakes in China. Their distinction 
between information-related, opinion-related, action-related and emotion-related 
classifications of threads is helpful to compare and distinguish discursive content in 
sensemaking practices on Twitter and Facebook as well. Sensemaking is classified 
under the category of emotion-related messages, similar to community-building. 
While this distinction seems helpful for the immediate disaster response, a slightly 
different approach and framework has to be used for the analysis of subjects in long-
term recovery and everyday talk. In the long run, the urgency of information 
diffusion is not as present or emotions might not be that intense anymore, therefore 
communicative sensemaking might not only be limited to an affective component.  

Networked environments allow the emergence of alternative content to 
traditionally mediated coverage with additional features and the active contribution 
of people described by Rosen (2006) as “formerly known as the audience” (n.p.). 
This alternative form of coverage with the involvement of citizens witnessing the 
events breaks the frame of traditionally mediated images and alters commonly 
known news frames (Allan, 2013). Often shared through their personal lens of the 
occasion in rapid response and without longer consideration of objectivity, user 
generated content shows a different emphasis to mass mediated content and the 
frames and news values attached to it. Heightened affect in information shared from 
the disaster zone produces a rawness, de-framing institutionalised coverage 
(McCosker, 2013). It can also mean a focus on localised coverage of the event, 
providing information valuable for survivors (Kogan, Palen, & Anderson, 2015; 
Starbird & Palen, 2010). Sharing messages framed by the personal experiences of a 
communicator is part of collective sensemaking efforts both circulating 
interpretations of meaning and taking in information shared and framed by others. 
Networked environments are therefore the space of specific processes of networked 
framing (Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013). Instead of the top-down process of media 
producers deciding what is shared and in what way the news item is presented and 
framed, framing and agenda-setting processes in networked environments are also 
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made from a collective and bottom-up point of view. Mixed with accounts of 
traditional publishing they create distinct textures of event-based discourse specific 
to networked environments, forming a different form of news coverage 
(Papacharissi, 2015a, 2016). 

 Besides the websites of professional news media and political and news 
orientated blogs and citizen journalism sites, social media platforms have developed 
into a space where different participants shape the production of news and 
information across a variety of networked platforms, what Bruns and Highfield 
(2012) call “a shared space of news produsage” (p. 21). This networked, participatory 
environment enables all participants to be users as well as producers of content, 
blurring the boundaries between consumers or audience and subverting classic 
sender-receiver relationships (Loosen & Schmidt, 2012). Participants take up the 
hybrid roles of produsers (Bruns, 2007), continuously developing and improving 
existing content. In Bruns’ understanding usage is always to be seen as productive. 
Having the chance to actively engage at some point, produsage in general can be 
described as a common-based, peer-to-peer form of production with a real outcome 
that differs from established forms of industrial products, because the difference 
between consumer and producer has collapsed. It also refers to an open-ended 
collaborative effort of constantly improving joint content within a news community, 
a form of making sense of events through news and information.  

Although audience participation in the production of news is quite easy to 
identify, it is much harder to tell when it may be called journalism. Thus, Lasica 
(2003) described participatory journalism as hard to grasp in online environments. 
Allan’s concept of citizen witnessing is helpful to think through the dissemination of 
news content in networked disaster contexts, as it is more inclusionary for different, 
and mundane, forms of action in the process of news dissemination without a need 
to justify the journalistic value of the social production and reflection of event based 
information. It is further argued that democratic implications of participation should 
not only be seen as horizontal, peer-to-peer networks of civic agents but also include 
reflexive cultures of news consumption, such as practices of meta-journalism and 
commentary, which are not part of narrow definitions of citizen journalism (Goode, 
2009). The following section will explore the value of these smaller forms of 
participation and dynamics in filtering information, which ultimately contribute to 
hegemony in discourse and sensemaking of issues in online public spheres.  
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2.3.2 Dynamics of digital participation in disaster 

Besides practices of citizen journalism in a narrow sense, where people produce 
content about a witnessed event, the merit of other forms of interaction becomes 
especially apparent in disaster, when confusingly large amounts of information have 
to be interpreted while circumstances keep changing. Goode (2009) argues that the 
production of news implies complex and multi-layered communication and 
sensemaking practices, which situate both traditional and citizen journalism within a 
framework of mediation and representation. Therefore, forms of meta-journalism, 
news-making practices classified as citizen journalism only in the broader sense of 
the term, such as commentary and the curation and redistribution of news articles 
can also bring to light new developments and knowledge concerning an event that 
otherwise might not be discovered and presented publicly. By doing so, these 
participatory news practices also constitute a basic democratic function of 
journalism, which is revealing knowledge within the public sphere. 

Curation as meta-journalism includes bundling, reordering, distributing, 
editorialising, updating over time and inviting other users to participate (Rheingold, 
2012; Scoble, 2010). Within participatory news practices in crisis situations, this 
process can also mean the evaluation and verification of material, as a so-called 
“interpreter tier” (Sienkiewicz, 2014, p. 691), which allows an accurate coverage of an 
event in international mainstream media or verify information for response agencies. 
This editorial role can either be performed remotely through close monitoring of 
online discourse and real insight into its content or personal knowledge and 
experience of the disaster event on the ground. In the case of the first, this 
participatory practice also includes a form of citizen witnessing on the meta-level of 
discourse, namely been a witness to what is processed and made sense of in 
discourse, which this thesis will refer to as second level witnessing. 

Curation is a very conscious act of gatekeeping while filtering and editing 
information for the use of others, which highlights news selection dynamics about 
narrowly assumed democratising news practices of participatory journalism. Any 
information that is considered newsworthy or close to society’s cultural preferences 
is less likely to undergo filtering through gatekeeping mechanisms (Barzilai-Nahon, 
2008). Shoemaker and Vos (2009) argue that the traditional journalistic process of 
gatekeeping is not one of news selection but merely transforming information about 
an event into news by prioritising it (p.121). This selection process of curation in 
networked environments then goes beyond the limited influence on news selection 
audiences traditionally have. 
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Bruns (2005) titles these forms of filtering through curators and audience 
gatekeepers gatewatching. In contrast to gatekeeping, gatewatching is not directed 
towards a comprehensive news selection from all available information. It describes 
the practice of users who decide what is worth sharing personally or serve as 
“intelligent filters” (Rheingold, 2012, p. 123) for their public.  

 

Gatewatching describes the continuous, communal observation of the output 
gates conventional of news organisations, as well as of the primary sources of 
news and information, for information which is seen to be of interest to the 
gatewatcher’s own community. (...) This is a process of highlighting news, of 
publicising rather than publishing information (Bruns, 2008, p. 74).  

 
Gatewatchers frame information before they pass it on or might even combine it 

with other reports from different alternative sources as well as appreciable 
background information, often catered to a specific community. It is an “open news 
story development” (ibid. p. 74) where an online public sphere also influences a 
media sphere and its gatekeeping mechanisms. Following this line of thought, the 
news selection by online gatewatchers might be less influenced by the media but the 
media might likely pick up what has been filtered out to be important online.  

Still, a mixed practice of centralised and decentralised gatekeeping is used to 
pass on the news and develop a mix of information in networked environments 
(Barzilai-Nahon, 2008; Leavitt & Clark, 2014; Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013; A. Shaw, 
2012). The process of high-status gatekeepers filtering their communities’ news is 
more centralised than decentralised filtering actions on a smaller scale moderating 
participation efforts (A. Shaw, 2012). Further, the algorithmic nature of social media 
platforms only allows access to a calculated amount of information at a certain time 
and gatekeeping has changed from a human selection to an algorithmic, machine-led 
selection of, for example, tweets (Bozdag, 2013). This in turn can result in new forms 
of institutional bias in the coverage of events (González-Bailón, Wang, Rivero, Borge-
Holthoefer & Moreno, 2014), for example in the way Twitter’s API produces relevant 
tweets from the #eqnz hashtag. 

Small interactions have an important impact in networked cultures of news 
production and consumption in general but even more in the dissemination of 
information in disaster response and recovery. As Rheingold (2012) states: “If you 
tag, favourite, comment, wiki edit, curate, or blog, you are already part of the Web’s 
collective intelligence” (p.148), intelligence which is used for everybody profiting 
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from actions of everybody else. There are prominent examples of such a collective 
intelligence in disaster. Crowdsourcing and peer-to-peer communication help to 
coordinate, share and validate information and to organise incoming messages for 
responders. These forms of collaboration have resulted in crisis maps, for example, 
Ushahidi, or in Christchurch’s case the Christchurch Recovery Map, 6  a map 
produced by a team of volunteers, which detailed places for food, water, shelter and 
medical help (Beatson, Buettner, & Schirato, 2014). Data on the map can be filtered to 
focus on trends, tag clouds and keywords identifying the most requested resources 
as well as their urgency, assessing damage to housing and infrastructure. By 
crowdsourcing tasks like evaluating pictures or the sentiment of text, data can be 
evaluated and analysed faster, and response agencies can then focus on the most 
pressing tasks ahead. Afforded by the developments in information technology and 
digital infrastructures, crowdsourcing and voluntary work of huge remote crowds 
have changed the face of disaster response through these new means of digital 
humanitarianism (Meier, 2015). While this kind of participation might not be 
classified as journalistic practices, it is still a remarkable sign of the dynamics of 
digital participation in a time of disaster.  

In general, patterns of actual engagement and use of online platform varies (Jose 
van Dijck & Nieborg, 2009) and activities of people online differ. Activity and 
passivity as well as patterns of participation are not permanent descriptions of users 
or set matters but can always change in the course of digitally mediated discourse. 
They further depend on the accessibilities of technologies in the aftermath of disaster 
(Crawford & Finn, 2015). Chapter 3 will discuss these challenges and biases of social 
crisis data in close relation to the analytical framework of this thesis. 

 
 

2.3.3 The community metaphor online 

Howard Rheingold (1993) shaped the term virtual communities to characterise 
emerging internet use over 20 years ago. Since then, the use of the community 
metaphor in online settings has been discussed widely in the literature review. 
Despite the value of groups interacting online following a disaster, some scholars 
contest the use of the term community in networked environments based on 
communicative interactions only (Lockard, 2013). Therefore, some ideas on how to 
theorise community in a networked setting are discussed in the following. This 

                                                
6 www.eq.org.nz 
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discussion addresses how community, in a traditional sense something embodied 
and rooted in a physical place, can be virtual and can create collective action, a sense 
of belonging and interpersonal connection and intimacy mediated by technology 
(Song, 2009). Baym (2015) identifies five qualities in which online community 
resonates with traditional definitions of the term. These are a sense of space, shared 
practice, shared resources and support, shared identities, and interpersonal 
relationships.  

In theorising cyberspace and computer-mediated communication, space is 
widely used instead of place to privilege a less material form of the virtual (Bell, 
2001; Wilken, 2011). Space and place are central to identity construction and 
individual and collective sensemaking in disaster, as previously established. 
Networked disaster communities are centred in place and help local communities to 
access resources, information, and support. In that sense, they are closer to 
traditional understandings of community rooted in physical locality than to an 
understanding of online community, which is not specifically tied to geographical 
space. Online platforms also allow even the geographically remote to become part of 
a community. People frequenting online groups experience them as shared places, in 
line with the language often used to describe the internet (Baym, 2015). Online 
groups can then also function as spaces to spend free time in and hang out, 
essentially sites of informal social life (Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006), “electronic 
elsewheres” (Papacharissi, 2015a, p. 27), that people can access from their screen and 
spend time in. Virtual communities in disaster contexts have to be seen in the context 
of their members’ offline relationships at the same time as pre-existing networks and 
their social capital used to organise them (Aldrich, 2012). In a network society, 
online and offline communities cannot be neatly separated, but their relationships 
are interdependent (Parks, 2011). Castells (2010) recognises this as he constructs 
networked space as the “space of flows” (p.36), through which flows of information 
circulate and interact, which this thesis apprehends as the networked space of social 
media platforms. He also acknowledges that the space of flows is no substitute for 
the space of (physical) places but exists in connection to it. Therefore, the space of 
flows can hold a representation of natural places and can aid the discursive 
construction of the space of places, on which communities are focussed.  

Even for large crowds of people, shared identities can be a binding element as 
Anderson (2006) has described for imagined national communities. Anderson’s 
concept of imagined community can also be applied to the setting of social media 
communities, for example on Twitter (Gruzd, Wellman, & Takhteyev, 2011). 
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Different from the imagined communities bound to nationality, identities in disaster-
related communities might have a shorter impact, as the community might be 
characterised as less constant in an online context. Because of the structure of 
networked spaces, online groups may be fleeting and porous, making it easy for the 
members to enter and exit (Song, 2009). This fleetingness is an important distinction 
when questioning community in networked disaster environments. Baym (2000) 
argues, however, that interpersonal interaction is what ties these digital communities 
together, studying community as shared practice. Communities further have to be 
understood from within the community to see how they imagine themselves (Baym, 
2000).  

Group practices might include shared rituals, traditions, and communicative 
patterns shape shared values and identification with the group, a collective identity. 
These social practices are in turn qualities of the community (Baym, 2015; Parks, 
2011). Communities of practice, in turn, have been theorised as units of learning and 
meaning-making bound together by mutual engagement, a common purpose and a 
shared resources and repertoires (Wenger, 1999). In public networked environments, 
social practice is what creates the community and makes it visible in discourse, 
afforded by platform structures. In the disaster context, these communities of 
practice can be based on information sharing, telling stories of personal experiences 
or a broader discussion and deliberation of events. Narrative practices have also 
been studied for community-building and mutual learning on Twitter (Stephansen & 
Couldry, 2014). As the construction of experience through narratives is also a factor 
for sensemaking and the negotiation of trauma, the study of these practices in 
communities can provide insights into collective sensemaking processes.  

Still, communication and information practices spread across different types of 
social media platforms, which in turn afford different kinds of group behaviour and 
practices. Tight knit online communities usually do not span platforms but are 
focussed on the practices of a specific one (Baym, 2015). The growing convergence 
between social media platforms and the use of different platforms around events 
requires a more flexible understanding of groups. Large social media platforms, 
such as Facebook or Twitter, cannot be seen as single entities but host a variety of 
smaller subgroups or communities, with their own social practices and cultures, 
some in clear distinction from one another, as Burgess and Green (2009) have 
described for Youtube’s various participatory cultures. A broader understanding of 
participation in networked space, which includes the fleetingness, connections 
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between different communities and the large number of people who might listen but 
not engage might be useful to expand on a consolidated concept of community.  

 

2.4 Networked publics and virtual communities 

The previous section discussed networked community, arguing that social 
interactions ultimately create shared cultures of participation. It is also important to 
look beyond the concept of community to theorise collective sensemaking practices 
in networked environments. A more flexible concept is needed to include the 
rapidity with which groups may form in response to disaster events, discussing and 
developing topics around the earthquakes further, splitting into subgroups based on 
issue, purpose or location, before potentially dissolving again once an event has 
passed or related matters have been resolved. Further, public participation in 
disaster communities has underlying civic features by assuming an active position in 
the recovery. As community engagement and empowerment in the decision-making 
processes following a catastrophe have been identified as vital for disaster recovery, 
technology and networked environments bear the potential for communities, 
political decision makers or recovery agencies to reconnect and engage in 
deliberation.  

However, there are limits to the formation of post-disaster online publics as well 
as their practicalities. It may be difficult to access online environments because of the 
difficulty of charging phones, laptops and other electric devices without power. This 
influences the balance of who can participate in online groups. Media coverage can 
in turn further marginalise populations that have been hit the hardest, who have 
limited access to information and less opportunity to express their situation in public 
discourse. Ultimately these restrictions influence what voices are represented, 
forming distinct cultures of online participation. Participation in public networked 
environments is further complicated by the multiplicity of agents and interests 
involved, both private and public, mediated and afforded by platforms that are 
corporately owned. The following section sets up some qualities of publics that form 
in networked environments, taking into account the entanglements of private, public 
and corporate spheres in which collective sensemaking takes place on social media 
platforms.  

 
 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 2 
__________________________________________ 

 59 

2.4.1 Mediated concepts of the public sphere  

Disaster management literature increasingly emphasises a whole community 
approach to disaster recovery and the importance of strong state-civil society 
relationships and meaningful exchange in decision-making processes in and 
following disaster situations (Kaufman, Bach, & Riquelme, 2015). This form of 
collective governance offers both promise and responsibility of joint decision-
making for government and affected communities through public participation in 
design and implementation of disaster-related efforts to recovery (Bach, 2012). 
Inevitably, community engagement poses questions of collective decision-making, 
how public opinion is reached about topics and in which ways it is voiced and 
incorporated in the process of disaster response and recovery. It also requires an 
understanding of the public and its role in a disaster context, taking into account the 
mediated nature of the network society. Discussions, critiques, and applications of 
Habermas’ landmark theory of the public sphere have contributed considerably to 
current thinking in media studies (Lunt & Livingstone, 2013). The following sketches 
a brief discussion of publics and the public sphere to question the usability of those 
concepts in the disaster context and develop an understanding of the role of civic 
voices in mediated networked discourse. 

A general public consists of some mass population, often the majority of those 
people with certain rights in a state. A first and basic modern definition was made 
by Dewey (1927) structuring the existence of a public around topics of common 
interest. In this view, a public is pictured as a group of people that group in response 
to certain issues, which are common to them. They are citizens of a state with the 
right to elect a democratic government. Mostly the issues are problem situations or 
involve negative components. The public is here distinguished from the private, 
which is understood as “in here”, a safe and secure space for people to be 
themselves without being observed by others (Pitkin, 1981). In contrast, the public is 
“out there”, open and unrestricted with the constant possibility of an audience that 
watches and listens eagerly to pick up information, opinions, ideas and thoughts of 
interest. Publics or the general form of the public, which describes a more general 
unit possibly consisting of smaller publics is key to the concept of the public sphere. 

The public sphere is understood as a domain of social life where public opinion is 
formed (Habermas, 1991, p. 398). One crucial aspect of a public sphere, in Habermas’ 
understanding, is that it is open to all citizens and is built up in every conversation 
where individuals come together to form a public. Habermas’ public sphere also 
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relies on the acts of private people, coming together to form public opinion. With 
Lennox and Lennox he writes (Habermas, Lennox, & Lennox, 1974): 

 

By ‘the public sphere’ we mean first of all a realm of our social life in which 
something approaching public opinion can be formed. Access is guaranteed 
to all citizens. A portion of the public sphere comes into being in every 
conversation in which private individuals assemble to form a public body. 
(p.49) 

 

This definition describes the formation of the public sphere as a communicative 
act between citizens but does not take into account the role of institutions, which 
play a vital role in disaster recovery. It suggests that the public sphere consists of 
people freely engaging in public discourse to discuss matters of general interest 
without following business or private obligations. The pragmatics of guaranteed 
access to all citizens have been criticised, as access restrictions, for instance for 
minorities, have not been thematised. Habermas’ theory does not focus on these 
smaller units of discourse in publics based on single problems or negative issues but 
on the general discourse that shapes public opinion and legitimises democracy. 
However, other theories emphasise the multitude of public spheres and their 
different situational functions (Breese, 2011; Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards, & Rucht, 
2002). These other theories are more useful when engaging with the specific topic of 
local disaster recovery in the context of a national mediated discourse, especially 
when taking the complexity of society, featured interests and the difficulty of 
reaching a shared public opinion into account (N. Fraser, 1990). Focussing on the 
geographical nature of public formation bound to a ‘sphere’ is also a misleading 
tendency, deriving from Habermas’ early historical analysis of the Bourgeois salons, 
in which discussion took place but also the translation of Habermas work into 
English that identifies a place like ‘sphere’ (Warner, 2002). A focus on 
communicative acts, as suggested by Lunt and Livingstone (2013) is more in line 
with the use of the concept in this study.  

Dahlgren (2002), develops Habermas’ theory as a historical narrative of the 
public sphere and structures it along four dimensions, which build new access 
points for a modern understanding of factors that influence public debate in the 
context of increasing mediation. Most prominently recognised are the dimensions of 
media institutions and media representations. Furthermore, Dahlgren (1995) raised 
the dimensions of social structure and social interaction that can shape the public 
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sphere on the social levels of power and hierarchies. As Dahlgren emphasises, media 
dimensions, such as publics being mediated, but also the representation of media 
institutions in public (often otherwise mediated) discourse play a role in developing 
civic culture, which in turn can connect civic agency with decisions made in disaster 
response and recovery. A public sphere is therefore not only shaped by acts of 
communication but also through mediation (Goode, 2005).  

Entities of media environments, such as the audience, can be theoretically 
compared and contrasted with the public, to give a clearer distinction of each one of 
them and clarify the role of publics in increasingly mediated digital environments. 
While sometimes similar and for some contexts interchangeable, the distinction 
between public and audience is not always clear. Publics can be audiences and 
audiences can also be or merge into publics, but they are not the same. Also, a black 
and white distinction between active publics and passive audiences is often not 
accurate either. Livingstone (2005) argues that a distinction between audience and 
public in late modern societies is not easy to draw as the media becomes embedded 
more deeply in all aspects of society. Instead, she offers differing ways of 
approaching analyses of each. Analysis of audiences must include “telling a story of 
changing forms of media and hence of changing forms of communication among 
peoples, [while by contrast,] analysis of publics (…) centres on an attempt to 
understand the significance and consequences of public - by contrast with private - 
forms of activity or spaces of activity” (p.35). Therefore, research must investigate 
whether, when and how media transforms these activities for publics and audiences 
alike and plays a role in challenging current conditions by allowing publics to 
engage in voicing their agency in mediated ways. This should be kept in mind when 
further investigating the practices and actions of news production on the Canterbury 
earthquakes through institutional coverage, citizen journalism or accounts of citizen 
witnessing, as analysed in Chapter 5. 

Dahlgren’s (2009) analytic frame of civic culture to assess different modes of 
engagement and participation is useful to question the qualities of content in 
mediated publics. He argues that civic identities and deliberative culture in publics 
are not purely rational but influenced by a number of factors. He names the active 
appropriation of knowledge, substantive and procedural values, directed and 
optimal trust, access to contextual spaces of communicative action, practices of 
embodies agencies and skills and identity from a perspective of empowerment, 
community, and heterogeneity as influencing factors for civic culture. A political, 
civic identity is not usually prominent in mediated discourse, unless in the case of 
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extraordinary events or societal shifts. Hence, implicit links to politics in pop culture 
and the influence of cultural engagement in audiences matter for the construction of 
civic culture, as well as mediated vernacular or mundane everyday interactions 
through social media (Burgess, 2007; Dahlgren, 2009; Livingstone, 2005). In disaster 
situations in the networked world, different forms of civic cultures and voicing civic 
agency are present in the discourse of networked disaster publics. As a civic agency 
and the right to have a say in the matter of Christchurch’s disaster recovery impact 
local and cultural identities, different forms of civic cultures online play a role in 
individual sensemaking processes of the people of Christchurch as well.  

 
 

2.4.2 A public sphere online? 

The rise of the network society also means a shift in power relations because 
technology use and communication patterns have changed. Counter-power now is 
lived and executed within the knowledge space that communication offers, not only 
by institutionalised agents but also by a participating public. Part of this public is 
formed from non-institutional social movements using the new means of 
communication to mirror current trends and concerns within a society. Uses of social 
media have been discussed in relation to social movements such as Occupy or the 
“Indignados” protests in Spain, where ultimately networked discourse led to mass 
assembly in physical space, connecting both physical and networked space 
(Gerbaudo, 2012). These new means of bottom-up communication, “mass self 
communication” (Castells, 2007, p. 238), are performed as people use their 
established peer-to-peer networks for their very own communication to an 
interactive mass that is networked horizontally. Communication is “self-generated 
in content, self-directed in emission, and self-selected in reception by many that 
communicate with many” (p. 248).  

On a more general note, the development of new communication devices 
alongside with the emergence of globalisation challenges the legitimacy of the 
nation-state and its governance. Castells argues that the nation as such is far from 
over but still in place; only the political concept of legitimacy based on a public 
nation-oriented space is in a crisis. The formation of a public mind mostly takes 
place around mass media and the communication networks rather than political 
institutions. Castells (2007) proclaims a shift to a realm of communication forming a 
global public sphere. Whether global or local, Castells (2007) predicts a change for a 
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legitimising part of democracy: the shift of the public domain into networked space. 
With the restructuring of society towards new means of communication and civic 
practice a new public space for debate and decision-making has been formed 
(Castells, 2010). In the context of disaster, this offers the prospect of collective 
governance between the public, local institutions and political decision makers 
(Bach, 2012), as public agency is represented by individual accounts in networked 
discourse.  

While Facebook and social media platforms, in general, are not a new and purer 
public sphere of civic deliberation and opinion building, the characteristics of the 
public sphere are helpful to analyse publics in networked contexts. These are the 
spheres of private, public, state and corporate (van Dijck, 2012). They have been 
increasingly entangled and converged in networked environments, blurring the 
boundaries between private, social, professional and civic practices (Papacharissi, 
2010). This project will explore the specific understanding of enacting public and 
private roles in the commercialised space of online platforms further, as well as the 
role of privacy following a disaster. 

In the network society and its space of flows where social structure is regarded as 
the material foundation of human society instead of physical space, the public 
’sphere’ is a misleading conception of sorts with a spatial connection brought to life 
by the translation of Habermas’ original work. Further, Habermas himself let go of a 
geographical linkage of the public sphere, connecting it closer to communication 
instead (Habermas et al., 1974; Lunt & Livingstone, 2013). As discussed here, even 
though some issue-based discourses of public life might be politically motivated or 
deliberative abouuut to the earthquakes, this thesis will mostly use public without 
the ‘sphere’, to state its multi-faceted nature in complex sensemaking processes. 

 
 

2.4.3 Structure of networked publics 

A high rate of connectivity and the possibility of building or finding communities 
that share common interests create a fragmentation of public discourse. Newer 
theories proclaim that there is no big online public sphere but rather public and 
private spaces afforded by online technologies (Papacharissi, 2010). Thus, the 
concept of the network society challenges democratic cultures, if there is no longer 
one big public assumed but as Fraser (1990) suggests, a network of small interest 
based publics and counter-publics that form a fragmented public sphere spread 
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across different platforms and smaller groups and sub-communities on platforms. 
These communities based on shared interests, political orientations or opinions also 
imply homophily and tendencies of echo chamber effects instead of discussions 
where a vast array of differing opinions are present (Colleoni, Rozza, & Arvidsson, 
2014). This topical orientation of different sorts of publics is taken from Dewey’s 
(1927) first understanding of publics as groups of people that evolve in response to 
issues, which are important for the individuals forming them. In contrast to 
Habermas (1989), who focuses on the rational aspect of a deliberate public sphere, 
Fraser (1990) includes emotional aspects in her concept as well. Especially smaller 
interest groups and counter-publics can be driven by mostly emotional aspects that 
therefore take influence on the whole public discourse. In an online context, 
Papacharissi has analysed the dynamics of affective publics for social movements 
and political protest on social media platforms (Papacharissi, 2014). The rapidness of 
disasters, as well as intense emotions triggered by disaster experience, makes an 
emotional or affective component for forming publics following the Canterbury 
earthquakes likely.  

The term of networked publics emphasises the restructured nature of publics by 
the means of new technologies (Ito, 2008). Publics are simultaneously constructed 
through network technologies and the imagined collective that results from an 
intersection of people, technology and practice (boyd, 2011; Ito, 2008). While 
networked publics have similar characteristics to other publics, such as connecting 
different sorts of people for social, civic or cultural purposes, they have very 
particular dynamics. Technologies supporting networked publics can foster 
participation and support new ways of interaction. Networked publics provide an 
alternative to the terms connected with traditional media use such as audience or 
consumer. Ito (2008) argues that the traditional role of media as one-to-many 
communication is not obsolete but has still to serve a “wide arena of cultural life” 
(p.2). In the meantime, the ways people are interconnected and empowered with and 
through new media developments have changed, which is implied in the term 
publics. Engaging with media is no longer a passive form of consumption only. The 
communication efforts of publics are no longer structured as top-down only but 
have a complex networked manner, which includes top-down structures, as well as 
bottom-up and side-to-side communication. All sorts of communication in 
networked publics can follow paths through personal and professional media, at 
times surpassing commercial media dissemination, following different dynamics of 
information diffusion. Besides the classical media scheme of one-to-many 
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communication, peer-to-peer as well as many-to-many communication directions 
allows viral circulation of information shaped by multimedia tools. 

Grunig (1997) further defines publics as situational, as they develop in moments 
of space and time created by specific circumstances. These situational publics can be 
topically based and are sometimes personal or semi-public, expanding under the 
privacy settings of certain individuals and their social networks on social media 
platforms (Schmidt, 2011). Because of their fast formation, they have also been titled 
ad hoc publics (Bruns & Burgess, 2011). Publics form depending on the systematic 
information consumption of people finding information that matches their specific 
purposes, their problems, and interests. They differ from a general public. Grunig 
and Hunt (1984) distinguish grades of activity and engagement between different 
types of situational publics. In the following, networked publics will mainly be 
specified by the platform space they form in, at times also dependent on their 
purpose, topic, situation or how they are shaped or calculated. Networked publics 
can then be referred to as Twitter or Facebook publics, hashtag publics, visual 
publics, calculated or algorithmic publics, ad hoc or situational publics. These terms 
are not inclusionary, can overlap or be intertwined with each other or other forms of 
publics in which sensemaking takes place. 

The process of disaster response and the shaping of public opinion can be seen 
under the different perspectives of various stakeholders involved in the process, 
which then also interact within networked publics. These agents could be 
governmental authorities, businesses, media institutions and their representatives, 
social movements and groups as well as ordinary citizens that might or might not be 
earthquake victims. All of them are following their own interests and opinions and 
are trying to share these with others online but the very basic condition of internet 
access for the emergence of a digital public space has to be considered: In the direct 
aftermath of the February earthquake people affected the worst were mostly without 
power for weeks, and therefore with no internet connection. Voices from areas that 
were hit the hardest in the February earthquakes were also less present in 
mainstream media and public discourse, as the disaster meant a sudden silence for 
them compared to normal access to mediated information (Matheson, 2014). Sutton 
(2012) describes being cut off from public communication as a “vulnerable vacuum 
of information” (p.1), just when information is needed most for populations affected 
the worst, who in turn have to come up with creative solutions to overcome this 
problem. For seeking and sharing information online they were dependent on their 
mobile devices, such as smartphones and laptops, which also needed charging, as 
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well as the access to Wi-Fi networks. Participating in online groups and discussions 
might therefore not have been top of their list right after the quakes. To keep these 
potential members of an issue based virtual sphere included, this research focussed 
on not only the weeks shortly after the earthquakes but also a longer time span, to 
include the disaster response and later the transition and rebuild of Christchurch. 
This particular aspect of post-quake Christchurch shows an important criterion for 
the definition of issue-based networked publics. Accessibility is key to participation 
within these publics and adds an edge to their composition and texture.  

This project examines issue-based publics that developed under the specific 
circumstances created by destruction and loss of the Christchurch earthquakes and 
the publics’ response to individual, local and national problems in the aftermath. 
These networked publics “produse” information, ideas, and thoughts but also 
process experience through narratives. They further can be seen as aware or active 
publics that engage in information search, selection and sharing and actively engage 
in the general construction of their realities to solve existing or future problems 
ahead. Public as a term assumes a more open structure without the fixed the 
boundaries and the strong ties of communities while still being centred on agency-
driven practices of individual members. Publics are a collective of individual 
responses with an identity and self-reflexivity (Dayan, 2005). The characteristics 
specified for different forms of imagined communities, such as nations or 
inhabitants of a metropolitan region or networked groups also resonate with the 
features of a public (Dayan, 2005). People therefore also construct collective identities 
in connection with the engagement in a public. Publics can but do not have to be 
communities, and share similar traits. At times, they can also be the basis of smaller 
communities to form or split off.  

Rheingold’s (1993) analysis of virtual communities was developed in response to 
the early internet, and the community metaphor for online environments including 
its limitations has been widely discussed. Participation in the space of flows is often 
better understood through the concept of publics, as it caters to the fleetingness of 
groups forming rapidly in response to events. In contrast to communities, publics 
display the open and flowing process of coming together for a short amount of time 
without necessarily holding kinships to each other to discuss an issue or topic. 
However, these publics have the potential to be imagined communities. In an offline 
setting Anderson (2006) defines the construction of a nation as an imagined 
community. Looking at a nation as a community, it does not fulfil all of the 
categories from above, such as mutual relationships between all members. The 
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ability to imagine the whole through its members is the important factor, which can 
be fostered by a similar background in culture or the single issue of a shared 
nationality. Community-led participation will be studied throughout this thesis 
concentrating on common communicative practices of sensemaking in example 
publics formed around the issue of the Christchurch earthquakes, as well as group 
imaginaries from within the publics or communities. 

For social media platforms, the terms of public and private have a specific 
meaning and rely strongly on the understanding of people using them. On most 
platforms users can decide what they want to share with a wider public and what 
they want to keep private and to a smaller circle of friends. Privacy settings make it 
possible to address many or a few people, and even block or ignore certain others. 
Moreover, privacy settings are afforded by the respective social media platform that 
still holds user data even though the data might not be visible for others on a user 
profile. Moreover, even though the content is set to be public, for example on 
Facebook pages trying to reach an audience as large as possible, there are 
algorithmic restrictions imposed by the platform. As Facebook throttles numbers of 
followers who see posts of a page in their news feed via algorithmic selection, paid 
reach offers larger coverage on individual posts. This algorithmic restriction is a 
reminder that small social or community groups act in a public space regulated by a 
profit-oriented corporation. Although participating citizens might have democratic 
or cause-oriented goals and intentions, there is no way to separate the convergence 
between these different spheres, so users have to develop literacies navigating them. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and analytical framework 

 
Based on the theoretical underpinnings offered in Chapter 2, this chapter establishes 
an analytical and methodological framework for approaching the central research 
question of this thesis, which is: 

 

How did public communicative actions in networked environments contribute to 
collective sensemaking practices in the context of disaster events? 

 
 This chapter sets up epistemological and ethical limitations of studying social 

practices through social media data first, before giving a detailed account of how 
they were managed in this project in describing the research design and data 
gathering using digital and other methods. Weick’s (1995) theory of sensemaking 
and its application in mediated discourse shaped the research design of this study 
and suggested an emergent qualitative approach. This chapter finishes with a 
description of the analytical lenses used for this study, which are descriptive-
exploratory to develop an understanding of platform generated data, as well as 
narrative and discourse analysis to grasp the processes of collective sensemaking.  

 
 

3.1 Research design 

This section is set up to outline the research design in describing the decisions I have 
made as a researcher and also the influence digital data and methods of data 
collection have on the research practice of this project. As it has been established 
previously, digital platforms are not only “the object of analysis” but can also be 
understood as part of “the methodology” influencing data structures, access and 
analysis (Weltevrede & Marres, 2013, p. 322). This project uses “digital methods” 
(Rogers, 2013) or more specifically “digital media methods” (Hutchinson, 2016) and 
approaches social media platforms as a dataset. However, it relies on “digital 
methods” for computational analysis, such as queries and combines them with 
“digitised methods” (Rogers, 2015), such as discourse and narrative analysis, which 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 3 
__________________________________________ 

 69 

are applied in digital spaces to analyse the gathered data. Further, semi-structured 
interviews are used to explore offline and online connections of evidence. 

This thesis explores how public networked environments contributed to 
collective sensemaking in disaster contexts by focussing on communication patterns, 
participation, identities, and place. It does so more specifically by focussing on the 
two large social media platforms Facebook and Twitter, and the sensemaking 
practices occurring on them following the Canterbury earthquakes. This emphasis 
has been chosen as Facebook was the social media platform with the highest user 
numbers in New Zealand at the time (P. Smith et al., 2011). Twitter’s per default 
public and arguably more open structure made it an important point of contact in 
the immediate aftermath, where information dissemination in the disaster response 
shaped discourse in ad hoc publics making the #eqnz hashtag a global trending 
topic, despite Twitter’s lower user numbers in New Zealand compared to Facebook. 
Together, the data drawn from both platforms provides differentiated contexts of 
social and communicative interactions across different phases of disaster and a 
breadth and depth of various cases to study the complexity of sensemaking 
processes in networked environments. This thesis applies a multiple or collective 
case study approach (Stake, 2006; R. K. Yin, 2012), where cases are not chosen for 
representativeness but rather because each is particularly revealing in light of a 
problem, issue or concept; here the sensemaking practices in networked 
environments following a disaster. Choosing different cases allows comparing and 
contrasting communicative practices in relation to event-based Twitter publics or the 
causes of six public Facebook pages selected for this research. Materials have been 
samples purposively, using “emblematic sampling” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 272), which 
means cases are selected that are “extreme or deviant, typical or average, or 
emerging or novel” and therefore shed light on the concept under investigation. All 
cases selected for this project are related to the Canterbury earthquakes to some 
extent, which defines the broader scope of the study. They were chosen because of 
the high engagement about an event or time period. In classic case study research, a 
case is seen as “bounded system” (Merriam, 2009, p. 40), studying a phenomenon, 
whereas the selected cases are interconnected and linked in this thesis due to the 
networked nature of the environment. 

The following describes the selection of data samples for Twitter and Facebook, 
as well as the interviews with Facebook page administrators in detail. This 
description entails both the decisions I have made as a researcher in designing this 
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study but also how data provided by the social media platforms and accessed 
through APIs and third party tools influenced this research. 

 
 

3.1.1 Definition of the dataset: Facebook 

 

Page sample and interview participants 

The following will give an overview of the sampling process for Facebook pages and 
interviews with their respective administrators or founders in three steps. First, I will 
clarify the selection process of the six public Facebook pages that have been analysed 
for this study. Second, I will specify how participants were selected to conduct the 
interviews with, and third, I will provide an overview of the Facebook pages and 
personal background of the interviewees, which played a role in the selection 
process as well.  

Sampling was made purposive for this project, in selecting public Facebook 
pages with different aims to display cases of large and popular pages following the 
earthquakes and to include a broad range of possible social practices through 
differences on the pages. Various criteria played a role in the selection process of 
each page, which will be detailed in their description section. Before selection, I 
accumulated a list of 45 Facebook pages7 by using word of mouth, the search 
function on Facebook using Christchurch, Canterbury, and earthquake as keywords 
and a snowball technique using the “liked by this page” tab of pages already 
discovered, on which the earthquakes were being discussed. At first, I included both 
pages that discussed the earthquakes as a main cause and as a side topic to others, 
for example the Facebook pages of New Zealand news media. Preliminary analysis 
of the list showed the different nature of existing pages, as they were maintained by 
agents ranging from governmental and media institutions to non-profit and 
community organisations, but also in some cases private people or agents, where I 
could not clearly distinguish a stakeholder group. The list consists of a variety of 
pages, from Christchurch and Canterbury-based pages to international ones, some of 
them only having a small number of likes and little interaction besides the posts 
made by a page host, while other pages were stopped or deleted in the meantime. 
Some pages, such as businesses or news pages only addressed the earthquakes as 

                                                
7 see appendix 
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one current topic and returned to other content that was more newsworthy or 
relevant for their audience.  

After a preliminary analysis of the pages on the list the valuable nature of local 
pages with community focus founded in Christchurch became apparent. Discussion 
on issues concerning the earthquakes and the rebuild on these pages was ongoing, 
and interest remained high. These ongoing communicative actions were considered 
as collective sensemaking practices, which is why this study centres on those pages. 
Further, I chose pages that were established after and due to the earthquakes and 
where discourses on the page were situated in the disaster response, recovery and 
rebuild phases. The focus of the chosen pages lies in providing information about 
the earthquakes in general or about their organisation or cause, building a 
community or using the page as a marketing tool. 

The page selection was purposive, aiming to include different public voices, with 
a stronger focus on civic agents and non-profit organisations and groups, who 
mattered for the rebuild and had a networked audience. The selected pages were 
categorised as community groups with a different focus, businesses, media 
organisations, governmental agencies or projects that received governmental 
funding. Due to the local focus of this study, it also concentrates on pages founded 
in Christchurch or with a close connection to Christchurch.  

I contacted ten pages from the list, including one community page used for 
immediate disaster response, three business pages, two non-profit pages with a 
specific focus, one official government page with a specific campaign focus and three 
pages with a general focus on information dissemination around the earthquakes 
and the Christchurch rebuild. Out of the last three, one posted from a local media 
perspective, one from a non-profit perspective, and one was based on a project 
funded by the government. All of these pages had over 2,000 likes and 
communication on them was ongoing, indicating continuous sensemaking. Further 
selection was coincidental and depended on the page administrators deciding to be 
part of the study. Six organisations agreed to be part of the project, resulting in 
sample pages with page likes between 117,902 and 2,767 at the time of data 
collection. Focusing on pages with likes in this range ensured a rather large base of 
potentially active users interacting on a public and not purely personal level on the 
platform. 

From each page, one administrator was selected as interview participant. If more 
than one administrator existed for a page, I included the organisation in the selection 
process in letting them decide who had the most knowledge about the Facebook 
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page or could answer the questions appropriately. The six local Facebook pages in 
focus are Rise Up Christchurch, Rebuild Christchurch, CHCH EQ Photos, Re:START 
Mall, Gap Filler, and Avon River Park. The following will provide a short background 
on the participants and the pages: 

 

Rise Up Christchurch 

Rise Up Christchurch was founded following the February 22nd earthquake by Pier 
Smulders, managing director of Mainland Press, a publisher of free local community 
newspapers. The company was renamed Mainland Media, and purchased the 
Christchurch Star newspaper in 2013. The first post on the page was made on 
February 24th, 2011. The page was originally set up to help Christchurch citizens find 
and share information while the Mainland local community newspapers could not 
be printed. From there, the page developed into a platform for people from outside 
of Christchurch to share support with people in the city but also to exchange 
experiences and stories for Christchurch citizens. While categorised under 
‘Media/News/Publishing’ on Facebook, Rise Up Christchurch is not connected to 
Mainland Media’s social media channels or the website operated by Mainland 
Media but according to Smulders is a project with a stronger grassroots orientation 
without profit motives. The page is not supported through other channels but 
helped to facilitate some events during the recovery, such as the Rise Up Christchurch 
Telethon, raising over $2,5 million (NZPA, 2011). With 117,902 likes at the time of 
writing Rise Up Christchurch has the highest amount of likes amongst the pages 
analysed in this study. The frequency of postings had gone down at the time of data 
collection compared to the rate at the beginning of the page, ranging from 12 posts a 
month to one post a month between February 2014 and February 2015. I choose the 
Rise Up Christchurch page as part of the sample as it was the largest local page in the 
list of relevant pages and because it was not categorised as community organisation 
but according to its affiliation with a local newspaper business. 

Smulders was not an active Facebook user for private purposes and has a limited 
understanding of all available features of the platform as well as its affordances. Still, 
he posted a lot on the Rise Up page, along with Kineta Knight Booker, a Christchurch 
Star employee in charge of the content management. In the beginning, they had 
volunteers answering questions on the page. Reporters of the Christchurch Star also 
had and still have posting permissions for Rise Up Christchurch. However at the time 
of writing, no one had been dedicated to working on the page specifically after the 
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initial response phase, when the page gradually lost importance for the day to day 
business of the company in 2012 and Knight Booker took on other projects as well. 

 

Rebuild Christchurch  

Rebuild Christchurch was founded by Deon Swiggs on September 6th, 2010, due to 
the high amount of interest Swiggs received following a post on his personal blog 
concerning the rebuild after the September earthquake. He founded the Rebuild 
Christchurch website and started a Facebook page and Twitter account in support.  

Rebuild Christchurch is an independent non-profit community organisation and 
foundation that provides information on the rebuild in one place. The organisation 
has no street address and engages mainly virtually. Within the first months after the 
September earthquake, Swiggs had developed relationships with the key 
stakeholders of the recovery as well as the media, which allowed the organisation to 
aggregate and collect information in one place and made it easy for people to access 
different types of content from media outlets, community papers, neighbourhood 
blogs, discussion groups and forums as well as content from insurers or updates 
from members of Parliament. The website and Facebook page are also described as 
places for people to post their images and opinion pieces. The Facebook page had 
49,112 likes at the time of data collection. It was still very active with several posts 
per day. Other interviewees, such as Moira Fraser from CHCH EQ Photos, recognised 
it as ‘the one big earthquake page’ in relation to the Canterbury earthquakes, which 
is a reason why the page was chosen. Further, the page was selected because of the 
networked and information-oriented nature of Rebuild Christchurch as non-
governmental community organisation relevant for the rebuilding process of the 
whole of Christchurch.  

Swiggs identifies as the face of Rebuild Christchurch. He has a background in 
marketing and was working for an advertising agency and advising real estate 
agents about their social media use before the earthquakes. He was made redundant 
after the February 22nd earthquake and decided to devote half a year to build up 
Rebuild Christchurch, teaching himself skills for social media and website 
development. At the time of the interview, Swiggs was the only one posting and 
maintaining the Rebuild Christchurch page, but he had just started a new role 
working as a consultant for insurer Southern Response. He was planning on 
bringing other people in to work with him for Rebuild Christchurch as he saw the 
need for a more diverse skill set, especially in the area of project management.  
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CHCH EQ Photos 

Moira Fraser started the CHCH EQ Photos Facebook page in May 2011, after a 
first photo series of Christchurch’s destruction taken by her husband Ross Becker got 
viewed over 20 million times on a Picasa web album. Becker was commissioned by 
the National Library of New Zealand as a photographer to document the impact of 
the September earthquake. When the Red Zone was created after February 22nd, the 
National Library got permission for their photographer to go in and document 
further impact of the aftershocks within the Red Zone. Ross documented buildings 
and demolitions street-by-street, building by building for the CBD as well as the 
residential Red Zone once a month from April 2011 onwards. Besides Facebook, the 
couple used Picasa as a social photo sharing site, and Fraser used Twitter, but 
stopped by the time of the interview, as she found Facebook was a more efficient 
way of sharing pictures in her eyes. The page had 17,708 page likes at the time of 
data collection. Posts were less regular since 2013 when the couple moved abroad for 
another job assignment. Whenever Becker was back in Christchurch, they generated 
new content and shared content by other pages and photographers in the meantime. 
Becker returned to Christchurch roughly every four months at the time of writing. 
Becker and Fraser both post on the page, but Fraser does the main share of postings 
unless Becker is in Christchurch. Two other people have posting rights on the page, 
but they are not as active. I chose CHCH EQ Photos because of it was based on a 
project funded by the National Library and therefore affiliated with a national 
institution and had a large number of page likes for an interest-based Facebook 
community page. 

Fraser classifies the page more as an unpaid job or a labour of love than a hobby, 
as she wants to do her work to a professional standard. She was never paid to do the 
page by the National Library. Fraser is a librarian by trade and was working full 
time in Wellington when she started the page. She is originally from Christchurch, 
resigned from her job in Wellington and moved to Christchurch with her husband to 
work on the pictures. At the beginning, Fraser put 40 hours a week into the page, on 
top of her full-time job. At the time of the interview, she still looked at the page every 
day but did not spend as much time on it anymore, merely an estimate of half an 
hour a day. 

 
Re:START Mall 
The Cashel Mall Re:START, a shopping area, made from adapted shipping 

containers on the site of the main pedestrian shopping street in Christchurch’s centre 
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was born with the goal of bringing new life and people back into Christchurch’s 
central city before it could be completely rebuilt. Starting off with 27 retailers in 
October 2011, the Re:START Mall has grown to over 50 businesses since and into a 
tourist attraction. The mall was made possible by a loan from the Christchurch 
Earthquake Appeal Trust and sponsorship from ASB Bank (Restart, 2014). It is a 
temporary project, which has been shifted a number of times to allow rebuilding on 
the sites gradually but will eventually be demolished and make room for a new 
shopping precinct. The Re:START Mall Facebook page was selected to serve as a case 
study of a business page located in the CBD. 

The interview was conducted with Julie Goodman, who was involved with the 
Re:START Mall from the very start. Goodman took over the Facebook page in April 
2012 as content and community manager after it had been run for six months by a 
PR company. Goodman had a background in advertising and worked for an agency 
before she was made redundant because of the earthquakes. She then volunteered to 
do the Facebook page for free to grow and generate a bigger audience over the next 
12 months. She had never maintained a Facebook page before but was passionate 
about bringing people back into the city centre. The Re:START Mall is also active on 
Twitter and Trip Advisor but Goodman only managed the Facebook page. Goodman 
is the only one managing the content provided by the retailers in the mall and 
generated by herself. She was mainly working as a social media manager for a 
different company with Re:START being her only contracted work at the time of the 
interview. The Facebook page had 10,776 page likes at the time of data collection. 
Goodman has resigned in the meantime, but the page is still posting roughly every 
second day. 

 

Gap Filler  

Gap Filler was formed in response to the September earthquake and expanded 
into a bigger organisation following the February earthquake in 2011. Gap Filler is an 
urban regeneration initiative running community-led projects in empty spaces 
throughout Christchurch. Their endeavours range from art installations to concerts, 
markets and sports facilities such as a mini golf course. Over 20 projects and events 
have been realised with the help of creative collaboration and community 
engagement using recycled materials. Gap Filler was initially run by volunteers only 
but had seven staff at the time of the interview, working an equivalent of 3.7 full-
time positions. It is supported by the Gap Filler Trust and is a registered charity. Gap 
Filler projects are still executed with the help of volunteers as a way to reach people 
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in Christchurch’s communities (Gap Filler, 2016). I chose the Gap Filler Facebook 
page, as Gap Filler is a central organisation within Christchurch’s transitional 
movement following the earthquakes but also a page that was not focussing on 
online deliberation primarily but rather on the documentation of the project work 
done in the city.  

At the time of data collection, the Gap Filler organisation page had 7,864 likes and 
had new content posted every couple of days. The analysis for this study focussed 
on this main page, although some Gap Filler projects have their own Facebook pages. 
In addition to the interview I carried out for this research, a previous interview with 
Gap Filler founder Coralie Winn, conducted for the project ‘Women’s Voices’ at the 
University of Canterbury has been used to describe initial motivations and goals of 
Gap Filler in richer detail. I interviewed Sally Airey, who was working for Gap Filler 
in a part-time role at the time, as Outreach and Education Coordinator in charge of 
the relationships with schools, community groups, and tertiary students. She came 
to Gap Filler as a volunteer first, which inspired her to actively engage more in what 
was happening in the central city while her own property was severely damaged. 
After her first voluntary project, she took on more as a freelancer before she was 
employed on a part-time basis. 

At the time of writing, Airey spends around two hours a week managing and 
maintaining content on the website and Facebook for the projects she is managing. 
Airey does not use Facebook personally but only became a member for work. In her 
words, she is someone who “doesn’t use online environments or hasn’t”. Still, she is 
involved in a closed private online neighbourhood group forum, which links to 
Canterbury’s Communities’ Earthquake Recovery Network (CanCERN). The forum 
started off as a resource exchange for the neighbourhood but gained a lot of 
engagement through the quakes, as people were moving away but still wanted to 
stay in contact. Her thoughts about that forum provided additional insight into the 
use of online environments beyond the scope of this research.  

 

Avon River Park 

Ashley Campbell started the Avon River Park Facebook page8 on the evening of 
the announcement of the Red Zone in June 2011 because she had the idea of turning 
the Red Zone back into natural habitat when she first looked at the land zoning map, 

                                                
8 The page is now called “Greening the Red Zone” due to some internal strategical changes. The original name is 
used throughout this research as it was the name current during the time span of the page analysis as well as at 
the time of the interview. 
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as she did not want the land to be built on again. At the time, she was living in 
Auckland, working as a freelance journalist and writer. She was motivated to 
support her cause as her family’s home in Bexley was destroyed in the February 
earthquake. 

In the beginning, she spent 20 to 30 hours a week maintaining the page. At the 
time of the interview she spent roughly one to 1.5 hours a day on average, posting 
and watching conversations on the page. She maintains the page to support her 
cause and does not think the page would be the same if she were not as passionate 
about it right from the start. Besides being a powerful platform, she chose Facebook 
because she had never run a Facebook campaign before and wanted to learn how to 
do it. Campbell uses Twitter personally and has used it to create interest for the 
Facebook page. The Avon River Park Facebook page is a stand-alone project but links 
to the Avon-Ōtākaro Network (AvON) website, a network which aims at promoting 
the use of the Avon River and the surrounding Red Zone as a recreational reserve for 
the community. At the time of the interview, Campbell had moved to Christchurch a 
year previously and was working at a new full-time job, managing the page as a 
hobby. As well as Campbell, Mark Gibson, the co-chair of AvON also posts on the 
page. He posts about once a month and usually marks his posts with his initials 
while Campbell posts more often but mostly forgets to mark her posts. At the time of 
writing, the Avon River Park page had 2,767 likes and was the page with the smallest 
number of likes in the sample but with an active culture of people commenting on 
the posts being made. This level of discussion was the reason for choosing this site, 
as an indicator for sensemaking in the context of lost homes. The Avon River Park 
Facebook page was also selected because of its specific focus on a local cause 
following the land zoning in Christchurch. 

All page administrators were contacted via email9 to establish myself as an 
identifiable and local researcher with academic affiliation to the University of 
Canterbury. In the recruiting mail, I asked to speak to the admin or a person who is 
maintaining the pages and managing the community. I always spoke with one 
person per page only and collected their individual point of view but also their 
opinion on their organisations’ strategy. All but one of the people interviewed were 
part of the original team or the single founder of the Facebook page and could walk 
me through the development of the page over time, from the very beginning up until 
the time of the interview.  

                                                
9 All pages in the sample had an email address displayed in the contact section of their Facebook page. The 
contact mail can be found in the appendix. 
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The following table shows a breakdown of the collected data across the different 
pages. Data was collected from the beginning of each of the pages until December 
31st, 2014. This longitudinal set up was chosen to include different phases of disaster 
response and recovery and explore ongoing sensemaking practices. Overall, 97,953 
posts and comments were collected. Fifteen posts with the highest engagement 
numbers in form of comments were chosen as material for an initial analysis. Two 
out of the six pages were represented with a much greater sample then the four 
others. A sample of every fifth data unit has initially been studied for the Rise Up 
Christchurch and Rebuild Christchurch pages to balance these differences in numbers. 
A data unit is understood as a post by the page, a post by a user to the page or a 
comment on either of the first two categories.  

 
Table 1: Overview of Facebook page like numbers, page categories and data units in the sample 

Facebook page Number of 
likes at time of 
data collection 

Page Category Extracted 
data units 
(n=97,953) 

Data units 
initial analysis 
(n=4108) 

Rise Up 
Christchurch 

117,902 Media/news/ 
publishing 

33,114 793 

Rebuild 
Christchurch 

49,112 Community 
organisation 

41,647 755 

CHCH EQ 
Photos 

17,708 Community 5,920 933 

Re:START Mall 10,776 Shopping/retail 4,378 573 
Gap Filler 7,864 Community 6,385 481 
Avon River Park 2,768 Community 6,509 573 

 
 

Semi-structured interviews 

With other parts of this research gathering data through digital methods, semi-
structured interviews were used to complement the insights from platform data, as 
suggested by Croeser and Highfield (2015). Interviews were important in generating 
reciprocity and engage with the participants as content creators, making my research 
visible. They also helped to understand the biases of gathered data through the API 
and create reflexive processes about the goals and motivations of people behind the 
pages. The interviews made it possible to explore connections between online and 
offline interactions between page founders and their audience and communities, 
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which were regarded as another level of meaning construction in accordance with 
Weickian theory and to locate the discourse on the Facebook pages in the broader 
social practices of collective sensemaking. 

The purpose of the interviews was to document the online story of the 
earthquakes from an expert user’s perspective and gain insight into the role of 
people or organisations maintaining local Facebook pages. The interviews also 
generated additional information about the use of online tools in recovery by 
different organisations and about the way online platforms and networks relate to 
the process of disaster recovery offline. These interviews conducted made it possible 
to explore the deeper meaning of online interactions after the events as well as to see 
the reason behind the actions of page founders and community members. I found 
that online engagement and interaction enabled people to voice their ideas actively 
to shape recovery and rebuild. It meant to have an opportunity to express what they 
felt and share what they experienced to shape a new understanding of themselves 
and their identity, but also of their communities, their city, and their reality. An open 
structure with only guiding questions was chosen to create the space for emerging 
ideas from the participants. I followed an oral history approach to explore individual 
and collective identity expressed in the interviews (R. C. Smith, 2003). Different to an 
oral life history, the interviews were oriented towards the construction of a life story 
overview for the Facebook page, mapping its developments over time. This 
development is not independent of events and personal experiences offline, which 
were also part of the narrative within the interviews. 

Interviews were semi-structured and used an oral history approach centred on 
the Facebook page, with the founders describing the past, present and potential 
future of their page. As detailed in the section about sampling selection, I 
interviewed Deon Swiggs from Rebuild Christchurch, Pier Smulders from Rise Up 
Christchurch, Julie Goodman from the Re:START Mall, Sally Airey from Gap Filler, 
Ashley Campbell from Avon River Park and Moira Fraser from CHCH EQ Photos. The 
interviews were carried out in different locations picked by the research participants 
or in the case of Moira Fraser via Skype. Locations ranged from two cafés and my 
office at the university to offices and meetings rooms at the organisations of the 
participants. After an introductory chat in which I explained the project and talked 
the participants through the information sheet and consent forms, I clarified any 
questions. I always checked the audio recording software at the beginning of the 
interview to see whether the recording was loud enough and could cut across 
background noise and that the participant could get comfortable being recorded. I 
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used questions to start the conversation and to touch on some of the issues I wanted 
to explore but mainly followed their narrative and did not interrupt them when they 
diverged from an initial topic.  

I chose the format of semi-structured interviews to give participants the 
opportunity to express their viewpoints and experiences without being restricted 
and allowed them to include all aspects deemed relevant, thus allowing different 
perspectives on a topic (D. Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). Semi-structured interviews also 
allowed to explore contradictions in participant accounts and give a change to cover 
potentially sensitive topics appropriately (Fylan, 2005). Semi-structured interviews 
were a suitable way of exploring personal changes facing a crisis, allowing the 
participants to make sense of their experiences and actions retrospectively (Cave, 
2015). Interviews had been organised in some distance to the immediate aftermath 
and the seismic events causing the participants engagement with the topic. This also 
meant that the people interviewed had spent some time developing their Facebook 
pages but also had time to reflect and think about the past, present and future of 
their engagement as well as the whole story of Christchurch after the earthquakes, in 
other words, some sensemaking had taken place by then. Even if the participants 
were not actively reflecting on the meaning of the earthquakes and the pages they 
started, the interview process triggered some reflection. As a result, the participants 
were able to make a connection between the past, present and future of their page 
and how the pages are connected to the recovery and rebuild of Christchurch over 
time. 

As Briggs (1986) notes, the way in which interviews are carried out shapes the 
form and content of what is being said. Therefore, interviews were conducted in a 
manner as consistent as possible in the awareness that the interviewer always plays a 
role in creating meaning and understanding reality from the point of the interview 
participants. Both parties of the interview are active (Gubrium & Holstein, 2003) and 
meaning is interactively assembled through communication in the interview 
encounter. Meanings and the creation of knowledge are constructed by 
communicative interactions and situational influences of both the interviewer and 
the participant. Interviews have therefore been analysed as discourse from a 
constructionist perspective. 

I included the participants further in the research process by sending them the 
first transcript of the interview by email. This way, they were able to check the 
outputs of transcription, correct factual errors and add in words or names that I 
could not understand in the recording. This process of “member checks” allowing 
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participants to see whether their thoughts were captured correctly, is a common way 
of testing accuracy of emerging data, interpretations, and conclusions and ultimately 
serve as quality control (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 2013). In-depth analysis of the 
transcripts and additional memos was then carried out in NVivo 10 for Mac. 

 

Interview process and transcription 

As mentioned in the last section, I interviewed the administrators of the chosen 
sample of Facebook pages about their goals and motivations to set up a Facebook 
page, their experience and the way in which they imagine their community and how 
they make sense of the interactions of people involved in the discourse on the page. 
All interviews were conducted face-to-face apart from Moira Fraser’s interview 
(CHCH EQ Photos), as she moved overseas due to a new work-related commitment 
and had been managing the Facebook page remotely since 2013. I interviewed Fraser 
via Skype. This inconsistency was accepted, as CHCH EQ Photos was a central 
Facebook page following the earthquakes. The interviews took from 42 minutes to 
an hour and 43 minutes and were recorded between June 2014 and January 2015. All 
interview partners agreed to be named, as the connection to their Facebook page 
would identify their organisation in the interview and the course of the page 
analysis in any case. 

The interviews were recorded and then transcribed for data analysis. I 
transcribed all interviews myself to immerse myself further in the data. Also, I 
understand the transcription process as a conscious filtering process of the data 
selecting theoretical goals and definitions (Ochs, 1999). Transcription is therefore an 
interpretive process of representing spoken discourse in writing while reflecting the 
purpose for which the data has been collected, balancing detail with clarity 
(Cameron, 2001). As the focus of the interviews was more on the topics and 
experiences of sensemaking and the motivations and enacted roles of the 
interviewees, non-verbal aspects of the conversation were widely disregarded for 
readability. At first, a transcript was produced verbatim, including pauses, instances 
of laughter, filler words and verbal mannerisms. In the final transcript these words, 
fillers and annotations were mainly disregarded for clarity. Although this format of 
transcription limits the representation of the actual conversational situation as well 
as finer nuances of speech that might allow insights into thought processes and 
feelings of the participants, these limitations have been accepted as the interviews 
have only been one and not the central modality of discourse analysed in this 
project. 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 3 
__________________________________________ 

 82 

 

Access to Facebook platform data 

Data was collected from the six public Facebook pages chosen for this project in 
February 2015 using different software tools. The Ncapture feature included in 
NVivo 10 for Windows was used to take PDF shots of the Facebook pages as a 
whole, including the look and context of the user interface as well as pictures or 
thumbnails of shared videos. Ncapture makes use of Facebook’s application 
programming interface (API), which allows developers of third-party applications to 
access parts of the software features of the platform. The Ncapture feature was also 
used to download posts and comments on the wall of the pages in a dataset. 
However, this dataset feature proved to be somewhat unreliable, as only posts 
between 2013 and 2015 were harvested in a first trial attempt conducted using the 
Gap Filler page as a sample. Also, pages with focus on visual content, such as the 
CHCH EQ Photos page, were more prone to error during data extraction than others, 
particularly going back in time to 2011 or 2012. The pages have been harvested 
multiple times to filter out errors in the use of the Facebook API and at different 
times, different numbers of data could be viewed and saved in NVivo. In previous 
attempts, some page harvests did not contain like numbers, had gaps in the data in 
earlier years, especially 2011 and some duplicates of complete posts appear as well. 
While data has been cross-checked with the actual pages at random intervals, it is 
not guaranteed that the dataset is a full record of the page content. The data 
collected through Ncapture is displayed in different ways when using the same 
dataset in NVivo for Mac and NVivo for Windows. Converting the NVivo project for 
the use on Mac corrupted hyperlinks included in the file and stripped the data of 
other metadata, as not all features of the data are enabled in the Mac version. Due to 
the fact that I wanted to work with the data across different operating systems, data 
was exported into .xml files. This export of the data also enabled me to perform 
some general data cleaning in Open Refine and Excel to ensure compatibility for 
visualisation in Tableau.  

Facebook pages are central to this study, as they constitute the most public part 
of Facebook and do not require a sign in to access their content (Rieder, Abdulla, 
Poell, Woltering, & Zack, 2015). To date, research has been more concerned with 
social interactions and identity construction on Facebook within personal networks, 
on personal profiles and in a more private setting (Wilson, Gosling, & Graham, 
2012). However, some studies have focussed on government administered Facebook 
pages (Alam & Walker, 2011), pages representing political candidates during election 
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campaigns (Larsson, 2016), issue-based public debate (van Es, Van Geenen, & 
Boeschoten, 2014) or the role of administrators as connected protest leaders (Poell, 
Abdulla, Rieder, Woltering, & Zack, 2015), using data collected through ready-made 
tools to access Facebook’s API, as I did in this project. Rieder et al. (2015) emphasise 
the need for critically assessing the data gathered through Facebook’s API, of which 
the literature referenced above partly fell short.  

Text and other meta-fields of posts made to the wall of the page are central to the 
data collected through Facebook’s API. These data points also build the core of 
studying the six selected pages about the Canterbury earthquakes. These may 
contain original posts made by the Facebook page administrator, comments by users 
following original comments, posts to the wall made by users, uploads of pictures or 
other engagements made by the page, which show up on the wall of the page. 
Comments on photos, albums, or other parts of the page were not a primary focus of 
analysis but only used as reference material in later iterations of the analysis process, 
as they are not included in the API data from Facebook. The data extracted through 
Ncapture does not include the number of shares, as well as the usernames of those 
sharing posts. Facebook also has a reasonably complex content display and 
distribution structure, in which visibility is constructed by algorithmic features that 
select the content shown in the news feed of Facebook users (Bucher, 2012). Platform 
affordanceees also manage the visibility of content for other spaces on the site, such 
as in collapsing the posts from earlier years on pages and only showing what 
Facebook’s algorithm calculated as the most relevant posts. Algorithmic sorting 
further shows the most relevant or highest engaging comments under a post, as well 
as sorting them according to the replies to other comments instead of displaying 
them in temporal order. This sorting mechanism is mirrored within the dataset from 
the launch of the reply feature onwards in 2013 and resembles the reality of the posts 
on the actual page and the order in which Facebook would have displayed them. 

There are several limitations concerning data collection via Facebook’s API 
(Lomborg & Bechmann, 2014; Rieder et al., 2015). Lomborg and Bechmann (2014) 
describe some reliability issues following data extraction, speficially when dealing 
with large datasets. The reliability of data collection through the API is, for example, 
difficult to test. Data provided by the platforms through access to a programming 
interface has to be seen as a sample, which might contain holes. These can, for 
example, be detected through collection of the same data at different points in time. 
Nevertheless, some holes due to privacy settings or technical faults might not be 
detectable this way. Alternative security can be provided by manual testing of the 
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data to see if it contains missing posts, which is only feasible for smaller sets of data 
but not the whole of the dataset collected for this thesis. However, the specifics of 
access pose not only methodological but also moral problems, as access to digital 
social data is always enclosed and regulated by corporate logics of the platform, 
driven by profitability (Burgess & Bruns, 2015). In generating, selecting and 
analysing data from the platform, compromises are introduced with respect to the 
data but also in the way in which the social and political on the platform can be 
understood (Langlois et al., 2015).  

Downloading social media data through the Facebook API is merely a 
constructed attempt to map platform reality (Vis, 2013). Platform reality, in this case, 
means the ways in which users usually experience content through their interactions 
afforded by the platform. API data is not an exact copy of the way content was 
structured and represented through platform interfaces at the time of interaction, as 
people can interact with different content provided by a Facebook page account in 
different spaces on the platform, for example on the page itself. They can see the 
posts in order of a chronological timeline but posts also appear in the personal news 
feeds, filtered by an opaque combination of metrics and machine learning (Rieder et 
al., 2015), that users might not be aware of (Eslami et al., 2015). Users of the pages 
would also not have read and engaged with the data as a mass of text and meta-data 
as I did for analysis. While this is a limitation, it also has its benefits compared to 
simply engaging with the content online. A stable copy of data exists and can be 
saved to work with. It shows the nature of the online public in clearer detail and 
informs analysis of discourse on the page, as it is in a format which allows to 
calculate general frequencies and to perform basic statistical analysis.  

In this dataset, one data unit is either a post or a comment. An individual post ID 
marks each data unit and the associated metadata columns. Metadata contains 
values associated with the post itself such as the post content, username of the 
person posting, tags, links, link descriptions, pictures or video material included in 
the post, type of the post, the number of likes and the created and updated time. 
Similar meta-data is available for comments in response to a post, such as the 
comment ID, the username of the commenter, the comment text, time and likes. 
Additional data points are provided for other pages, such as gender, birthday, 
location, relationship status, bio, religion and location coordinates. Reference IDs are 
provided in the meta-data to connect posts with comments in response. Some of 
them are contained in an additional meta-data field ‘in reply to ID’, which accounts 
for the feature of a nested reply to another comment, which was added by Facebook 
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in 2013 (Lavrusik, 2013). This feature is mainly disregarded in analysis as it was not 
present over the whole time period of analysis. Not all of the named fields are 
necessarily filled, as they depend on which information has been filled in or is not 
visible due to privacy settings. If users post to the page and limit the visibility to a 
friends network or friends of friends network, the post would not have been 
collected through the API in the first place.  

Data collection using the API included all the meta-data connected to my 
Facebook profile in the dataset. I did not play an active role as follower of the pages 
before the research project but, for example, commented on posts following the 
interviews, where the interviewees update their audience that such an interview had 
taken place. My interactions within the communities were kept minimal and were 
excluded from the findings, where meta-data of other private account holders would 
not show up in the data.  

 
 

3.1.2 Definition of the dataset: Twitter 

 

Sampling 

The sample of tweets extracted for this study was made purposive, in selecting time 
periods and keywords deemed relevant for the context of the Canterbury 
earthquakes. This process of sampling allows richness in topical coherence and 
context (Herring, 2004). This selection process bears the limitation of ignoring other 
activities and events occurring at the same time. However, this limitation had to be 
accepted for keeping the sample size and costs manageable. The following 
considerations were made to create a broad dataset nonetheless, as a range of 
different networked publics engaging in social and communicative practices is 
useful to have a range of collective sensemaking practices in networked 
environments and to answer the research question. On Twitter, hashtags are used to 
connect a tweet to an overall topic and Twitter provides a search function allowing 
users to access tweets using a hashtag. Previous studies have shown the hashtag 
#eqnz was widely used by Twitter users to link their tweet to the overall 
conversation around the earthquakes in New Zealand (Bruns & Burgess, 2012; Potts, 
2014; Potts et al., 2011). A keyword search for tweets mentioning ‘Christchurch’ and 
‘earthquakes’ shows that not all tweets have these kinds of labels, which speaks for 
opening the search parameters beyond hashtags only, as Tufekci (2014) also 
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suggests. A keyword search also allows identification of a broader variety of tweets, 
taking topic-based retweets, answers or mentions into account. Through this 
elaboration a detailed analysis of how the #eqnz hashtag evolved and how widely it 
was actually used, is possible. The keyword selection was made in Twitter data 
provider Gnip’s Powertrack language using the following search string: 

 

contains:eqnz OR contains:nzquake OR #eqc OR #chcheq OR #christchurcheq 
OR (#eq contains:chch) OR (#eq contains:Christchurch) (contains:quake 
contains:chch) OR (contains:quake contains:Christchurch) OR (contains:quake 
contains:Canterbury) OR (contains:quake contains:nz) OR (contains:quake 
contains:"New Zealand") OR (contains:quake contains:Wellington) OR (#eq 
contains:Wellington) OR (contains:Seddon contains:quake) 
(contains:Christchurch contains:rebuild) OR (contains:chch contains:rebuild) 

 
A total of 976,604 tweets were collected using this string of keywords and 

subsequently merged into a dataset on the cloud-based data and analytics platform 
Discover Text. When developing the rules for the query, the dataset was kept as 
broad and open as possible, only limiting the tweets to guarantee a connection to the 
earthquakes. At the time of data collection, a maximum of 30 positive keywords 
could be chosen, and with 29 keywords specified, the search string above was just 
below. The Gnip Powertrack rules filter and select relevant tweets and were 
consciously designed, which has limitations: other combinations of query 
parameters might have offered tweets that are relevant to the topic of this thesis and 
research questions but fall outside the chosen hashtag or semantic parameters. The 
rule string also contains noise: A small number of unrelated tweets were picked up 
because of strings of letter in URLs, or non-English words that matched the rule. 
Further understanding about the implications of particular searches and their 
limitations could help refine them in future projects. The sample does not only 
include tweets from Canterbury but from across the world and the ability to analyse 
collective sensemaking using the data has to be qualified in places. 

The following table provides a listed overview across sample periods as well as 
the numbers of days and tweets per time frame. Selected time periods include the 
most significant events of the Canterbury earthquakes as described in chapter 1, as 
well as some control data for comparison to other earthquakes in New Zealand as 
well as a seismically quiet period in November 2014. The main focus lies on the 
February earthquake in 2011 as the event with the most significant impacts as well as 
the September earthquake in 2010 as the start of the earthquake sequence. The 
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keywords selected to generate the dataset link to the two large cities, Christchurch 
and Wellington, which were affected by the earthquake sequences in 2010-2011 and 
2013. Canterbury was chosen as additional keyword to represent the affected region 
for the Darfield, Boxing Day, Christchurch earthquakes and the aftermath. For the 
Lake Grassmere earthquakes, Seddon was selected as a keyword, as it was the 
closest town to the tremors. New Zealand was selected as a keyword to include 
international tweets across all time periods. The time periods below were chosen to 
cover the seismic events and immediate aftermath, and in the case of the 
Christchurch earthquake in February 2011, an extended period of disaster response 
and recovery.  

 
Table 2: Overview of Twitter dataset and time periods recorded 

Event Period recorded Number of 
days 

Number of 
tweets 

Darfield EQ 03/09/2010 – 02/10/2010 30 110,518 
Boxing Day EQ 25/12/2010 – 03/01/2011 10 5,336 
Christchurch 
EQ & 
aftermath 

21/02/2011 – 24/06/2011 123 647,664 

Christmas 
aftershocks 

22/12/2011 – 31/12/2011 10 45,576 

CHCH EQ 
anniversary 

16/02/2012 – 25/02/2012 10 19,365 

Cook Strait EQ 18/07/2013 – 27/07/2013 10 77,365 
Lake 
Grassmere EQ 

14/08/2013 – 23/08/2013 10 57,981 

CHCH control 
data 

24/11/2014 – 03/12/2014 10 12,799 

Overall  213 976,604 

 
The tweets above are not cleaned and the chosen sampling mechanism using 

selected keywords and hashtags still includes ‘noise’. This noise data matches the 
search term but is not relevant for this study. It contains for example tweets in other 
languages that use one of the hashtags or letter combinations specified in the search 
string, or spam that cannot be filtered without a semantic analysis of the text. Clean 
data has only been obtained on a case basis for the issue-based publics I chose to 
discuss in the analysis chapters of this research.  
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Access to Twitter platform data 

Twitter data can be sourced from different streams. One of these is through Twitter’s 
public application programming interfaces, or APIs, which provide access to 
features of Twitter’s software platform. Data from Twitter’s publicly available APIs 
includes limitations depending on which API is used, as some users and tweets may 
not be shown, especially on the peripheries of a network (González-Bailón et al., 
2014). The limit of this public API is not exactly documented but is up to 1 per cent 
of the entire volume of tweets at any given time.10 The algorithm which defines 
tweets that are picked and displayed for public access is not publicly known. This 
means a sample drawn from one of the public APIs or third-party tools using the 
open access to Twitter data encloses an unknown bias compared to the data Twitter’s 
developers have access to (Driscoll & Walker, 2014). Access beyond publicly 
available API data has been commercialised in recent years. Researchers have 
attempted to reach more disclosure about the discrepancies between the data 
sourced from public and commercial streams (Driscoll & Walker, 2014; Morstatter, 
Pfeffer, Liu, & Carley, 2013). Data can only be generated retrospectively for a very 
limited period of time using public APIs, so the ongoing stream of data during the 
earthquakes from 2010 and 2011 cannot be accessed this way. Therefore, purchased 
data had to be used to analyse collective sensemaking through communicative 
interactions.  

Commercially sourced data provides a larger range of data, a so-called firehose, 
both day-forward and historical, including all undeleted tweets. Although this 
stream seems much more ideal to use for academic purposes, it is costly, which is 
also its most significant limitation, creating a divide between institutions which can 
and those which cannot afford to spend large sums on research data (boyd & 
Crawford, 2012; Manovich, 2011). The firehose can only be accessed by third-party 
providers reselling the data, some providing downloadable data in different file 
formats, while others offer cloud-based services for analytics using their tools as well 
as their data on hand without the option to export and archive a sample. These 
official resellers are reliant on the Twitter Terms of Service and Twitter’s access rules. 
There are different models of buying data, mostly dependent on the time frame and 
number of tweets. Data used in this thesis was purchased from the full, undeleted 

                                                
10 see https://dev.twitter.com/faq#29 and https://twittercommunity.com/t/get-search-rate-limit-and-streaming-
api/8353 
for more information about the limits of Twitter’s public API 
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archive of historical tweets through DiscoverText, a cloud-based data provider and 
text analysis tool based on Gnip Powertrack, which in turn has access to the Twitter 
firehose. As this research is looking at a long time frame, event-based sampling was 
chosen to handle the big amounts of data.  

After defining and loading the calculated dataset into the application, a 
preliminary analysis of the data was done in Discover Text. Before any coding or 
deeper analysis was conducted, a copy of the raw data was exported and locally 
stored. The data had to be restructured to make these copies of the dataset, as there 
were certain restrictions implied by the Twitter Developer Terms of Service11. As 
Discover Text is a third party provider, users are not allowed to download more than 
100,000 data units a day, which in this case meant not more than 100,000 tweets a 
day, resulting in 17 exported files overall. 

In cooperation with Information and Communication Technology Services (ICTS) 
at the University of Canterbury, a research infrastructure was created providing a 
powerful analytical platform as well as secure data storage and technical support for 
data normalisation, integration and anonymisation for my research as well as other 
researchers of the university working on the Twitter dataset. An SQL database was 
built, which was accessible through Microsoft SQL Server Management Studio 
(MSSMS) as well as Visual Studio. MSSMS was used to create a variety of ‘views’ of 
the underlying data and integrate the data with dedicated analysis servers. These in 
turn allowed the creation of data cubes, dimensional arrays of data tailored to 
specific research questions for time-series analysis and to visualise data using 
Microsoft Excel pivot tables and Tableau data visualisation software. 

The 17 .csv files sourced from Discover Text were imported into a common .sql 
database structure and split into multi-value fields. The resulting data model is 
straight-forward but provides a degree of flexibility that was required to manage 
certain obvious issues, including tracking retweets and mentions but also converting 
Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) timestamps to local time in New Zealand to 
enable the interpretation of data streams due to the time of day or night. Unique IDs 
were assigned in sequential order based on the time of the tweet. DiscoverText also 
provided significant amounts of additional metadata, although this is unlikely to be 
the full amount available to Twitter Inc. for internal purposes. 

 

                                                
11 https://dev.twitter.com/overview/terms/agreement provides the full terms and more information on the subject. 
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3.2 Limitations 

The sheer availability of massive datasets has made ‘big data’ a trending topic for 
industry and government as well as for academic research. In the case of big data, 
availability does not equal accessibility. Limitations exist for gathering data as well 
as analysis in disaster contexts, creating complex assemblages of data (A. Lambert, 
2016). Equally, ethical considerations have to be made before blindly assuming that 
‘public’ data provided by social media platforms is also ethical to use for research 
purposes. A later section of this methodological and analytical framework will detail 
ethical considerations. This section will focus on the methodological constraints of 
social crisis data in general and project-specific limitations in particular. 

 

3.2.1 Complexities and premises of social crisis data 

The computational turn in social science research and the ability to focus and harvest 
big data have enabled researchers to examine large amounts of data collected 
around disasters in the last few years and apply text mining for information 
purposes, to assess the credibility of information and to distribute resources and 
supplies (Purohit, Castillo, Diaz, Sheth, & Meier, 2014). The openness of Twitter as 
platform and an easily accessible API to collect day-forward data makes extensive 
data collection possible as soon as a disaster hits. This has lead to an emerging body 
of literature around the uses of Twitter in disaster situations, including the study of 
general uses in disaster management and response (Hughes & Palen, 2009; Palen, 
Vieweg, Sutton, Liu, & Hughes, 2007), platform features such as retweets or 
hyperlinks (Starbird & Palen, 2010), emergence of hashtags and hashtag publics 
(Bruns & Burgess, 2012; Bruns et al., 2012; Potts et al., 2011), enhanced situation 
awareness (J. Yin, Lampert, Cameron, Robinson, & Power, 2012), patterns of talk (F. 
Shaw et al., 2013) and community work and grass-roots responses (Dailey, 
Robinson, & Starbird, 2016; Shklovski et al., 2008). The speed of crowd-based 
solutions is also used to evaluate information, such as satellite imagery and content 
from social media to help response agencies assess and attend where they are 
needed (Burns, 2015; Meier, 2015).  

Crowdsourcing social data for disaster relief efforts has limitations, as data can 
be partial and not necessarily representative. It can entail inaccurate or missing 
geolocation information, difficulties in verifying reports, issues with the scalability of 
reports and accuracy of behavioural predictions (Gao, Barbier, & Goolsby, 2011). The 
fact that social crisis data provides a partial and skewed image of disaster has to be 
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addressed for qualitative inquiry as well. Social crisis data is skewed in three 
different ways, including misrepresentations caused by the disaster, such as power 
outages, social media usage distribution within societies, such as user numbers 
leaning towards urban and younger populations, and platform particularities, such 
as the presence of non-human agents or particular forms of self-representation on 
Twitter (Crawford & Finn, 2015). This offers a truncated view into the complexities 
of unfolding disaster and subsequent recovery. The contribution of sensemaking in 
networked environments has to be assessed critically concerning populations of 
survivors that are particularly vulnerable for this reason.  

Social crisis data and big data in general are supposed to create a higher form of 
intelligence and knowledge by accurate, truthful and objective data. However, this 
belief misses the subjectivities, values and rationalities that are equally part of large 
datasets and their analysis (boyd & Crawford, 2012). Compromises are introduced in 
data collection, selection, and analysis, and ought to be considered when thinking 
through the new data paradigm, how it influences the understanding of the social 
and how it constrains possible findings (Langlois et al., 2015). Papacharissi (2015b) 
therefore suggests that “we read the relevance of Big Data within the realm of 
situated knowledge(s), which emphasize the importance of the subject and the context 
in perceiving, generating, and reproducing knowledge” (p.4). This also includes the 
underlying logics of corporate platforms, which render everyday interactions on 
social media as scalable economic resources and create the need to question what 
social means in this context (Couldry & van Dijck, 2015). Halavais (2015) emphasises 
the importance of deeply rooted social inquiry and the necessity to anchor big data 
research sociologically with traditional social science methodologies. The key 
importance of big data questions is therefore how they touch the core of society, 
indicating social structures and combining social interactions on a large scale with 
granular micro-interactions of everyday, small-scale social relationships (Halavais, 
2015). It is sensible to pair big data methodologies with more qualitative approaches 
and research mechanisms to account for the particularities of methodological and 
ethical specifics (Croeser & Highfield, 2015).  

 
 

3.2.2 Project-specific constraints 

There are several limitations for this project besides the general complexities of 
social crisis data. This section will set up the scope and rigour of this study by 
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discussing limitations and how they have been addressed. I will start my critique 
with discussing the limits of the collected data.  

Large numbers of internet and social media users in New Zealand suggest the 
importance of networked social and communicative practices in people’s daily lives 
and their potential of connecting people with resources and information in disaster. 
New Zealand has got a high uptake in internet use, and social media activities are 
particularly popular, making up the main share of people’s time spent online in 
2012, according to the New Zealand Household Use Survey of Information and 
Communication Technology in 2012. The use of online social networks is highest in 
the younger age groups between 15 and 24 years (90 per cent) and 25 and 34 years 
(86 per cent). It declines with age, however, the highest rise of social network usage 
between 2009 and 2012 appeared in the range of 45 to 54 years (Bascand, 2013). 
Twitter and Facebook data are still not representative of people’s experiences during 
the Christchurch earthquakes but only give insight into social practices in the context 
of the platform. Social media presents certain forms of sociality and a specific context 
in which it is enacted (Couldry & van Dijck, 2015). Social media use is skewed 
towards a younger audience. Power outages throughout the city in the immediate 
aftermath of February 2011 and across longer periods of time in the eastern suburbs 
of Christchurch also meant that hard-hit communities would not be represented to 
the same extent in networked discourse compared to lesser impacted areas or 
regions outside the disaster zone from where people are talking about the 
earthquake. This difference is especially striking in response periods, as indicated by 
dropping tweet rates in the days following Typhoon Yolanda in the Philippines 
(Meier, 2013). Older, less affluent and more vulnerable communities are in effect less 
likely to be represented or self-representing on social media platforms like Twitter 
(Crawford & Finn, 2015). For this reason, Facebook, as the most popular and 
accessible social media platform in New Zealand (P. Smith et al., 2011), has been 
chosen as well. Public communication on Facebook is, however, more fractured and 
difficult to track, requiring the focus on a sample group of public pages. A longer 
time range of inquiry has also been chosen to allow the analysis of some initially 
underrepresented communities over time. Still, social crisis data only provides 
partial and not representative expressions of experiences and practices during and 
after the disaster and does not account for people who are not participating online. 
This also means people are left out who are only involved in networked publics by 
listening, lurking and collecting information. Extracted data is constructed by the 
researcher and represents a distinct disaster imaginary, implying the decisions a 
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researcher makes to collect, analyse and present the data (Crawford & Finn, 2015). 
Instabilities and limitations of APIs can create holes in the data, which have to be 
contextualised in the research process, as structural holes might point towards 
different origins.  

In this project, this includes decisions about limiting extracted tweets to a certain 
search string, the selection of time periods, the selection of sample pages and 
interview participants, and further into analysis also the decisions of using particular 
examples to represent my findings. The constraints of accessing data from Facebook 
and Twitter in different periods of time also create a dichotomy between the two 
platforms. The ephemeral nature of issue-based publics on Twitter and the difficulty 
of grasping new publics forming beyond the established hashtags of the disaster 
response period as well as the constrained time periods of data collection establish 
Twitter data as valuable for analysing discourse during the response period. 
Facebook is even in public communication structured towards networked groups 
and communities, and analysis therefore focusses stronger on the disaster recovery 
and rebuild stages, where these communities have been formed.  

Although the collection of social crisis data provides seemingly naturalistic data 
without interaction between participants in discourse and the researcher, the 
representation of people and events on Twitter and Facebook is always constructed, 
according to the specific affordances of the platform (Vis, 2013), the sampling 
strategy and the analysis. However, this is in line with the social constructionist 
epistemology of this research. Social media platforms are not neutral communicative 
spaces, and the constructed experiences of the networked disaster do not exactly 
map lived experiences of the crisis even though they are entangled with it, but have 
their own materialities, represented in textures and structures of discourse. How 
online and offline experiences connect to each other and intersect is still difficult to 
grasp. In general, this project does not engage in assuming a clear dichotomy 
between online and offline, virtual and real as it has also been suggested by Wilken 
(2011), but rather engages in the thorough analysis of how the entanglements of 
networked and other spaces are rendering the texture of networked discourse. 
Papacharissi (2016) also emphasises the interconnectivity between online and offline 
social activities and notes that ”it really makes no sense to separate the two, or to 
treat social media as a space separate from the goings on of everyday social 
activities” (p.310).  

A methodology based on discourse analysis in online environments can spark 
criticism of the dissection of messages and the loss of meaning intended by the 
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communicators, due to the mediated nature of online discourse lacking social cues 
from face-to-face communication and the computational analysis of data samples. 
This, however, is a limited understanding of social interactions in a networked 
environment, and Baym (2015) suggests it is more useful to take a people-centric 
approach in asking how people use mediation for their interactions instead of asking 
what mediation does to their social interactions. The concentration on discourse, 
even in multimodal form, is somewhat limited though, and widely disregards 
deeper insights into relations and constellations of networks spanning between 
agents engaging in discourse. This focus on language and a limited amount of 
platforms derives from the need to limit the scope of this research project but also 
the difficulties in accessing data from other platforms of networked discourse.  

An early idea was to map some of the community activities and communication 
patterns, such as emerging hashtag publics across different platforms, such as 
Facebook, Twitter, New Zealand online market place Trade Me and news website 
stuff.co.nz, which proved difficult due to access restrictions managed by platform 
providers. For example, communication from Trade Me message boards could not 
be obtained as this data is no longer available online and the platform owners were 
not able to provide the data due to their Terms of Service as well as ethical 
considerations. A complicated process to obtain user consent would have been 
needed, but also the retrospective exclusion of user content after compiling a dataset 
for research access was not easily achievable, which is why the data could not be 
included. Further, user comments from news website stuff.co.nz could not be 
scraped easily and also did not allow access to the data via a public API. Although 
gathering these sets of data was not successful, the steps taken can be seen as 
important part of informing an understanding of social media platform data and the 
further path of analysis I took in this project. 

Gathering data from Facebook and Twitter also meant managing the underlying 
complexities of data access and data structures provided by public APIs and 
commercial access to data. This also included formatting and cleaning the data, as 
well as developing an appropriate infrastructure to store, archive and query it. All 
these steps as well as human and technological resources to fulfil them have to be 
negotiated before a comprehensive analysis of the data can begin. For my project in 
particular, creating an accessible infrastructure for the large body of gathered Twitter 
data took much longer than expected, which led to a change of my strategy of 
inquiry. I decided to pursue other analytical steps for understanding how social 
media data contributed to disaster response and recovery first, for example, through 
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additional semi-structured interviews and a narrative approach to smaller sets of 
data. In the end, this combination of methods produced a richer understanding of 
social and communicative practices in networked spaces, such as Facebook pages 
but also Twitter publics, and how these communities fit into the social environments 
of post-disaster contexts overall. 

 
 

3.3 Ethical considerations 

Online environments provide a vast array of new research opportunities, but as 
social media platforms potentially expose a private individual to a broad audience, 
researchers have to consider ethical concerns for this particular setting in a disaster 
context. Varying understandings of privacy and anonymity in different online 
communities make ethical considerations an important preliminary framework for 
this research. Also, various aspects have to be considered for the methods in use and 
the different types of data generated from Facebook and Twitter. With changing 
research approaches in the dynamic field of online studies, ethical decision-making 
is very situational. While some institutional and organisational bodies have 
published guidelines, no one single set code of internet ethics is so far established. 
The following ethical considerations are based on a set of guidelines for ethical 
decision-making in research by the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) and 
the process to gain approval for this project by the Human Ethics Committee at the 
University of Canterbury. This project follows general research ethics and the ethical 
treatment of participants centred on the fundamental rights of human dignity, 
autonomy, protection, safety, maximisation of benefits and minimisation of harms, 
justice, and beneficence (Ess & AoIR Ethics Working Committee, 2002; Markham, 
Buchanan, & AoIR Ethics Working Committee, 2012). Ethical challenges for both 
Twitter and Facebook will be explained in the following. 

 

3.3.1 Ethical considerations around Facebook 

Facebook’s privacy settings are not only a challenge for its users but also for ethical 
researchers. Its general form as a community site prevents non-members from 
viewing most content externally but registration is not restricted, and anyone can 
join with a valid email address. The term community suggests a tightly interwoven 
group of members and might create an assumption of privacy, but as of April 27th, 
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2016, there are 1.65 billion monthly active Facebook users worldwide (Facebook, 
2016a). Users restrict their personal profiles, and groups can provide limited access, 
too, but the page of an organisation, activist group or business is publicly accessible 
for every Facebook member and non-members as well, similar to a general website 
on the internet. This availability includes posts and comments by others on that page 
as well, as long as they have not been deleted or explicitly restricted for public 
viewing in the privacy settings of a user.  

Although Facebook titles this kind of content ‘public’, research use still raises 
ethical concerns, especially if direct data extraction from Facebook occurred without 
user interaction and no direct consent agreement. Users might agree to a situational 
public use of their content, say by other people reading it, but might not be aware of 
or would reject the collection of their data for research purposes, let alone the use of 
computational methods to harvest and mine data on a large scale (boyd & Crawford, 
2012). Even if data is seemingly public and people have agreed to the terms of the 
platform, an automatic consent for research use cannot be assumed (Zimmer, 2010) 
and the approval of an ethics board for the project is an important step for 
considering the meaning of consent through platform usage in this setting 
(Grimmelmann, 2015). Without participant interaction ethical concerns such as 
confidentiality and privacy to secure user rights become more important alongside 
the evaluation of content and a sense of the felt privacy of the users.  

The time factor of material that could have been created two or three years back 
but might just now become of interest to researchers adds further complication. 
Opinions and the way an individual expresses them are changing over time, 
therefore people may or may not agree with their statements from a couple of years 
back. Even if people forgot what they said or posted in the past, as long as it has not 
been deleted, it is still available online. Standard websites get updated, and the old 
material gets archived and might no longer be available online. Facebook differs in 
terms of archiving of posts to standard websites in two points, both allowing and 
restricting accessibility. On the one hand, outdated content will not be archived and 
taken off, but all content stays accessible as a timeline that can be loaded, as long as 
the user does not delete old posts. On the other hand, timelines of Facebook pages 
are not searchable based on keywords or particular times. Google’s search algorithm 
can only find the profiles, not statements made by a person. Users can also choose 
not to have their profile listed in Google searches within Facebook’s privacy settings. 
In case a Google search finds a certain page, the person searching cannot access it 
without logging in to Facebook providing username and password, if it is a personal 
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profile. Posts and comments made on a community or brand page can be accessed 
without a login, depending on the privacy settings of the posters. While these 
restrictions in public accessibility might protect potentially sensitive information, a 
researcher has to be aware of the oxymoron of an anonymous dataset in today’s 
network society. Due to the networked architecture of the internet and the 
accessibility of information, information and identity can often be exposed if 
someone knows what they are looking for, even if anonymity is the goal (Hale et al., 
2014). 

Working with data from social media platforms also bears issues related to the 
age of participants and accuracy of information for the researcher. Facebook allows 
people to create a profile page as long as they are aged 13 or older (Facebook, 2016b). 
For distinguishing, whether Facebook users are underage, a researcher only has the 
information at hand that is publicly provided on the profiles of the participants, 
which is often limited and does not give any information about the age of the 
person. Also, the information given is possibly not accurate about the age. Benefits of 
a research project have to be weighed up against the risks to find and resolve the 
most significant age-related concerns. If it is evident that the content originates from 
an adolescent or underage user, it will be excluded. Overall, the risk is assumedly 
low as the user base of most pages in the sample appears to be older according to 
information from the page administrators, who have access to user statistics for their 
pages, although those are based on declared ages in user profiles as well. 

Additionally, the sensitivity of content expressed on a public social media needs 
to be taken into account in light of the vulnerabilities of people in disaster situations. 
People living through extreme emotions in and following a traumatic event may 
express these by different, often extreme actions in comparison to everyday life. 
People might then apply a different filtering mechanism to tweets and content 
produced, being more focussed on the immediate needs and gratifications of a 
communicative action and less on potential privacy concerns, which often only arise 
afterwards. For example, the language used might be cruder or emotional reactions 
might be cause for embarrassment later, when they are no longer situated in the 
immediate circumstances of the disaster. Even though people might expose some of 
their personal and sensitive information on public Facebook pages the disaster 
context is extremely relevant, as accessible information channels are restricted, and 
the importance of protecting private information might be lower than other tasks, 
such as gaining information or emotional support from the page community 
(Crawford & Finn, 2015). Privacy preferences shift depending on the situation 
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people find themselves in, which makes context critical for the choices they make 
(Nissenbaum, 2009; Solove, 2013). Assessing the risk for citizen witnesses includes 
the tools individuals use, the media literacies they have using them and the limits of 
the platform in use (Gregory, 2015) and is a useful concept for thinking about the 
ethical dimension of this research. However, vulnerabilities should also not be too 
generalised, as not everybody facing the same situation will react in the same way 
(Delor & Hubert, 2000). Careful consideration of materials and content is necessary 
to avoid additional exposure and potential harm to participants. Overall, only 
Facebook page accounts will be identified in posts and comments and when posting 
and commenting. Other accounts will only be referred to in anonymised form, using 
randomly generated name initials as pseudonyms. When unnecessary for the 
context, exact times of posts will not be stated.  

 
 

3.3.2 Ethical considerations around Twitter 

Many of the general points raised in considerations around ethical use of Facebook 
data can be applied to the uses of Twitter in disaster response and recovery as well, 
such as insecurities around age, situational management of private information or 
media literacies to handle features of the platform. In light of platform affordances, 
some ethical considerations around Twitter have to be made from a platform specific 
angle. Twitter as a platform is open, largely public and flexible in the formation of ad 
hoc publics, making it a tool for information broadcast and brokerage in disaster 
(Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Hughes & Palen, 2009). Despite openly available content, yet 
again, the emphasis is on the contextual use of data or as boyd and Crawford (2012) 
note: 

There are significant questions of truth, control, and power in Big Data 
studies: researchers have the tools and the access, while social media users as 
a whole do not. Their data were created in highly context-sensitive spaces, 
and it is entirely possible that some users would not give permission for their 
data to be used elsewhere. (boyd & Crawford, 2012, p. 673) 

 
The situational context of social crisis data from Twitter can be illustrated using a 

couple of examples. Firstly, as with Facebook, the dimension of time is relevant. 
Twitter can be seen as an immediate “affective ‘contact zone’” (Crawford & Finn, 
2015, pp. 502, quotation marks in original) after seismic events, which entails sharing 
potentially sensitive, emotionally loaded content. Information or reactions can be 
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pushed out to an issue-related public in an instant, without the previous set up of a 
community or user group. Tagging a tweet with a hashtag implies a user’s 
understanding that this will make the tweet traceable and able to be found by others, 
following conversations within this hashtag’s public. Including a hashtag and 
making the tweet findable for ongoing conversations does not necessarily mean that 
users are aware that a tweet has been found after it was posted, nor that they are 
comfortable with its use in different ways. While the setup of the Twitter API 
prohibits harvesting search data older than three months, this data can be bought by 
data vending companies specialising in the distribution of historical data. In buying 
the historical data, researchers can post hoc create a dataset from crisis data that has 
not been deleted in the meantime.   

Secondly, untagged public tweets also became part of the keyword-centred 
dataset of this study. Essentially also public and retractable through Google when 
entering the full text, the immediate purpose of this kind of tweet is different to the 
ones including a hashtag. Not belonging to a hashtag public, the tweet is part of a 
closer public, with the user posting the message to followers or people that come 
across their profile only. Although anybody can follow a public profile on Twitter, 
accessing that tweet while not being part of the following network at the time means 
the context of access for research use is a different one. 

For the secure storage and access of the tweets, an SQL database was developed 
and designed in cooperation with the University of Canterbury’s Information and 
Technology Services, drawing from their deep understanding of data infrastructure 
from dealing with and securing large amounts of sensitive student data. This 
database allows access to the dataset on two levels. The first level is an anonymised 
version of the data, without identifiers such as usernames or user bio. For this thesis, 
I used a deeper level of access, including usernames and bios to distinguish 
institutional from personal accounts or bots, and to make connections to 
organisational accounts mentioned by the participants of the Facebook interviews. 
Writing up the results, I have used pseudonyms of randomised initials, which in 
turn create power differences between people who produced social media content 
and my decisions of how to refer to them and include their content in this project. As 
already stated in the context of Facebook, anonymity can only be reached in a closed 
environment but cannot be guaranteed in relation to multiple data points available 
online (Hale et al., 2014). A combination of rare hashtags or simply searching for the 
whole tweet on Google might enable an outsider to connect the text to a user 
account, therefore, desired anonymity is mitigated by the hyperconnected 
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networked environment and platform affordances. Besides protecting the privacy of 
Twitter users, researchers have to acknowledge the flip side of using anonymised 
data in research outputs as well. Pseudonymity takes away the opportunity for 
people to be acknowledged and connected to substantial findings. In case of the 
Christchurch earthquakes this means acknowledging the substantial parts played by 
individual personal accounts in passing on information, summing up common 
feelings others could identify with or driving relevant discussions to the rebuild.  

 
 

3.3.3 Clearance through the University of Canterbury’s Human Ethics 
Committee 

Clearance through the University of Canterbury’s Human Ethics Committee has 
been obtained in two separate applications for the Facebook administrator 
interviews as well as the Facebook page analysis. Two individual consent forms and 
information forms were developed for each the interview and the analysis and 
handed out to the participants. This way, individual consent was obtained from the 
administrators for using interview transcripts and recordings, and for analysing data 
from the Facebook pages they maintain. Separate from these forms, consent of the 
interviewees has been obtained to allocate interview and page data to the 
University’s CEISMIC Digital Archive12, storing collections related to the Canterbury 
earthquakes.  

The ethical issues concerning Twitter were also discussed with the university’s 
Human Ethics Committee. The committee chair considered the research team, who 
was working on the Twitter dataset to have sufficient expertise and structures in 
place to safeguard the individuals whose data was used. Further, he deemed 
institutional ethics clearance not useful, which was not set up for social media 
studies at the time, and so was not required. 

  

                                                
12 More information on access restrictions and collections of the CEISMIC Archive can be found under 
http://www.ceismic.org.nz 
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3.4 Analytical framework 

Before describing the analytical tools of inquiry, it is worth pausing to consider the 
connotations of the word data and its use in this project. The word data stems from 
the Latin given, and its use originates in the positivist tradition. Drucker (2011) 
suggests to use capta, from Latin taken, instead to acknowledge the intellectual 
foundations of digital humanities and “the situated, partial, and constitutive 
character of knowledge production, the recognition that knowledge is constructed, 
taken, not simply given as a natural representation of pre-existing fact” (n.p.). 
Although I will still refer to the materials I collected as data, Drucker’s cautions are 
valuable to include when approaching digital data.  

Data analysis was performed on multiple levels of discourse for this project, to 
ensure rigour and reflexivity. The process was highly iterative, involving 
decontextualising and recontextualising dimensions of discourse within the collected 
material (Fairclough, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Morse & Field, 1995). To 
address the perspective of this research and the process through which knowledge is 
construed and situated, as suggested by Haraway (1988), I will describe the process 
steps of my analysis in the following before describing discourse, and narrative 
analysis as analytical lenses applied in this project.  

Some background information is beneficial to locate my role as a researcher of 
this study and give the reader some insight beyond the documentation of the 
research procedure, as suggested for qualitative inquiry (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
This background is necessary, as the researcher can be understood as “tool” or 
“instrument” in the process of inquiry, through which observations and 
interpretations are filtered (Staller, 2010, p. 1160). Although I am not from 
Christchurch and did not go through the Canterbury earthquakes myself, I spent six 
months in 2011 in Christchurch and Canterbury, experiencing some defining aspects 
of the recovery period in the region, such as continuing aftershocks. The central city 
was cordoned off during my whole stay, and I was able to observe the ways in which 
people from Christchurch were coping with the disaster in their hometown. Being 
based at the University of Canterbury for the duration of this thesis project also 
allowed me to explore and experience the ongoing rebuild and related debates first 
hand. These personal experiences allow a cultural understanding of the discourses 
analysed in this study and a construction of situated knowledge. However, I 
acknowledge that my perspective is partial and that a different researcher might 
have come to different conclusions. In detailing the background and procedures of 
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this research, it is shown that results are supportable and derived from careful 
analysis without a claim of objectivity or exhaustiveness (Hopkinson & Hogg, 2006). 

 
 

3.4.1 Analytical process 

I collected different modes of communication and language in several discursive 
settings like Facebook, Twitter and semi-structured interviews to analyse how 
networked environments contribute to collective sensemaking practices. An early 
plan included mapping community activities, communication patterns and the 
formation of different hashtag publics on Twitter first, however, difficulties and 
delays in accessing the historical Twitter data meant, that I had to focus the analysis 
on Facebook first. This change in focus also meant a stronger qualitative orientation 
of this project, which, in the end, turned this research project into a closer study of 
the ways people make sense and create meaning, focussed on the lived experiences 
and how knowledge is situated culturally, politically and historically in networked 
disaster contexts. 

I used discourse from semi-structured interviews as starting point for analysis. 
After transcription, interview data was reduced and organised by writing 
summaries of each interview, noting the main points from the transcripts. I further 
coded the transcripts in an emergent process along the lines of initial and focussed 
coding, as Charmaz (2006) suggests for grounded theory research. In her view, 
coding demonstrates how the researcher selects, separates and sorts data to account 
for them analytically. Qualitative codes take data apart and piece it back together, 
they name the data pieces in concise terms and propose abstract ideas for analysis in 
the process. This process can take place in several coding steps. Although grounded 
theory is not used per se for this study, the boundaries between discourse analytical 
practice and the grounded theory approach can be porous (Starks & Trinidad, 2007).  

 First, codes were established in a round of initial coding, locating emergent 
themes and topics from the data. This process of attaching themes and ideas to 
phrases and sentences was conducted in NVivo. From this first stage, emerging 
topics were further abstracted and connected to the sensitising concepts of Gee’s 
discourse theory (2010, 2011), to inductively specify the primary functions of 
discourse for sensemaking practices of the participants. Further steps included 
refining emerging categories and linking codes across the different interviews. This 
inductive approach of analysing discourse from the semi-structured interviews was 
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also retained for the analysis of other modes of discourse in content from Facebook 
and Twitter.  

To assess and reflect on the ongoing research process, I wrote memos and notes 
detailing thoughts, aspects and ideas, which enhanced my capacities to evaluate the 
situation and assess the quality of theory production. During the coding process, I 
wrote memos to specify meanings and develop further understandings of what 
themes emerged in the first place and which potential focus for analysis could arise 
from them. I used the search function within the databases to connect cases and 
compare communicative patterns to conduct a more focused analysis based on 
interactions, connections and knowledge functions of language constructing 
collective identities through sensemaking. Memo-writing covered the whole period 
of data collection and study, starting from memos taken during the interviews and 
transcription, about the feedback of the participants, to memos during coding and 
later on memos that refined the development of theory. The memos were written in 
NVivo alongside the initial coding of the interviews but with further development of 
codes into categories and further analysis of the texts, NVivo was not intuitive 
enough, which is why I turned to note taking in Evernote and Word documents. 
These forms of note taking and coding are equally searchable and allow links and 
additional materials such as screenshots to be attached.  

To gain a feel for the large sets of social media data collected from Facebook and 
Twitter, I conducted a basic descriptive frequency analysis of key metrics, which 
Chapter 4 will describe. In so doing, I took an exploratory perspective to the data 
before progressively refining the scope of inquiry, as understanding increases, which 
is a common approach to navigating the complexity and variety of social media data 
(Rieder et al., 2015). This process helped to detect communicative patterns bound to 
the affordances of the platforms and to locate the qualitative study of subsamples in 
the broader context of data to approximate the contours of the field in focus 
(Silverman, 2001). 

Following these exploratory overviews, I analysed a smaller sample of data from 
the Facebook pages in-depth. Fifteen posts with the highest engagement rates were 
selected per page and analysed to detect recurring topics as a sign for common 
framing used in ongoing sensemaking. Further, emerging themes and concepts were 
developed from the uses of language to enact social roles and identities through 
participation. I then compared patterns of communication with further points of 
high engagement on the pages, which the interview participants specified, to 
connect and contextualise both discourses. The ability to search, filter and process 
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the data in a computer-assisted way created unique benefits: Computational 
methods allowed the researcher to focus easily on aspects that are of particular 
interest after similar ones have previously been found in the data. Searches 
facilitated the decontextualisation of data, connecting themes across different modes 
of communication and beyond the preliminary study of fifteen posts per Facebook 
page. Despite this advantage of connecting offline and online discourse, the 
situational context of communicative interaction should be taken into account when 
analysing discursive specifics carefully (Orgad, 2009). 

Computational searches and tools allowed me to select specific sets of data for 
further analysis after an overview of Twitter data. As well as the use of certain 
earthquake events for the creation of the overall sample, exact times of tremors were 
used to zoom into the data and gain a detailed understanding of communication 
practices and content in the immediate aftermath of earthquakes and aftershocks. 
Twitter’s specific platform affordances such as hashtags, retweets, user mentions, 
and replies were also used as anchor points to focus on user practices in the 
construction of events and as points in discourse where different forms of publics 
could potentially emerge. Grounded in the discoveries from interview narratives 
and the Facebook data, I performed keyword searches to learn more about the 
nature of the Twitter data and platform-centric discursive practices. Further 
iterations of analysis were conducted to refine emerging concepts and theories by 
triangulating the discoveries from multiple data collection methods, as an approach 
to substantiate constructs and hypotheses (Eisenhardt, 1989). The qualitative 
analytical lenses applied in the process of this research will be carved out in the 
following.  

 
 

3.4.2 Discourse analysis - theoretical and methodological considerations 

There is a variety of ways in which discourse has been theorised and discourse 
analysis can be performed (for examples see (Fairclough, 2003; Jorgensen & Phillips, 
2002; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985; J. Potter & Wetherell, 1987; van Dijk, 1997; Weiss & 
Wodak, 2003), also in light of the specifics of mediated discourse (for example 
(Herring, 2004; Matheson, 2005; van Dijk, 2011). For this research discourse analysis 
is used as a tool to understand practices and structures of talk on social media 
platforms, and how these practices are performed to make sense of the Canterbury 
earthquakes. While taking a constructionist approach, tools of inquiry from different 
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discourse analytical approaches are used to analyse the functions of discourse in 
networked environments to move beyond some of the constraints of single 
approaches. Discourse analysis is therefore understood as both theory and method, 
“where the ways of analysing ‘operationalise’ - make practical - theoretical 
constructions of discourse” (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999, p. 16).  

Because of the theoretical variety, definitions of discourse vary. While some 
describe discourse as language use with all its aspects (Fasold, 1990), others 
specifically include the who’s, where’s and what’s of language in use (van Dijk, 
1997), emphasising its interactional nature as a social practice (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999). For my analysis, discourse is understood beyond a close linguistic 
interpretation and in line with Mouffe and Laclau (1985). This understanding 
includes the totality of linguistics and non-linguistics and interweaves semantic 
aspects of language use with the pragmatic aspects of social actions, movements, 
and objects, that also shape the materiality of discourse (Torfing, 1999), essentially 
what Gee (2011) calls Discourse with a “big D” (p.7). When analysing collective 
sensemaking in networked discourse, social practices of constructing identity and 
reality are also connected to minds, materialities, social groups and institutions. 
These should be considered for understanding the purposes of language-in-use.  

Gee (2011) describes the function of discourse as a tool alongside other 
instruments to continually and actively build and design our worlds. He identifies 
building tasks of language, which are performed through specific aspects of use in 
discourse. These building tasks include the expression of significance, the performed 
activities, identities or relationships, building a perspective on the distribution of 
social goods (politics), the establishment of connections or disconnections, and the 
employment of specific sign systems or claims to knowledge (pp.11-13). This thesis 
uses Gee’s framework as a basis for discourse analysis. 

Through the lens of discursive constructionism (J. Potter, 2004) both 
psychological and social entities are treated as the products of discourse and are 
constructed within it. Discourse is action-oriented, situated and constructed. For this 
project, discourse is therefore understood in the context of the streamed 
communication on social media platforms but also located within the physical 
disaster context of post-quake Christchurch and Canterbury. On a narrower level, 
discourse in networked environments is also situated in the tighter context of 
previous and following talk and interaction, as responses to other actions performed 
within the online space. One example for such sequences are comments and likes 
following a post on a Facebook page. Without the initial post, the comment cannot 
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be understood in the context in which it was embedded. Sequential positioning of 
messages sets up the conditions for different actions that may happen next but does 
not force particular actions (J. Potter, 2004). 

In Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) discourse theory, social practices are generally 
discursive. They reject the distinction between discursive and non-discursive 
practices by stating that “every object is constituted as an object of discourse, insofar 
as no object is given outside every discursive condition of emergence” (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 1985, p. 107). All social phenomena obtain meaning in discourse and 
discourse again is the result of articulation (Carpentier & De Cleen, 2007). This 
overarching understanding of discursiveness applies to collective sensemaking and 
its underlying processes, which then are constituted in discourse. This assumption 
entails the construction of identity as well as the situational enactment of social roles 
but also the retrospection of collective remembering or the negotiation of traumatic 
events. 

Discourse is understood in flux: making meaning of ongoing processes will need 
constant re-negotiation of these meanings, and new elements are always able to 
enter the discourse. Elements, the term that Laclau and Mouffe use to describe 
entities that have not yet been discursively articulated, can turn into moments, 
which are entities that have been articulated within discourse. The articulation of 
elements and the forming of discursive relations around them therefore plays a 
crucial role in the construction of the identity of objects and individual or collective 
agents (Carpentier & De Cleen, 2007). However, a full saturation of meaning and 
“the transformation of elements into moments is never complete” (Laclau & Mouffe, 
1985, p. 107), in line with the ongoing process of sensemaking.  

Understood in a broad sense as language in different forms, discourse spans 
written or spoken language, multimedia or visual texts but also hypertexts, data and 
content and their representation online. In the network society, discourse and 
technology are closely related, making discourse both multi-mediated as well as 
multimodal (Jewitt, 2002). Modality in this context originally referred to language 
systems and a discursive grammar as a way of taking a certain stance in discourse 
(van Leeuwen, 2002). Modality is also influenced by different forms of language use, 
for example, a speech act, which is represented in the language, tone and gestures 
used. This differs from written discourse, which includes different modalities such 
as different language use, and visual cues like font or text size. Networked 
environments include the use of specific language as well, for example, what has 
been described as a mixed modality between written and spoken language (Baym, 
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2015). As the material and technological dimensions of different media increasingly 
converge, modalities of discourse might, too. Detailed rules differ dependent on the 
mediation of discourse, which is why this study takes into account different forms of 
discourse in the context of the Canterbury earthquakes. The following sections will 
detail chosen lenses of qualitative analysis. I will describe how narrative analysis 
was utilised first before specifying other discourse analytical tools used in this 
research.  

 
 

3.4.3 Narrative as part of disaster sensemaking in networked discourse 

Stories are a fundamental way of making sense of events in people’s lives 
(O’Sullivan & Mills, 2010; Ochs & Capps, 1996). They consequently provide a 
discursive structure for complex and chaotic experiences, such as disasters. Stories 
can be seen as frameworks to place specific events or non-events in a greater context, 
providing both storytellers and listeners with a medium of processing the event. 
Hinchman and Hinchman (1997) have given the following description for stories, 
which establishes them as a way of organising discourse.  

“Narratives (stories) in the human sciences should be defined provisionally as 
discourses with a clear sequential order that connects events in a meaningful way for 
a definite audience and thus offer insights about the world and/or people’s 
experiences in it.” (p.xvi) 

The relation of each element or event of a story to another one is therefore of 
major importance for understanding as a whole. Narratives contain social and 
temporal structures as well as meanings and are a helpful tool in exploring how 
language is used to link different elements of experience together, as a way of 
making sense. In structuring experiences, narratives can be referential, merely 
retelling a story but most stories also include the articulation, either implicit or 
explicit, of an evaluation or stance towards the story, relating them to other events as 
natural part of the story (Cortazzi, 1993; Labov & Waletzky, 1967). In doing so, 
coherence between the story and the told experiences can be established, as well as 
consistency with other events and broader worldviews. As types of story and ways 
of telling differ, so do the ways in which storylines cohere within texts.  

Narratives are also a way to think about the self and identity, structuring 
personal experiences and memories into a plot that gives meaning to a person’s life 
as a whole (Polkinghorne, 1991). In the context of traumatic events, narratives of 
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personal experience can be a form of overcoming trauma and creating coherence by 
contextualising an understanding of self (Herman, 1998). Narratives of events have 
been proposed to be a central asset in developing an understanding of personal 
growth and transformation. They organise personal experiences through stories, in 
form of integrating traumatic events into a life story (Pals & McAdams, 2004) or in a 
social group context, through the transformation of identity by listening and telling 
stories in a self-help community (Rappaport, 1993).   

Goffman defines narratives as “strips of experience” (1959; 1971, p.10) that frame 
an event from the perspective of a teller for replaying and re-experiencing by the 
audience who can develop empathy in reimagining what happened. Crucial is a 
cultural and social understanding between teller and audience as narrative frames 
are a cognitive structure developed from the cultural background of society. 
Narratives then are “byproducts of people’s attempts to relate through discourse” 
(Gergen, 2001, p. 249). Shared language and a situated knowledge of discursive story 
worlds can enable this understanding, with narrative creating a coherent version of 
events to situate the self in as a function of discourse.  

Narratives have been privileged by researchers in disaster recovery as a valuable 
way of studying post-traumatic growth (Neimeyer, 2014), emotional contexts of 
disaster (Kargillis, Gillham, & Kako, 2014), and identity construction in relation to 
the social world following disruption (Tuohy & Stephens, 2012). Researchers have 
also explored how speech patterns, such as metaphors, are used to make connections 
between the personal and cultural discourse of the aftermath, rebuild or recovery in 
trauma narratives (H. Fraser, 2004; Herman, 1992; Plummer, 1995). Personal stories 
have also broadly been integrated into cultural knowledge sharing and sensemaking 
in the aftermath of the Canterbury earthquakes. “When a city falls” (Smyth, 2011) 
describes some of the stories of survivors during and after the quakes in form of a 
documentary, creating a mediated narrative of the events. Even more so, personal 
narratives in conversations are a way of sharing experiences among people in 
Christchurch and exploring the connections between them in exchanging where they 
were when the earthquake happened. After the quakes, a common question when 
meeting somebody was: “Where were you when the quake hit?”, triggering a 
personal story from the perspective of the other person and placing them in a 
situated context in connecting different narrative arcs into a collectively constructed 
understanding of the earthquake, creating social capital (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 
2011). The UC Ceismic Digital Archive has collected 462 personal Canterbury 
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earthquake stories at the time of writing and made them available online,13 creating 
cultural capital in providing a collective memory about the quakes. These stories are 
personal strips of experiences represented in spoken discourse as well as other 
digital artefacts, such as pictures and videos (Smithies, Millar, & Thomson, 2014). 

Sequences of narratives, as in a conversation, may vary in structure, for example 
in beginnings and endings. Often another person picks up the end of a narrative and 
ties their own story on. Conversational narratives follow varying patterns, often less 
organised than the elements described above. A conversation develops more in 
cooperation with an audience and might grow out and go back to context. It can be 
interrupted by jokes, filling words, sections describing episodes that have nothing to 
do with the original start of the story or might go onto a meta level of talk, 
depending on the current audience (Norrick, 2000). Questions, clarifications, 
challenges or speculations in conversation add an interactive level to a linear 
storyline.  

In this study, the term narrative then refers to a structuring element in the 
ongoing interaction between people rather than to fully formed stories. Both teller 
and audience develop conversational stories through their participatory efforts on 
social media. Comments and posts are exchanged back and forth by the 
participating users, developing an overarching narrative, connecting different 
experiences. Social media stories can be different forms of narratives, short or 
fragmented, dependent on context, intertextually linked or co-constructed by 
multiple tellers and afforded by the particularities of the platform, such as comment 
fields or tweeting conventions (Georgalou, 2015b). Social media narratives can be 
regarded as ‘small stories’ (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008), in contrast to larger, 
more prominent and more linear accounts of narrative genre, such as 
autobiographies. They may contain a more interactive way of organising experience 
out of smaller personal accounts, which makes them meaningful in light of collective 
sensemaking practices following a disaster. 

Networked small stories differ regarding mediation and modality, and 
depending on their tellers. Narratives are, for example, used to create a self-
description out of personal data on a user’s profile page, giving information about 
user identities, life events but also relationships to the platform (Page, 2012). These 
personal narratives are hyperlinked to other stories told by the user on the platform. 
Networked stories, in general, can also follow different purposes. They can either be 

                                                
13 See http://www.quakestories.govt.nz for the public collection of personal narratives about the Canterbury 
earthquakes 
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told to describe problems and ask for help or to clarify a question describing 
someone’s previous experience. Others only tell their stories to be seen and heard, 
possibly awaiting moral or emotional support. While some people want to share 
their personal narratives to inform others or get their sympathy other people take up 
the role of citizen reporters to tell other people’s stories or simply to share and pass 
on information. In the case of disaster, some of these personal experiences are picked 
up and told by professional storytellers, such as journalists or filmmakers, which in 
turn might be dispersed online. This process points out the intertextual but also 
multi-faceted and hybrid nature of networked discourse and the variety of agents 
that take part in shaping the narrative about an event online (Papacharissi, 2016). 

Multiple agents play a role in public discourse following a disaster and narrative 
is not the only way networked discourse is structured and organised. Different 
voices can be heard and seen, using different styles of communication in their 
interactions. Mass media accounts of the earthquakes meld together in networked 
discourse with survivors’ experiences and at times even rumours or fictional reports, 
containing different modes, tones and ways of telling the story. What online 
environments can offer for the public sphere and the potential for the engagement of 
the civil society has been discussed for different political contexts (Papacharissi, 
2002, 2009). However, post-disaster environments pose a very specific situation to all 
agents in society. Concentration on rational-critical discourse within a normative 
public sphere as Habermas understands it, would create a rather narrow frame in 
within which to understand the chaotic nature of communication fora in post-
disaster environments, especially online. Analysing narrative in online 
communication can further knowledge of issue-based online publics, interaction 
practices of public actors and the deliberation of public opinion (Jacobs, 2004). Using 
storytelling as a frame to analyse different accounts of discourse online, functions 
and structures can be compared and interpreted, which can ultimately enhance the 
understanding of the various forms of sensemaking in networked discourse.  

In the context of this research, narrative is understood as a lens to view 
discursive structure in networked environments and to see how situated identity, 
social roles and the significance of topics are organised through stories. As narratives 
are embedded in discourse, they can be analysed utilising the tools of discourse 
analysis. I will examine people’s ways of telling stories, situational context and 
particular roles on social media platforms to gauge the sensemaking practices of the 
publics. The following section develops more specific for the analysis of networked 
discourse. 
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3.4.4 Discourse analytical tools of inquiry 

As narrative are embedded in discourse, they can be analysed with similar tools as 
other discursive practices that constitute identity construction and sensemaking 
processes in the disaster context. To elaborate this understanding of discourse 
analysis, the framing of experiences through stories and the analysis of these 
narratives are discussed in the following. However, online discourse is not only 
constructed through individual narratives and information but also with user 
interactions through the digital platforms used. Specific actions of language use 
might be present in networked discourse but sometimes these are out of plain sight, 
so tools to make them visible are needed. Not all discourse theoretical models also 
offer an extensive set of specific tools for analysis. Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) model, 
for example, offers mainly a theoretical approach with a lesser focus on the method 
to analyse functions of the language in use (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). For this 
reason, this thesis combines a set of analytical tools from different approaches of 
discourse analysis, using techniques from Fairclough (2003, 2005), Gee (2010, 2011), 
and Laclau and Mouffe (1985). Similar to Gee’s (2011) proposed tools for inquiry, 
analytical tools used here are geared towards an understanding of sensemaking 
through Gee’s suggested building tasks of language in use, which focus on identity 
and activity construction in discourse. Further, Fairclough (2005) established four 
broad aspects of discursive practice for researchers analysing discourse regarding 
organisational change, which can be, on a more general level, also applied to the 
changes and sensemaking processes following disasters. They include: 

 
1) Emergence: Emergence describes the processes for new discourses to form, 

“reweaving” or “texturizing” relations between existing discourses. This process can 
be understood as the crystallisation of existing into new knowledge (Boudes & 
Laroche, 2009). The emergence of new discourses can be understood as the 
appearance of themes or frames of interpretation in the process of sensemaking. In 
the disaster context, the concept of emergence is especially useful for analysing the 
formation of issues but also the ways in which collective understandings of events 
are developed.  

 
2) Hegemony: the processes of some but not other discourses becoming prominent 

for issues including specific narratives. These processes depend on strategies of 
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social groups or agents and the success or failure of these strategies. Success depends 
on various conditions, for example whether discourses resonate with social actors 
and their experiences, complementing existing discourses. Laclau and Mouffe (1985) 
describe “nodal points” in discourse (p.113), the moments in which discourses are 
fixed through a connection between different signifiers. These nodal points are fixed 
on the basis of articulation. As they start to obtain social dominance, they become 
hegemonic (Carpentier & De Cleen, 2007). 

 
3) Recontextualization: Fairclough explains recontextualisation as linking external 

discourses to the context of the current discursive space or issue. In social media 
environments this recontextualization plays an important role for how discourses 
with potentially different structures are connected to each other within networks of 
society spanning across different media structures and platforms. 
Recontextualisation is closely related to intertextuality in discourse (Gee, 2011), 
where texts allude to, quote or otherwise relate to others ones. For networked 
discourse in disaster, this can include the description of the event using references to 
other situations, events or pop culture. Recontextualising then assumes a shared 
cultural or situational knowledge, to understand what is referred to.  

 
4) Operationalization: Operationalization of discourses includes enactment. 

Discourses might be transformed into new ways of action and interaction, creating 
new genres and styles of discourses but also dialectically turning from discourses 
into actual changing social elements. Gee (2011) also specifies operationalisation in 
terminology, using “activity” as a building task and central function of discourse 
(p.11). Networks of social practices and orders of discourse might be transformed in 
the process, including changes to the communicative style. This inculcation is the 
dialectical transformation of discourses into new ways of being, such as new 
identities and understandings of the self. Finally, operationalisation of discourse can 
include materialisation of discourse, as has resulted from public discourse on newly 
found Facebook pages, such as which projects might come to life on red-zoned land 
in Christchurch in the future. (pp. 932-935) 

 
All these sets have similarities with Laclau’s and Mouffe’s discourse theory but 

Fairclough pragmatises them. He regards the combination of analytical practices on 
a macro and micro level of discourse as a benefit to detect underlying social 
processes expressed in language use, which ultimately allow the analysis of social 
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agency and identity (Fairclough, 2003). Some of Gee’s (2011) tools for inquiry are 
also useful to analyse the micro level of discourse, understood as language-in-use, 
deeper. This project makes use of the concept of “social languages”, where people 
use certain ways of talking to enact a situated social identity, and often ritualised 
communicative and other practices, what Gee calls, “Discourses” and 
“Conversations” (pp.20-21). Speakers can enact both social practices of Discourses, 
as well as motifs, themes and debate in Conversations prominent in society. They 
can also connect to others or perform a socially accepted and recognisable identity in 
discourse. Gee’s tools of inquiry promise to be especially meaningful with the terms 
that Fairclough has identified as being critical for transformation or change. Hence, 
the combination of these tools is chosen to analyse collective sensemaking practices 
in networked discourse following the Canterbury earthquakes. 

 
 

3.5 Chapter conclusion 

This chapter has detailed and assessed the research methods used to investigate how 
public networked environments contribute to collective sensemaking practices in 
disaster contexts. Further, the limitations of digital methods as well as methods 
adapted for the digital context of this study have been discussed. This project 
contributes to emerging methodologies in studying digitally mediated disasters. It 
utilises both digital methods to gather and explore the data as well as more 
traditional analytical lenses such as discourse and narrative analysis to study 
platform content. This combination of methods has been chosen to study the 
technicities of platform data and the affordances of the platform to analyse the social 
mechanisms behind collective sensemaking practices in networked environments in-
depth. The strengths of this project’s research design lie particularly in the focus on 
networked space and time. Two social media platforms and the long-term 
orientation of samples allow an inquiry into differing discourse across disaster 
response and recovery. The process of methodological development and extraction 
for large datasets also furthered the capabilities of conducting digital research at the 
University of Canterbury and connotes to advance localised analysis of the region’s 
most devastating disaster. 
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Chapter 4: The rhythm of recovery 
– communication patterns in networked publics 

 
Communicative actions and discourse in disaster contexts vary according to the 

phases of disaster as well as the psychological and social situatedness of survivors, 
as established in Chapter 2. This chapter examines social actions in networked 
disaster contexts and explores rhythmic and structural patterns in communication. 
This chapter first maps peak periods of communicative action and the sites at which 
publics form, to analyse communicative participation in discourse on Facebook 
pages and Twitter over time. It will go on to explore the structure of central 
communicative patterns in language use, depicting insights into the narrative 
macrostructure of issues constructed in discourse and the distinct digital footprint of 
sensemaking processes within networked publics. This chapter further outlines 
communication rituals in presenting small stories and collaborative efforts of 
building an overarching story of the Canterbury earthquakes. 

 
 

4.1 Patterns of communication - Facebook 

I will start the analysis of communication patterns with the analysis of the Facebook 
pages. Besides giving a comparative overview across the rhythm of post and 
comment numbers on the pages over time, issues central to the formation of publics 
on the pages and the importance of institutional and private agents engaging in 
discourse will be laid out. The following graphic overview is used as a reference 
point to discuss the communication patterns on the pages after that while a detailed 
list of posts with the most comments across pages is included in the appendix. 

The overview below shows the number of posts and comments for the six sample 
pages over time and makes different patterns in communication apparent. To 
simplify, I will refer to the posts and comments as engagement or participation 
numbers on the pages as well. As described in Chapter 3, Rebuild Christchurch and 
Rise Up Christchurch have the largest numbers of posts and comments. It shows here, 
the communication patterns on both pages look very different over time and indicate 
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that various topics and ways of communicating matter for the formation of publics 
on the pages. For Rebuild Christchurch, the number of comments rose over time, 
reaching the highest comment numbers in 2014. For Rise Up Christchurch on the other 
hand, the numbers of comments and posts are highest throughout 2011, rapidly 
decreasing in the second half of 2011 and the following years.  

 

Figure 5: Posts and comments on Facebook sample pages between July 2010 and December 2014 
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Besides these two large pages, differing patterns suggest that communication is 
also specific for the four other pages. Both CHCH EQ Photos and Gap Filler have high 
numbers in communicative action during 2012. While numbers slowly declined for 
CHCH EQ Photos and are lowest in 2014, post and comment numbers on Gap Filler 
are high and on a more similar level to 2012. In the beginning, communication 
density is low for the Re:START Mall but increased over time, showing highest 
numbers in communicative action in 2013. For Avon River Park, engagement numbers 
start off high with the outset of the page in 2011, then ease a little during 2012 while 
picking up again during 2013 and 2014. What might have shaped these patterns and 
what the differences in forming distinct networked publics are, will be explored 
further for each of the sample pages. 

 

4.1.1 Rebuild Christchurch 

With 41,647 data units collected from the page, the Rebuild Christchurch page has the 
largest share in the data gathered from Facebook. Overall, the collected data for the 
Rebuild Christchurch Facebook page contains 85.87 per cent comments (n=35,750) and 
14.13 per cent posts (n=5,882) to the page. Visible from the graph above is the rapid 
rise in comment numbers. Comment numbers almost doubled from 2011 to 2012 and 
more than doubled from 2012 to 2013. The highest number of comments was made 
in 2014, accounting for 43.36 per cent of the Rebuild Christchurch page data with 
18,050 comments. This rise in numbers might be explainable by greater interest in 
the posts from the Rebuild Christchurch page as Christchurch’s rebuild progress 
gained speed, but also rising numbers of people knowing and following the page. 
Swiggs describes the growing interest of users in the rebuild with what the page as a 
brand stands for: “I think people are really saying, while we are in the rebuild phase, 
we want to see this stuff now.” Rising participation on the page reflects this 
statement.  

Communicative action on the page is afforded by the use of Facebook’s comment 
feature. The high amount of comments suggests a discursive space of debate and 
discussion, through which sensemaking occurs. Rebuild Christchurch is the most 
active account commenting on posts with 1,835 comments, but there are some other 
highly active private accounts amongst the ten most active on the page, whose 
numbers of comments to the page rank between 412 and 162 comments. A lot of 
different commenters make Rebuild Christchurch’s comments only 5.13 per cent of the 
total. The majority of comments are from private accounts. 57 accounts have made 50 
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or more comments on the page, but only one of them is another page. Besides the 
number of highly active commenters on the page, the majority of commenters on the 
page engages on an occasional basis. This is possibly down to the page having a high 
number of followers and covering a broad range of rebuild-related topics, which are 
attractive to a wide public. The Avon River Park account made 36 comments, the 
Re:START Mall account 24 comments, and CHCH EQ Photos’ account made 14 
comments, indicating that networked publics forming around issues on the Rebuild 
Christchurch page are linked to topics relevant to other pages.  

 
With four of the 15 most commented posts14 dealing with aftershocks a pattern of 

ad-hoc publics forming after tremors is detectable, making Rebuild Christchurch a 
space for sensemaking in the recovery phase. Posts about aftershocks, especially 
when they happened during the night, cause a high number of comments. In these, 
people commented how they experienced the shock, where they were and how they 
felt, forming emotional, affective publics following tremors. Overall, the post with 
the highest amount of engagement on the Rebuild Christchurch page is a question to 
the followers, asking what comes to mind when they think of Christchurch. This 
post also sparked the most comments for a single post across all pages in the sample, 
marking the importance of the topic within the networked public. Those comments 
offer an insight into how people make sense of transitional Christchurch and how 
they construct it in a networked discursive space, which will be discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 7. Other posts in the top 15 ask the followers about their opinion 
regarding certain matters, for instance, if they are for or against the demolition of a 
building or if they have an opinion on the dispute about car parks in the city. These 
topics foster dialogue and deliberation to come to an understanding about what the 
majority is for or against on the page. Other posts provide information about the 
current state of the rebuild or include questions asking for information. In a post 
about the rubble of a demolished church on Colombo Street, people crowdsource 
knowledge and make sense of the recovery process together, in sharing links to news 
articles and additional information they have. Different photos from around the city, 
such as the changes to the Re:START Mall (shared from the CHCH EQ Photos page) or 
the flooding in New Brighton show problems caused by the earthquakes. People 
seem to be interested in these issues as well, as the engagement in comments around 
these posts is high and people are sharing personal memories, asking questions or 

                                                
14 A comprehensive list of the 15 posts with the most comments is provided for each individual Facebook page in 
the appendix 
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rising thoughts and suggestions to improve the current state of post-quake 
Christchurch. From this short discussion, the patterns in communication and the 
formation of issue-based publics through the comment function suggests that 
collective sensemaking on Rebuild Christchurch consists of discussion and 
deliberation, information sharing and emotional connections around memories and 
earthquake events. 

 
 

4.1.2 Rise Up Christchurch 

From the shape of the graphs in Figure 3, communication numbers on Rise Up 
Christchurch run almost reverse to Rebuild Christchurch and have decreased over time. 
The highest number of posts per month was made in February 2011, even though the 
first post of the page was only made on February 24. The maximum number of 
comments was reached in March 2011 with 5,285 comments. Comment numbers 
stayed high until they sank under the 1,000 comment mark per month in July 2011. 

 Rise Up Christchurch’s posts make up 9.65 per cent of the number of posts, which 
is a rather low percentage compared to numbers from other pages in the sample. 
This might be down to the fact that a large number of people posted to the wall of 
the page from all over the world to show their support to Christchurch but who then 
did not engage at the same rate over the following months. The following graph 
illustrates this Rise Up specific trend across the first three months following the 
February earthquake. 

 

Figure 6: Posts by Rise Up Christchurch and other users per week between February and May 2011 
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While the numbers of posts not by Rise Up Christchurch are much higher in late 
February and early March, they decrease through March and level lower after that. 
After attracting a large public in the beginning, national and international interest 
and engagement subsided over time. The ten most active posting accounts all are 
personal profiles, besides Rise Up Christchurch (n=689) and Rise Up Tauranga (n=38). 
Out of the pages analysed for this project, Rebuild Christchurch posted 11 times to the 
Rise Up Christchurch page and Avon River Park four times and marked a one-
directional flow of information, as Rise Up Christchurch has not posted on them. 
Similar to Rebuild Christchurch, non-institutional agents have a high share of 
communicative action on the page, making their voice prominent within this space. 
Moreover, the follower numbers of the page are large and many different accounts 
are participating. The variety of users posting also means that there is a great 
number of casual posters, who are not regularly engaging in the discussion under 
the posts but are only active few times. Rise Up Christchurch itself has contributed the 
highest number of comments with 980 comments, making up 3.77 per cent of the 
comments overall. The amount of comments within the top ten most active 
commenters range from 52 to 35 comments and are considerably lower than the 
amount of comments of the page itself, indicating a long tail of people commenting 
on a less regular basis. Once again, this long tail is a sign of a rather broad and 
general public interested in the support of Christchurch and its rebuild following the 
earthquakes. 

Posts about aftershocks make out almost half, with seven out of fifteen posts. 
Discussions on size and strength of tremors, if they caused further damage, and 
what individuals were doing and feeling when they hit form affective situational 
publics. These are relatively ephemeral, as many people across Canterbury 
experienced the events. Comments shared under the post include emotional 
statements as well as personal narratives. Woken up during the night people seem to 
access Facebook and be part of the communication on the page to make sense of 
what happened and possibly sooth their nerves. The formation of these affective 
publics to connect to others in the same situation is a shared characteristic for both 
Rebuild and Rise Up Christchurch and a reoccurring pattern of networked response to 
the disaster. 

The post with the highest number of comments showed the design of a building 
project in Lyttleton, the harbour town just outside of Christchurch where the 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 4 
__________________________________________ 

 120 

February earthquake was centred, making use of shipping containers. Opinions 
were diverse with many people speaking out for and against the design. Two among 
the 15 most commented posts were raising media critique. Both posts discussed one-
sided news reports with a negative spin on the spirit of the people in Christchurch. 
This criticism was mainly directed at Auckland or Wellington-based larger media 
outlets, which oversimplified the situation of the earthquake aftermath. It shows the 
closeness of the page to the events in Christchurch, providing local commentary. The 
Rise Up Christchurch page allows both the formation of affective publics on a local as 
well as a national and international level. Posts to the page afforded the 
communication of best wishes early on, in the display of empathy and support for 
making sense of the events, which was specific to the page and which Figure 3 
indicates. Comments on posts on the page also afford the discussion of emergent 
issues and ephemeral communication during periods of aftershocks and other 
relevant topics in the aftermath. Both features of the platform allowed emotional 
connections and situated the page as an affective space where publics form around 
emotional content. 

 
 

4.1.3 CHCH EQ Photos 

Compared with Rebuild Christchurch and Rise Up Christchurch, CHCH EQ Photos has 
fewer communicative interactions and page likes but also a more explicit focus on 
visual content. The number of comments is overall lower than on the first two pages. 
Comment numbers on the page are mostly higher than the number of posts, though, 
indicating engaged publics. Overall, the number of posts is similar to the numbers of 
posts on Gap Filler, the Re:START Mall or Avon River Park. The density of 
communicative action was highest in 2012 with 3266 posts and comments and lowest 
in 2014 with only 330 overall. The decrease in late 2013 and the low number of posts 
in 2014 can be explained by the page founders Ross Becker and Moira Fraser moving 
abroad and creating less content, as Moira explained in the interview. Only then 
drops the number of comments lower than the number of posts occasionally. From 
an in-depth study of the page, comments and posts are not single features of public 
engagement on the page, but other affordances of the platform carry the formation 
of publics as well. Shares of posts including pictures, which means the action of a 
user copying them to their own or a friend’s wall afforded by the share feature 
Facebook provides, are higher in numbers than the comments under those pictures. 
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They allow people to communicate visually through sharing the pictures rather than 
describing them in comments and switching to a different code of communication. 
Also, the function of creating albums on the page is used to share BeckerFraser’s 
pictures mainly and not just post them to the wall. These photo albums add to the 
documentation of what is going on in the city, allowing people to comment and 
share their thoughts under each picture in the album. Albums were not included in 
the data gathered through the API but their importance for the sensemaking 
practices on the page should be noted. Those albums set the scene of what the page 
is all about, facilitated conversation around them and also invited everyday picture 
sharing on the wall of the page. 

The mix of pictures posted on the page is diverse. Pictures with the highest 
amount of comments include landscape and nature photography as well as the 
documentation of demolition or comparisons of places before and after the 
earthquakes. The Gap Filler Monopoly site on Manchester Street was a picture that 
sparked high engagement rates across a number of sites and also did so on EQ 
CHCH Photos. Moreover, people post pictures that are not related to the rebuild or 
earthquake but capture characteristics of life in and around Christchurch, such as 
thunderstorms, views on the mountains or the city from the Port Hills. From their 
shared understanding of places and events, people were able to connect through 
images of them. Some of them might capture a given situation or event as well as the 
character of the city and its surroundings better than can be described in the 
comments. Most of the comments discussing the pictures ask how to buy a print or 
compliment the photographer on a beautiful shot. Some people share their personal 
experience of the event under the picture and connect the image to their memory of 
the event, especially when the picture encapsulates the essence of the event and the 
feelings for people involved. 

Only three of the posts within the top 15 were made by the page while followers 
or pages of local photographers posted all other content in the top 15, which is 
different from all other sample pages. The CHCH EQ Photos account shared some 
posts afterwards, which enhanced visibility but comments were mostly made under 
the original post. On CHCH EQ Photos, photographs provided a site for the 
formation of visual publics that connected around the shared value of pictures of 
Christchurch and to disseminate them further to followers’ friends and families. 
Images were a tool of sensemaking. They helped people grasp the size of 
destruction, the process of the rebuild, or the transition of Christchurch as a process 
between its old state before and the new after the earthquakes, providing a visual 
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frame. As people were not allowed into the city centre in the aftermath, part of the 
process could only be witnessed and made sense of through mediated images, such 
as on the CHCH EQ Photos page.  

 
 

4.1.4 Gap Filler 

In comparison to the pages already detailed, Gap Filler has a distinct audience of 
followers again, as a community organisation with the aim of using temporary 
vacant sites in the city. Comparing post and comment numbers between 2010 and 
2014 for Gap Filler, 2012 was the most active year, with 2,239 data units overall. The 
number of the original posts to the page was highest in 2014 with 918 posts, however 
resulting in fewer comments with 1,263. Post and comment numbers were lower in 
2011 and 2013 with 313 posts and 484 comments (2011), and 473 posts and 556 
comments (2013). Post numbers are usually lower than comment numbers, showing 
communicative interaction and the presence of potential publics on the page. The 
page account itself is most active in posting (n=1691). The ten most active users 
posting are mainly private accounts. However, some pages of transitional projects 
and community organisations are present through their posts and comments, 
indicating connected or shared publics. Festival of Transitional Architecture is the 
fourth most active with 16 posts to the page, followed by Renew Brighton with 15 
posts to the page. The Pallet Pavilion, a Gap Filler project and community space in 
the inner-city built from shipping pallets, which has its own Facebook page, is 
ranked eighth, with 13 posts. CHCH EQ Photos is the tenth most active account 
posting to the page with ten posts in total, marking a link between the publics of the 
page, as images from Gap Filler projects, such as the Monopoly project sparked high 
engagement across the pages. Gap Filler also has a more specific goal than the two 
big earthquake pages Rise Up Christchurch and Rebuild Christchurch and with it 
different kinds of publics forming on the page. Posts with high interaction in 
comments are focussed on core activities of Gap Filler and not dealing with 
earthquake-related matters in general, suggesting that publics consist of people 
interested in the community projects and transitional spaces. In line with the 
orientation of Gap Filler to recycle and reuse materials, posts about giveaways of 
leftover materials or recycled goods are popular. The giveaway of theatre seats of the 
local Theatre Royal, distributed by a post on the page for example gained comments, 
aligning publics interested in recycling them with some of Gap Filler’s core values.  
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Apart from one, all of the 15 most interactive posts in comment numbers were 
initiated by the page account. Posts that included a sweepstake, or a picture puzzle 
had numbers of comments guessing the right answer. Posts with high amounts of 
comments engaged people to take part in the context of projects, for giveaways, but 
also to volunteer for projects or to reconstruct vandalism on some of the project sites. 
The Gap Filler projects are the key issues around which publics form in the 
communication on the page. 

Despite these interactional posts about projects, news items, such as links to 
critical online content about Gap Filler also lead to a high number of comments, 
mainly in support of Gap Filler and their projects. These comments show the support 
and appreciation of fan-like publics, which support and defend the organisation, 
congratulate on anniversaries when financial grants are won, or public 
acknowledgements were achieved. Two posts, which review critique on Gap Filler’s 
sites and the life of the organisation overall, contain a substantial amount of 
comments criticising these statements and supporting Gap Filler in praising the 
organisation’s work in the central city. The links to the respective opinion pieces on 
the stuff.co.nz online news website lead to an additional discussion of the article and 
some of the comments on Facebook also pick up on the comments made on the other 
platform. The supportive public for Gap Filler spans across platforms and forms 
around negative comments, answering them with praise for Gap Filler and critique 
about the other party. The page, therefore, does not represent a deliberate discursive 
space involving debate from different viewpoints but mostly people sharing their 
support, which are of the same opinion and comment on events happening outside 
the space, using it to frame the issue positively and in support of the organisation. 
The connection of networked publics generally allows replying to opinions voiced 
on other platforms and a deliberation between the different voices.  

 
 

4.1.5 Re:START Mall 

The Re:START Mall Facebook page is a marketing tool for the mall as a retail 
destination, addressing current and potential consumer publics. It once again has a 
different scope than other pages. For the page of the Re:START Mall, 1668 data units 
were posts to the wall, and 2710 were comments to posts. Both combined the lowest 
number of data units in the sample. A low number of posts and comments is evident 
over the first six months after founding the page. The Facebook page was 
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maintained by a contracted PR agency, which, according to participant Julie 
Goodman and manager of the page at the time of the interview, was not able to 
generate engagement, which explains low participation numbers at the start. The 
amount of public involvement on the page varies, visible in spikes over the course of 
time but is on the rise overall. June 2014 is the month with the most activity on the 
page, having 77 posts and 218 comments. These comment numbers are lower than 
the big pages but range in a similar area to the ones of Gap Filler or Avon River Park. 

The Re:START Mall Facebook page does not only market the mall itself but also 
Christchurch’s transitional CBD to a national and international audience, bringing 
people into the mall while bringing them into the city. At the same time, the page is 
participating in the narrative of recovery of the city, as one of the places re-opening 
in the inner city early on and a central landmark in the CBD. Most original posts to 
the page were made by the Re:START Mall page account. HAPA, one of the retail 
shops in the mall is the second on the list with 49 posts. Amongst the ten most active 
posters to the page, there is only one private profile, showing that the network of 
posters is mainly professional or at least organisational. Out of the pages analysed, 
CHCH EQ Photos posted three times, Rise Up Christchurch posted twice and Gap Filler 
posted once to the page. A smaller number of pages is within the ten most active 
commenters, while Restart and HAPA are still taking up the top two spots. Most 
commenters participate occasionally, and high numbers of people have only 
commented once or twice. The publics of the page can be seen as not highly 
connected to issues specific disaster publics, as the page does not bring aftershocks 
and other relevant events to the attention of users. The page represents more of a 
commercial sphere for the businesses to engage with their customers. Out of the 
other pages in the sample, only Rebuild Christchurch has commented on posts of the 
mall.  

Some negative comments on the page surpass the borders between seemingly 
separate business and disaster publics. These posts mention the devastation in 
Cashel Mall on February 22nd, 2011 or question the use of government money spent 
on the mall. They contrast its development with areas of residential housing, which 
were still without working sewage systems, and where people were living in broken 
homes, still dependent on decisions from insurance companies or political leaders by 
the time the Re:START Mall was opened. These posts are mainly left unanswered 
and stand as comments to the current situation and a reminder of the earthquake. 
Julie Goodman, who was managing the page, stated in the interview, that the posts 
do not go unnoticed but are left unanswered not to cause open dispute on the page. 
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Isolated negative comments are not actively deleted but by not taking action, the 
direction and nature of discourse is managed by the page account and shows that 
deliberation and the formation of a public sphere in an early Habermasian 
understanding (Habermas, 1989) are not achieved simply through access of private 
users to the corporate sphere of communicative action on the page. 

The 15 posts that generated most comments were all but the first posted by the 
Re:START Mall page account. A post by HAPA with the highest number of 
comments asked followers to pick a toy kiwi to send to then newborn Prince George. 
Apart from some posts with beautiful imagery detailing characteristics of 
Christchurch’s CBD, which engaged comments, such as a photo of the re-opened 
New Regent Street, most of the posts include a question or a call to action, such as to 
tag somebody for a sales event or to finish a sentence. Popular topics seem to be 
events in the city centre or the mall but also rather trivial posts about people’s lunch. 
Even though the discourse is of a different nature to critical discussions on political 
matters or the rebuild overall, talk on the Re:START Mall page adds to everyday 
discourse about Christchurch as a transitional city, with a mix of commercial 
endeavours and people getting together, interacting with friends and employees of 
the mall. Even though the page does not engage discursive publics, talk on the page 
still reflects the life in the transitional city with the Re:START Mall being part of it 
and people making sense of how their city has changed.  

 
 

4.1.6 Avon River Park 

Avon River Park is the smallest page in the sample judged by likes at the time of data 
collection. However, it is an active space for interaction and participation. Comment 
numbers have constantly been higher than the number of posts and the rising 
difference in the number of posts and the resulting number of comments is 
especially apparent from November 2013 onwards. An absolute peak in comment 
numbers on the page has been reached in August 2014 with 308 comments to 48 
posts. The number of posts to the page is highest in 2013 with 570 posts, while the 
number of comments is nearly doubled the year after, from 1,170 comments in 2013 
to 2,001 comments in 2014. Although the number of likes is small compared to the 
other pages, the number of communicative action through posts and comments on 
the page is similar to Gap Filler and higher than on the Re:START Mall and CHCH EQ 
Photos pages. With 1,433 of 1,780 posts, 80.51 per cent of the posts to the page have 
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been made through the page account. CHCH EQ Photos has posted to the page 13 
times (0.73%) and is the fifth most frequent poster. Mark Gibson, who is also an 
administrator of the page, has the second highest amount of posts to the page with 
one other private profile and 18 posts. Fourth most frequent poster on the page is the 
Facebook page of Renew Brighton with 14 posts.  

Posts by Avon River Park are mainly the ones to instigate discussion on the page. 
The Avon River Park Facebook page has a recurrent number of regular posters. With 
1,362 comments, Avon River Park is accountable for 28.8 per cent of overall 4,729 
comments on posts. WK, the same user that had the second highest amount of posts 
to the page, is also second in the number of comments with 5.96 per cent (n=282). 
The top ten most regular posters are all private profiles, apart from Renew Brighton 
in the tenth position (n=35), showing that civic voices are very present in the 
discourse on the page. Amongst them are also Mark Gibson’s personal profile with 
90 comments and Ashley’s Campbell’s personal profile, both administrators of the 
page. Including their personal profiles as well, almost a third of comments have been 
made by the page account or its admins, the other two-thirds are by other users. 
While the administrators are very engaged in contributing to the discourse using the 
page account and their own accounts, the followers of the page are generally active 
as well. A similar amount of communicative action is taken up by a smaller group of 
people regular participating in discourse on the page compared to the same 
participation numbers on other pages. 

The 15 most commented posts per topic are very unique to the orientation of the 
page and all deal either with meta-communication about the page, the direction of 
the page or posts that are closely related to the residential red zone or broader 
environmental matters. Discussion in the comments is very active and resembles a 
conversation, as people are answering each other a number of times as well as 
engaging in dialogue with some user accounts on the post and not only the page 
account. The different posts include native birds returning to the red zone and 
pictures from people documenting their return, information exchange about plans 
and proposals as well as polls about what people wish to happen on the land. Some 
posts with high comment numbers also discuss vigilant actions in the red zone and 
environmental problems caused by the demolition of houses, such as contractors 
cutting down natives. Discussion in these comments provides experience and 
solutions, for example how sustainable handling of existing native trees and plants 
can be monitored and who has to be contacted if that is not the case. Problems are 
often handled from the knowledge existent amongst people engaging in the public, 
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especially if people in official positions, for example working for CERA, are 
following the conversation. Publics emerging around posts are mainly focussed on 
the discussion of (new) information, the impact of plans on red-zoned land and the 
idea of the park as well as opinion-based exchanges between users following the 
page. Opinions on what should happen to the land and what is growing on the land 
are unanimous and members of different interest groups are engaging in discussions 
on the page. The Avon River Park page provides a discursive space for deliberation 
between different interests and opinions being focussed on the specific issue of the 
future of the red zone, although Ashley Campbell as the founder of the page favours 
the recreation of natural habitat and has started the page for that purpose. 

 
 
All Facebook pages discussed provide different discursive spaces shaped by a 

number of factors. Communication patterns are not equal across the pages over time 
but depend on the offline lives of administrators as well as their and their followers’ 
participation in discourse afforded by the Facebook pages as a platform. 
Communication patterns are heterogeneous and networked publics form around 
both general and specific events, through deliberation of differing opinions but also 
through the mutual communication of shared opinions, balancing out other 
mediated arenas of discourse. Sensemaking is a complex and non-linear process and 
all of the diffuse communicative practices forming networked publics are part of it, 
negotiating Christchurch as a transitional city, including seismic events, use and 
documentation of vacant land and city spaces, or the demolition, transition and 
recreation of the city centre. The analysis of posts and comments includes a limited 
part of the platform where publics form, as other affordances of the platform, such 
as shares, also foster specific sensemaking practices. Posts and comments show the 
essence of communicative sensemaking on the different pages detail though as well 
as how networked publics based on the pages collectively take part in shaping the 
narrative of post-quake Christchurch. In the following, this perspective will be 
amplified by the analysis of communication patterns on Twitter. 

 
 

4.2 Patterns of communication - Twitter 

As on the Facebook pages, communication patterns on Twitter change over time 
within the sample. The following graph shows an overview of the tweets across all 
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time periods within the sample for this study. Tweets numbers are the highest in 
February 2011 and decrease in the following months, similar to the figures of Bruns 
and Burgess’ (2012) study of a #eqnz dataset following February 22nd, 2011, 
indicating the formation of ad-hoc issue-based publics in response to the earthquake.  

 
 

 

Event Period recorded Number of 
days 

Number of 
Tweets 

Darfield EQ 03/09/2010 – 02/10/2010 30 110,518 
Boxing Day EQ 25/12/2010 – 03/01/2011 10 5,336 
Christchurch EQ & 
aftermath 

21/02/2011 – 23/06/2011 124 647,664 

Christmas 
Aftershocks 

22/12/2011 – 31/12/2011 10 45,576 

CHCH EQ 16/02/2012 – 25/02/2012 10 19,365 

Figure 7: Tweets per month within sample ranges between September 2010 and 2014 (n=976,604) 
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The resonance of tweets with geological events becomes even clearer when 
looking at the 124 day aftermath period following February 22nd.  

 

 
The highest number of tweets is on the 22nd of February, and while the numbers 

of tweets in the following days are still great, tweets numbers have decreased 
considerably by the end of March, trailing off into a long tail of engagement, with 
only some smaller spikes. Especially apparent on June 13th with 24,980 tweets is the 
higher number of tweets following severe aftershocks, compared to 469 tweets the 
day before. The numbers of tweets mirror the spikes on a seismograph to a certain 
extent and add a layer of materiality in the space, indicating rhythmicality to the 
conversation on Twitter and the discursive formation of networked publics 
following geological events. This rhythmicality of conversation is similar to other 
crisis situations, as Papacharissi (2016) suggests for affective publics forming around 

anniversary 
Cook Strait EQ 18/07/2013 – 27/07/2013 10 77,365 
Lake Grassmere EQ 14/08/2013 – 23/08/2013 10 57,981 
CHCH control data 24/11/2014 – 03/12/2014 10 12,799 
Overall  214 976,604 

Figure 8: Tweets per day between February and June 2011 (n=647,664) 
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social movements on Twitter and becomes even clearer paying a close look at the 
content of tweets on February 22nd, 2011.   

 
Table 3: Difference between tweets before and immediately after the February earthquake 

Tweeter CG: Man who had sex with his sleeping 
partner jailed for five years for rape. 
Earthquake raider pleads guilty. 
www.courtnews.co.nz 

2011-02-22 12:17:48 

Tweeter MS: Remember the awesome ironing board? 
The buyer couldn’t pick it up. Let’s raise 
some serious $ for #eqnz 
http://tinyurl.com/4h/9hhbp 

2011-02-22 12:50:26 

Tweeter AH: #eqnz MOTHER FUCKER 2011-02-22 12:52:27 
Tweeter SB: mega mega #eqnz 2011-02-22 12:52:33 
Tweeter DW: Holy fuck. Massive equake #eqnz 2011-02-22 12:52:41 
Tweeter EH: Fuck! Big one!!! #eqnz 2011-02-22 12:52:44 
Tweeter DS: Good #eqnz 2011-02-22 12:52:48 
Tweeter SH: HOLY FUCKING SHIT! 

AFTERSHOCK! #EQNZ 
2011-02-22 12:52:49 

 
From general references to the hashtag and topic of the earthquakes, the shock 

becomes quite apparent in seeing the difference between the tweets before and after 
the tremor at 12:51 pm. A rapid change in language, the brevity of the statements 
and the number of tweets within a short period indicate the time of the event and an 
immediate public around the new topic. Although the exact duration of the 
earthquake and how long the shaking is felt in comparison cannot be narrowed 
down exactly, tweets in quick succession seem to start immediately as the shaking 
subsides. The #eqnz hashtag is a floating signifier that can be read differently in 
different contexts uniting different conversations around earthquakes in New 
Zealand under the same hashtag. As above, the #eqnz hashtag has been used by 
Tweeter MS in a more conversational context. The different uses of the #eqnz 
hashtag, which has been established as a forum for conversation around earthquake 
events following the September quake, make it a floating signifier, which can be read 
differently in different contexts, uniting different conversations. Their common topic 
is earthquakes in New Zealand, which the hashtag refers to. The discourse around a 
floating signifier is never finished but meanings adapt in changing situations 
(Torfing, 1999), defining sensemaking as an ongoing process in the rise of new 
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events and connected information. In the tweets above a new meaning of the 
hashtag combined with the cathartic use of swearwords indicate a change of 
situation and therefore different circumstances of language use. As the initial shock 
ends and early damage is assessed, tweets become longer again, providing first 
information of eyewitnesses in original tweets, that get disseminated through 
retweets, such as the following. 

 
Table 4: February earthquake tweets continued 

Tweeter BW: RT tweeterTJ: Massive quake in 
Christchurch. Maybe 8.0. Lasted a long 
time. Lots of stuff broken #eqnz 

2011-02-22 12:55:39 

Tweeter JP:  Oh god oh god the arts centre is in pieces :( 
so terrifying here!!!!!! #eqnz 

2011-02-22 12:55:57 

 
As strong aftershocks continue, tweets tend to turn back to similar curtness to the 

quake first struck, communicating emotions of members of affective publics. The 
discourse on Twitter responds to the geological events and their effects on the 
worlds of the tweeters, giving a sense of their emotions by the use of language. The 
construction of discourse parallel to geological events happens within the 
affordances of the Twitter platform. Available platform features influence the 
structure, language and texture of the conversation. Features such as hashtags and 
retweets mean a specific texture for the information available on Twitter. These 
circumstances of discursive construction create a rhythm of the conversation on 
Twitter, incorporating experiences both networked and offline. 

 
 

4.2.1 Hashtags 

Different hashtags show around which issues publics formed and are a feature 
affording some of the distinct texture of discourse on Twitter. The following chart 
gives an overview over the 20 most used hashtags in the dataset.  
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The #eqnz hashtag is by far the most frequent one in the dataset, but there are 

some other hashtags with a large number of uses as well. #chch (n=54,069), 
#earthquake (n=37,117), #Christchurch (n=36,937) and #NZ (n=11,692) are within the 
five most-used hashtags, all of them floating signifiers and also used in combination 
to connect their publics with each other focussing on the common issue of the 
earthquake. Some other hashtags, such as #NZQuake, #nzeq and 
#Christchurchquake were also used to tag Christchurch or New Zealand related 
earthquake content, however, over time #eqnz became the dominant hashtag used 
(Potts et al., 2011). In connecting different discourses with each other and allowing 
the formation of issues across them, the floating signifier of #eqnz became dominant 
and turned into a nodal point in discourse (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985), providing an 
anchor point between different discourses. #eqnz unites all earthquakes in the 
sample from its first use in September 2010 to the Lake Grassmere-Cook Strait 
earthquakes in 2013 and also includes related matters of the rebuild. It provides a 
nodal point in discourse for the formation of new publics when a new event occurs, 
as the hashtag has already been established to group communication and as a place 
to talk about earthquake-related matters. It provides an established frame for 

Figure 6: Top 20 hashtags in the Twitter sample (n=519,113) 
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sensemaking in connecting it to previous discourse, while also being a floating 
signifier and uniting a number of different meanings. 

A variation of #eqnz, #eqnzCONTACT is also present in the twenty most used 
tags. This hashtag was a spin-off from the main #eqnz public and focussed on the 
search for people missing. It provided a contact point for locals or people currently 
abroad to search for friends and family they have not heard off since the earthquake 
struck. It was also used by foreign government agencies to locate their citizens. 
Another variation of the #eqnz hashtag is #eqnzpickuplines, which tagged humorous 
tweets in the context of the February earthquake, mainly by Cantabrian users as a 
way of coping with their disrupted circumstances as a comic form of disaster relief.  

The #fb hashtag has been widely used to couple status updates on Twitter and 
Facebook and automatically keep both profiles up to date saving time and spreading 
information across both platforms. Due to the closeness of the disasters, #japan, and 
#eqjp are also present in the dataset, as well as #tsunami. Whether #tsunami is 
referencing a tsunami thread to Christchurch following the earthquakes in 
Canterbury or the tsunami following the earthquake in Japan cannot be easily 
determined from the data above but only in the concurrence with time and possibly 
other hashtags. This highlights the problematic of using ungrounded quantitative 
data in this context. #opsafe, the hashtag utilised by the organisation ‘Operation 
Safe’, helping children as survivors to heal and make sense of the disaster, is a 
similar case, which can only be cleared up by closer investigation of content. The 
seat of the organisation is Japan, which can lead to the assumption that tweets with 
the hashtag might be mainly English speaking tweets about the disaster in Japan, 
with a possible share of New Zealand focused tweets. The main focus of the public 
around that hashtag will not necessarily be New Zealand but is situated in the 
discourse of the earthquake in Japan. 

Besides the hashtags specifying content in connection to Christchurch and the 
Christchurch earthquake, #Wellington predominantly stems from the use in the later 
Lake Grassmere and Cook Strait earthquakes in 2013. However, it also links 
references to Wellington as capital into the discussion of nationally led disaster 
response and recovery in Christchurch, adding a political component to its hashtag 
public. Overall, a lot of the hashtags above characterise location or a combination of 
the location and the disaster event. Only some specify the nature of the content, for 
example, the mediated format of news with the #TVNZNews hashtag. This hashtag 
also has different functions: it references the mediation of Twitter use as a second 
screen while consuming news via Television New Zealand (TV NZ) and contributing 
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to the conversation within a networked public. It is used conversationally to connect 
to TV NZ by alerting the editorial team about mistakes in coverage or breaking news 
they have not covered yet. Besides these uses, #TVNZNews was also used by TV NZ 
to tag their tweets which were then multiplied and disseminated by retweets on 
Twitter. Hashtags are constructed within the current situation and also depict the 
networked public as situated in circumstances, yet fluent over time, as the hashtags 
analysed in this section show.  

 
 

4.2.2 Retweets, Replies, Mentions 

Besides hashtags, other affordances of Twitter have part in the communication 
patterns in disaster publics as well. Retweets, replies and mentions influence 
visibility and direct the attention of a single user or a larger audience of followers to 
certain messages. While the patterns of these affordances have been discussed for 
the aftermath of February within the #eqnz hashtag by Bruns and Burgess (2012), my 
focus here will be on the use of retweets and replies to form different kinds of 
sensemaking publics, afforded by the Twitter platform. Both represent different 
kinds of publics that have different significance within the data but matter for 
sensemaking on a different level.  

 

Figure 7: Percentage of @-replies in dataset 
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As can be seen in Figures 7 and 8, the number of retweets and replies is 
considerably different in the dataset. Overall, the number of retweets is high, making 
up almost 40 per cent with 39,62 per cent (n=386,956). With disaster unfolding at 
speed, the number of retweets is great, as it represents a way of fast information 
dissemination, which is visible with a peak in February 2011 in Figure 9.  

 

 
 
Retweets represent the formation of publics around pieces of language 

disseminating meaning. In disaster situations, a number of retweets also means the 
spread of certain cues within the public. With their number of retweets, some units 

Figure 8: Percentage of retweets in dataset 

Figure 9: Percentage of retweets and original tweets over time 
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of meaning advanced to dominance in discourse. They then become a certain frame 
that gains prominence within the public as it is passed on. The action of retweeting, 
however, constructs the information presented in a different way to the original 
tweet. Besides purely disseminating information, a retweet can also imply 
sentiments. An emotional statement about the original tweet could be an 
endorsement of the original, connecting the retweeter to the experience described by 
the original tweeter and with it the description of a shared experience of disaster. It 
could also be the expression of empathy for the eyewitness tweeting. In all cases, the 
retweet connects the retweeter to the public through sharing a piece of information. 
If the retweet is shared a large number of times, the retweet can become an 
ephemeral action creating a feeling of connection amongst the retweeters as 
participants in the same sensemaking discourse, with a shared conversational 
context (boyd, Golder, & Lotan, 2010). 

The function of replies in a sensemaking public is different from larger scale 
patterns. As can be seen in Figures 7 and 8, the number of replies is a lot lower than 
the number of retweets, especially in the immediate aftermath of the February 
earthquake. Despite the lower share within the disaster public, replies afford a more 
personal level of making sense. For that reason, they represent immediate personal 
connections used to process the traumatic event. While these personal connections 
are made via interpersonal communication, they are an account of collective 
sensemaking within personal publics or follower networks. These replies pepper the 
larger discourse with a more private and conversational feel for those viewing them.  

 
Summing up this first part of Chapter 4, patterns of communication vary, 

depending on affordances of the platform and users engaging in the publics. Twitter, 
like Facebook, affords a variety of different publics forming around the features of 
the platform but also the timeline along which events unfold. This ephemeral 
component creates a rhythmical flow of discourse in which frames and dominant 
themes emerge, providing common words or hashtags as floating signifiers that 
connect different discourses. The second part of this chapter will pay closer attention 
to patterns in language use within publics and their specific ways of communication, 
leaning on framing topics.  

 
 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 4 
__________________________________________ 

 137 

4.3 Communication practices in networked sensemaking publics 

“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.” (Wittgenstein, 2010, pp. 74’, 
emphasis in original) 

 
This section analyses communication practices following the Canterbury 

earthquakes across networked publics on both Facebook and Twitter. It will 
approach communication patterns from perspectives of ritualisation and habitus, 
which are also afforded by the tools available on the platforms. It will also consider 
how media literacies influence people acting within networked publics. This section 
lays the foundation for the following analysis chapters, which then will go deeper 
into the construction of discursive space in networked publics, detailing 
participation, identity and place-making as specific components of sensemaking 
processes in disaster contexts. 

 
 

4.3.1 Ritualised communication practices 

As established in earlier sections of this chapter, communication in networked 
disaster publics follows a timely rhythm, embedded in the situated contexts of the 
disaster, for example in response to its aftershocks. This rhythmicality suggests a 
closer look at how language is used in these settings. Certain patterns in 
communication matched across the earthquake-related networked publics on 
Facebook pages and Twitter. Some of them connect to a ritualised practice of dealing 
with earthquake events in September 2010 and the intense period of aftershocks 
throughout 2011. The use of the same phrases becomes a communication ritual to 
deal with the disaster situation and a mould of reacting to a traumatic event. The 
ritualisation of talk in general has been theorised by Goffman (1981) and has been 
applied to online contexts from a sociological platform perspective theorising talk on 
Twitter (Murthy, 2012). I will use these perspectives to analyse communication 
rituals as an act of making sense in similar and routine ways at times of disruption. 
Posts on Facebook pages made immediately after tremors and aftershocks created 
high engagement15 and were widely following a common pattern, acknowledging 
the event and asking how people experienced it or whether everybody was ok.  

                                                
15 For a detailed list of posts with the most comments see tables per page in appendix. 
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 This phrase is used in variations on both Facebook and Twitter: as an 
inclusionary question, it does not address anybody directly by tagging and will not 
be answered in particular but invites followers to join the conversation who will then 
describe their experiences within the networked public. Another use is as more 
wishful ‘hope everyone is ok’, which was also widely used within the #eqnz hashtag. 
Both create similar engagement of people sharing their experiences on the Facebook 
pages, especially Rebuild and Rise Up Christchurch. These posts on the pages had a lot 
of engagement following, the most commented one reaching 235 comments on Rise 
Up Christchurch, with some others reaching over 200 comments both on Rebuild 
Christchurch and Rise Up Christchurch, too. People responded with personal 
narratives of where they were when the tremor struck, who they were with, which 
part of town and possibly a guess how strong the quake was on the Richter scale if 
no information about the magnitude was disseminated at that point. The following 
post and comments discuss a shallow aftershock on January 21st at 8:42 pm with a 
magnitude of 4.5 and centred in Burnham, around 30 km outside of Christchurch 
according to the GeoNet earthquake catalogue (2015). 

 

RiseUp Christchurch: Felt that one in St Albans... everyone OK? 
Commenter IC: Jiggly in beckenham.  
Commenter RK: Not in Dunedin. 
Commenter PP: good bump in woodend too 
Commenter RP: rocking and rolling in Riccarton 
Commenter BU: 4.6!! seriously! that was HUGE in burnham! gotta be bigger 
than that! 
Commenter AP: yeah the speights ale house on bealey ave shook like a 
gooden and cheers from all the locals!!!!! 
Commenter DG: was mean out linwood was fun 

 
The pattern in answering to the initial post maps who felt the tremors where. 

This kind of felt report style was originally used by GeoNet Sciences through their 
website and social media channels Twitter and Facebook to confirm how wide a 
certain magnitude aftershock was felt and where. Tweets, posts, and comments such 
as the above, not connected to GeoNet adapted the style as a way of communicating 
appropriately about an aftershock when people were looking for connection and 
information. In the networked publics forming on the pages, people gave insights 
into their situation and told their personal experiences to an imagined ephemeral 
community, who shared the experience and reported back the same. An emotional 
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connection through sharing emotional content or plain reports in emotional 
moments was made. Sharing ritualised emotional content in a pre-defined way 
provides structure for appropriate reactions, which would otherwise be harder to 
get right and would cause potential for a breach of previous norms in public 
conversations. New norms were being established in this period in Christchurch and 
the ritualised participation in online conversation around aftershocks became one 
way of appropriately connecting to others in the same situation. Before official 
ratings on the magnitude of the latest aftershocks were published by official sources 
such as GeoNet, talk on the pages and Twitter also turned to speculations and 
guesses about the magnitude, how large a quake felt to users, and whether those 
estimates were right or wrong. People also told others about their practices of 
gaining information and by informing them that there was no update on GeoNet yet, 
while waiting for an update together. These ritualised and synchronous practices of 
different members of the networked public at the time account for a feeling of 
togetherness and community, although not all members might be visible. Using the 
social media platforms had the gratifications of feeling connected and part of a 
larger group of people, as well as a certain safety about what to do and where to find 
others in the same situation online. What mattered was not so much, who was there 
but an “emotional sense of shared conversational context” (boyd et al., 2010, p. 1) 
and being part of the communicative event in Christchurch after each shock. This 
ritual of sharing the context online is strong as commenter AP above suggests, who 
was not alone at the time but had logged on from a pub to comment on the post 
including other guests with a “cheers from all the locals” in her small story online.  

Besides the ritualised emotional reactions to aftershocks, other phrases have been 
ritualised and attributed with specific meanings in the context of the Canterbury 
earthquakes. The Te Reo Māori expression kia kaha was used in public messages of 
support following the September and February earthquakes. The phrase was used 
2932 times in the Twitter dataset and 1432 times in posts and comments of sample 
pages on Facebook, herein 1297 times on the Rise Up Christchurch page alone. Kia 
kaha can be translated as stay strong and was used as in the phrases “Kia kaha 
Christchurch” and “Kia kaha Canterbury” or as an affirmation as well as to show 
empathy towards the people in Christchurch. It also became a response to 
aftershocks in connection with “hope everyone is ok” depending on the 
communication practices within the public of a page. “Kia kaha Christchurch. 
thinking of you all.” or “hugs and kia kaha”, two of 235 comments on a Rise Up 
Christchurch post in response to the large aftershock in December 2011 indicate 
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empathy of followers from elsewhere in New Zealand or the world, taking part in 
the construction of the unfolding emotional story or the aftershock with offering 
sympathy to people in Christchurch.  

 In March 2011, when the earthquake and Tsunami struck in Japan, “Kia kaha 
Japan” was used to communicate empathy and solidarity of people in New Zealand 
when another nation suffered a large-scale natural disaster only weeks after the 
February earthquake. People from Christchurch also communicated their empathy 
with people from Wellington following the Cook Strait/Lake Grassmere earthquake 
sequences in July and August 2013 with “Kia kaha Wellington”. Using “kia kaha” 
with the place name and not addressing people living there creates a link specifically 
to the materiality of the city, its buildings, and infrastructure, which have to stay 
strong as well as the people affected. Use in discourse also expands the phrase to 
organisations or people being criticised during the rebuild of Christchurch. In 2014, 
when the transitional organisation Gap Filler was criticised for the untidiness of the 
Common’s square used as their project headquarters, a supporter of the page posted 
“Kia kaha Gap Filler” in response. Also, when Mayor Bob Parker did not run for 
another term as mayor and discussion around his performance during the disaster 
response and recovery were discussed, his supporters commented with “Kia kaha 
Bob”, drawing attention to his achievements during the disaster response. In 
comparison to providing information in the felt report style, the connection made to 
the networked public by the ritualised use of kia kaha does not provide substantial 
information but is a phatic use of language to connect to the conversational contexts 
of affective networked publics (Papacharissi, 2016). It is used to construct the 
traumatic event by voicing support and creating the backdrop for a global 
conversation about the event in Christchurch. Other comments such as: “its on the 
news here in australia on foxtel news it says 5.9 according to us geological survey 
and geonet put it as 5.8...stay safe” and “Kia Kaha from Canada” are mixed in with 
national ones, all addressing the specific habitus in language rituals. 

A certain fatigue of the expression Kia kaha, Christchurch has been voiced around 
the anniversaries when its use picks up again, and people remark that they do not 
want to see it and want to block it from their news feed. It is mostly Christchurch 
locals voicing these concerns, who do not want to be reminded of the events of the 
earthquakes, or do not appreciate being told to be strong by people who are not 
living with the ongoing issues during the recovery and rebuild and who do not 
constantly have to be strong over an extended period of time. The context for using 
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the phrase has been shifted, and people who are not situated close enough to the 
discursive space of Christchurch have missed adapting to this change. 

Kia kaha as an empowering phrase for Christchurch has been discussed from a 
critical point in the literature. Barrer (2012) remarks on a white use of the term 
without the acknowledgement of its origin and its deeper cultural meaning, 
juxtaposing it with Christchurch’s British heritage and stereotypical image as a city. 
This analysis seems too simplistic and not grounded in the cultural undercurrents of 
modern Christchurch, as kia kaha in connection to the earthquakes is suggesting its 
use as an inclusive term for everybody affected. The ritualised use within networked 
publics also fills it with newly situated meanings described above, which convey the 
need for sensemaking around local and national tensions of situated contexts and 
the development of the phrase through the use over time. 

These examples of patterns in language use show that ritualisation as assumed in 
combinations of social action and words (Goffman, 1971, 1981) can be transferred 
from offline social contexts of interaction to the online interactions of networked 
publics as well. Rituals have been established to deal with reoccurring aftershocks as 
fixed actions following the moments of shock and fear. Using cultural habitus 
(Bourdieu, 1977) to react to the situation allows users to perform appropriately in the 
situation according to situated discursive patterns. The users are part of constructing 
the event online through their communicative actions as well as stating that they are 
a part of what others feel and experience at the same time, too. This does not have to 
be in direct contact and interaction with one another but can also happen in the form 
of an “ambient affiliation” (Zappavigna, 2011, p. 788), by posting at the same time 
and being part of the same fold of comments under a post on a Facebook page or the 
#eqnz hashtag.  

Ritualised part-taking in the conversation and the communicative event can also 
be afforded by the use of platform features, such as the retweet. Retweets spread and 
multiply specific phrases, provide a template for a communication ritual offered by 
the platform and allow the retweeter to situate herself in the context of the 
networked public forming around the original tweet. Popular retweets passed on 
hundreds of times allow these phrases to become prominent in discourse. With 
retweeting, and passing on a remixed or changed version of the message but also by 
simply copying the sentiment, the meaning of the message changes as well as the 
ritual through the co-created nature of the retweet involving a second teller. 
Intentions behind the retweet are not necessarily apparent and can range from the 
endorsement of an opinion to sharing information or agreeing to an emotional 
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statement, as well as to establish a connection with the original teller of the tweeted 
small story, in helping to spread it. The platform provides a soft structure for telling 
the story and rendering information, which textures the communication in 
networked publics (Papacharissi, 2016). Following the Canterbury earthquakes, this 
soft structure made platform affordances a critical component in the collective 
sensemaking processes following the catastrophe. 

The ritualised use of certain phrases and communication patterns can be seen as 
a way of connecting present and past situations of experiences, for instance, from the 
first time a phrase such as kia kaha was used in the context of the Canterbury quakes, 
to its use structuring discourse after a number of aftershocks. Past experiences and 
established phrases present frames to constitute the current situation and interpret 
present moments of experience (Weick, 1995). In the cases above, framing is 
provided by the ritualised use of phrases pre-established in a similar situation and 
ritualised through repeated use. The content and people interacting influence 
communication rituals, afforded by the features of the platform. Combined, they 
form the substance of collective sensemaking in networked disaster publics.  

 
 

4.3.2 Social language of networked publics 

From the ritualised forms of conversation, some words or phrases become dominant 
in discourse, such as the #eqnz hashtag, kia kaha or is everyone ok? described earlier in 
this chapter, and serve as nodal points in the discourse across different publics 
(Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). The #eqnz frame, as well as some others, became prominent 
through early mention, then the preliminary use of others and later as a known 
phrase in discourse. This process of establishing a unit of meaning or a certain way 
of talking in a particular moment can, in Wittgenstein’s (2010) words, be understood 
as language games. It means the cultivation of a specific context, which can be 
learned through the situated practice of language in social interaction. Language 
games also include the use of specific words evolving through the disaster and 
rebuild, which people usually would not use outside of scientific or institutional 
discourse, for example, the term liquefaction, specific knowledge about magnitude 
measurements or the specific terms of insurance claims and insurance and 
government policies. However, users are making these words their own in discourse 
and use them in a less institutional manner, for example, expressed in the word play 
“lique-fuck-tion”. Sharing the understanding of these terms and the situational 
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context to joke about them is what Wittgenstein classifies as a language game, the 
establishment of a shared meaning in talk focusing on the particular interpretative 
repertoires of language practices tied to occasions and settings (J. Potter, 2001). Once 
established through language games, these terms can be used for enacting certain 
roles in discursive situations, a social language. The specific circumstances of the 
disaster aftermath and rebuild require people to know how to use and understand 
words if they want to engage in discourse. Language games of learning and getting 
used to technical terms make up a first part of the sensemaking process in discourse, 
which is then later represented as a social language in situated discourse in 
networked publics and depends on the involved speakers. As in other situations, 
speakers use social language to enact a certain role or identity within discourse (Gee, 
2010). For the discourse around the Canterbury earthquakes, language constructing 
the event is specific to location and culture but also the shock and trauma caused by 
the disaster. 

Besides kia kaha as an empathic affirmation, some other Māori words are also 
present in the discourse on the pages, such as whānau (family), aroha nui (lots of 
love), which are words important for people’s identities and their close social 
connections. The following posts show some cases of their use, all on Rebuild 
Christchurch between 2012 and 2014. 

 

Commenter EB: Don't look to the council for assistance. They are somewhat 
preoccupied and we don't really feature on their list of priorities. It is only 
private investment that will drive the growth in New Brighton. The most you 
can do as an individual, group or whanau is support the community, the 
events and the businesses that are established in New Brighton. 
Commenter KS: Stay Safe my Whanau.x 
Commenter AN: Well i am not sure you will read this but will send me and 
my familys aroha to you all. To ask you to move towns/citys is disgusting and 
shows you where this government is going and its terrible lack of care for us 
in Otautahi/Christchurch (…)  

 
Blended in with symbols as well as New Zealand English, the use of Māori 

words situates the discourse in a New Zealand as well as an informal context of 
interpersonal communication, despite the potentially larger global reach of people 
who search for the hashtag to follow the conversation on Twitter or follow the pages 
on Facebook. Their use is not as dominant as the kia kaha phrase following the 
earthquakes but a softer way of weaving cultural identity into the social language 
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used on the page. This cultural identity of the people in Christchurch is also 
apparent in discussions of future landmarks of the city, such as the proposed Avon 
River Park. Māori names of land and river are discussed on the Avon River Park page 
in people’s suggestions on how the park, as well as the network (Avon- Ōtākaro), 
should be called. The use of a Māori name for the park has not only supporters 
though as some people remark the colonial British history and identity of 
Christchurch as well and want to see it represented in an English name only while 
the majority of people are for having both Māori and English meaning in the name. 
The following comment on a post by the Avon River Park page account asking for 
opinions on the name of the future park sets up the cultural situatedness of 
discourse as part of people’s bicultural identities in light of the topics relevant to the 
page. 

 

Commenter BC: Biculturalism is about mutual respect. Part of that respect is 
for the great contribution made to this region by the Deans family, who gave 
our river the ancient Celtic name of Avon. All Cantabrians are migrants; Ngai 
Tahu migrated south perhaps 125 years or so before the Deans, bringing their 
names and heritage with them Avon-Otakaro flows well, like our shared 
river. 

 
To be taken seriously as a New Zealand citizen, people have to be aware of those 

social languages to enact their roles within networked publics. When examining the 
roles people enact by using certain language patterns in networked publics informal 
talk and conversations, as well as personal narratives, invoke human connection as 
key motif. People share their stories and connect their experience to the overarching 
story of the disaster, frame it in their way and draw attention to the community 
disaster response and their civic agency in the discourse around disaster recovery in 
Christchurch. This matters especially when users feel small and not significant to the 
plans of the government for their city, for example, as there is only sparse 
information publically available about the future of the residential red zone, people 
have not received their insurance payout or the repairs on their homes after years, or 
the focus of the recovery plan on attracting large investors for the CBD while citizens 
still face ongoing issues. Facebook and Twitter allow users to have a voice stating 
their critique and distancing them from the language used by institutional actors. 
Instead, they talk informally and make connections with others in the same 
situation. The role they are enacting through language use is centred around the 
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connection to people and their concerns, as the following commenter on Rebuild 
Christchurch states.  

 

Commenter AN: (…) The rest of the country can see us as a bunch of moaners 
i dont care but we know the truth. This government has deserted us and left 
us to rot. Oh yeah sure the central city get attention but not people. People 
before buildings....always been my call.  

 
For page admins, an important distinction in the enactment of their role in 

discourse is the use of their personal account and the page account to make posts 
and comments on the page, as their decision will affect which role they enact or are 
perceived to be acting in through their communicative action. This distinction is not 
always easy, as their personality and way of talking forms part of the language used 
to communicate under the account of the page. Julie Goodman, for example, is active 
on the Re:START Mall page personally as well as posting as an administrator using 
the page account. She switches in and out of roles only on a small number of 
occasions, such as to tag a friend in a post, which is not possible using the account of 
the page. While some, such as: “GK lets go Sat!” make sense as personal posts, 
others such as “Come along, bring the kids its going to be a great afternoon, finish 
off with a spot of shopping in ReSTART, because our retailers have a little surprise 
for christchurch as well!” are very similar to the tone and voice that is used for posts 
by the Re:START Mall page. This post uses “our retailers” and sounds more as if the 
post was made under her personal account by accident. This tight connection 
between personal identity and identity of the page, as well as the personal life 
shining through in some of the posts by the page account, show how they are 
intertwoven and influence one another. Not only does the person behind the 
keyboard shape the posts of the page account but also the amount of time spent 
maintaining the page influences the personal life of the administrator, as the page 
needs much attention (see Chapter 6 for a detailed discussion). The enactment of a 
certain role is not necessarily given in the way language is used, so it should become 
clearer by the platform features used, for example, in the distinction of commenting 
with a private account or the page account.  

Patterns of communication depend on the affordances of the discursive space 
people construct through their participation. While the ritualised swearing pattern 
seems to occur on Twitter following major seismic activity, the same type of 
language cannot be observed on the comments following posts on the Facebook 
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pages, asking who felt the tremors where and if everybody was ok. Status updates 
on personal profiles might be different and follow similar functions to the tweets in 
the first seconds but are also made semi-private and not within the discourse of the 
networked public. While both spaces are open for people to communicate in, the 
social order of the space affords different public communication strategies. Content 
spread across platforms as the issue of the earthquake spans across different 
networks and social media platforms but will require people to use various social 
languages and media literacies as different spaces of interaction require different 
rituals in communicating in networked publics post-disaster. The following section 
will expand on the analysis of social language in networked disaster publics from 
the perspective of platform affordances and literacies creating distinct discursive 
spaces. 

 
 

4.3.3 Literacies and social language - navigating platform affordances 

Networked spaces are not only defined by their technicalities and features but also 
in the way people construct them in discourse and their interactions on the platform. 
Therefore, space in Castells’ terms is not an enclosed entity but open and changing 
over time and in regards to the social actions taking place in it (Stalder, 2006). The 
space of flows is technology-driven as well as user-driven. Sensemaking practices of 
changes in the aftermath of the Christchurch earthquakes also form the networked 
spaces they are situated in. Facebook’s role as a platform and its algorithmic 
restrictions in having to pay for a post to be seen by a large number of people are 
described in a small story for Avon River Park, which describes Ashley Campbell’s 
frustration with Facebook through outlining interactions and their effects on the 
page. 

 

I actually think Facebook is playing games - because I boosted one popular 
post, it's throttling back the views on another, even more popular, post. It 
frustrates the hell out of me. People are sharing photographic evidence of 
sensational return of wildlife to Christchurch since the quakes, I'm trying to 
share it so people understand just why habitat restoration is so important, 
and bloody FB is holding us hostage! (comment posted by Avon River Park on 
Rebuild Christchurch, November 2013) 
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While Campbell implicitly constructs Facebook as space by assigning certain 
attributes, “bloody FB is holding us hostage” emphasises her resentment about the 
changes in platform features and the commercialisation of reaching out to the 
followers she assembled for the Avon River Park page. Her story includes a clear 
moral stance, contrasting the intentions of Facebook (“Facebook is playing games”) 
with the “sensational return of wildlife” to the red zone, which should be shown to 
the wider public but because of Facebook’s tactics of selling boosted posts, its 
audience is limited. Facebook is personalised and constructed as an opponent in the 
story, repressing the good that could be achieved by providing free access to all the 
followers of Avon River Park as a not-for-profit page. While describing the actions of 
Facebook as an organisation, the changes to the space of the platform are also 
outlined. Limitations in the affordances Facebook provides for non-profit causes and 
organisations show the discrepancy between what would be beneficial for collective 
sensemaking efforts around the return to nature on damaged red-zoned land but is 
limited by the corporate ownership of the public space it occurs in. These differences 
in user and owner interests of Facebook as a platform show the interpenetration of 
corporate and public spheres and indicate its specific nature as a communication 
space (José Van Dijck, 2012). 

Despite the conflict of interest addressed above, the connectivity and sociability 
of the platform also makes Facebook a positive space for people during disaster 
response and recovery. This is described in the following two comments, both 
answering a post by the Rebuild Christchurch account asking whether social media 
played an important role for people in the disaster aftermath.  

 

Commenter DA: “Kept me connected to the community and gave me access 
to ways that I could help out. It really helped to immediately be able to jump 
online during and after aftershocks and to find humour with others about 
what we were going through. I would not have coped as well had it not been 
for Facebook!!!!” 
Commenter ST: “Facebook was my lifeline during the nights when 
aftershocks woke you or kept you awake! Always someone, usually strangers, 
to talk to, that were going through the same things and feelings as you” 

 
Both comments above refer to the connectivity of the platform, allowing people 

to share their experience with others immediately and at times when social 
interaction would have been hard to attain, such as when aftershocks woke people 
up at night but they could share feelings online. While the first one is identifying 
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and addressing the events from a “we”-perspective, as she is referring to the 
positives of finding a shared sense of humour about the events within a group, the 
second commenter is generalising her statement more in reference to a common 
“you”. However, she states the importance of Facebook for herself within the first 
few words, as “lifeline during the nights” and symbolic connection from her 
bedroom to the outside world. Through the extraordinary circumstances and the fact 
that the spaces where people talked to each other online following aftershocks were 
public, a stream of informal communication and conversations between strangers in 
the same position helped the commenters above with coping. The sociability of the 
pages positively impacted people on making sense of the disaster situation they 
were in and attests to the social dimension of the sensemaking process (Weick, 1995). 
Facebook pages allow this sociability across space, such as the commenters below 
describe. 

 

Commenter TR: “Has kept me up with whats going on in my city as im in 
Brisbane :)” 

 
Commenter WE: “It was easier to notify and connect with my family overseas 
through social media than through calls or SMS messaging” 

 
As a more convenient form to stay in touch with family and friends and provide 

live updates to them, social media was an important space for people to make sense 
who were not present in Christchurch at the time. Whether the connection to 
Christchurch was a loved one living there or people’s original hometown, real-time 
connection despite physical distance was enabled. While Facebook is not specifically 
mentioned in the comments by TR and WE, its meaning is shared in the situational 
context of the original post, which asked Rebuild Christchurch’s followers whether 
and how social media, in general, mattered for people’s sensemaking of the rebuild. 
Although social media in the original post was referred to in a broader 
understanding of the term, Facebook and Rebuild Christchurch as specific spaces are 
included as well, as they are stakes in discourse at which the conversation takes 
place. 

In addition to these connecting features of Facebook in general, the pages as 
digital space are not only constructed narratively in discourse but also by using the 
platform interface and features available to engage with others. The following will 
look at two particular features, the comment function on Facebook and the hashtag 
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on Twitter, to outline their specific purpose in the formation of networked disaster 
publics within the communicative space. There are various uses of the comment 
function on the pages analysed for this thesis: Short comments, long comments, 
additional information, explanations of a shared link, elaborations of personal 
opinions and personal stories, memories or descriptions of personal connections to 
the posts. They all vary in tone, voice and content, some referring to the original post 
while others are responding to previous comments. The nature of the page and 
communicative interactions within the public engaging depend on the relationships 
between the users as well as a set of general written or unwritten rules, such as 
netiquette specified in the about tab of the page or language use in which people 
enact a public role in the digital space.  

Standards and rituals of communication are not the same for different networked 
publics. Rules are shaped by the affordances of the platform as users have to know 
how to navigate and use the features to their benefit. Media literacy is critical for the 
navigation of a specific platform. Users have to be media literate to be able to 
decode, evaluate, analyse and produce communication messages (Aufderheide, 
1993). The convergence of media and information technologies has changed the 
focus from processing information to critically assessing the source and the intention 
of the communicator as well as being able to take part in the production of content as 
well (Buckingham, 2007; Hobbs, 2010; H. Jenkins, 2008). 

These criteria differ for spaces on the platform as well as for different platforms. 
Equally, people have to estimate the publicness of their communicative actions. 
While people imagine different audiences, collapsed contexts (boyd, 2011) between 
the identities people enact and arenas they engage in shape the nature of 
communication. Hence, users have to be literate of the various conventions and 
affordances of different spaces to connect and communicate effectively. Still, some 
instances where this is not the case are present in the researched networked spaces. 
One example is located in discourse about the transitional organisation Gap Filler 
and a statement of PR manager David Lynch, who claimed that their project sites 
had to be substituted with better and cleaner projects as the rebuild was progressing 
(Harvie, 2014). A public formed around this issue on the Gap Filler page, in some 
posts by Gap Filler and followers, as well as comments and shares of the posts, which 
spoke in favour of the projects and the life they brought back into the city with 
limited financial means and in a sustainable fashion. These comments were written 
after the initial statement had been made in an article in Christchurch’s The Press 
newspaper and had been discussed by an opinion piece written by a local columnist. 
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Later, a personal clarification was printed, revising Lynch’s initial statement. Gap 
Filler’s supporters and followers of the page supported the opinion piece and voiced 
critique at PR manager Lynch, power structures in the rebuild and executing 
recovery agencies. Most of the comments were conversational and followed within 
short periods of time, unfolding the narrative in conversation between different 
users, such as: 

 

Commenter IR: I probably wouldn't still live in Christchurch sans Gap Filler. 
But I'm not a boomer so maybe D-Lynch isn't worried about me. 
Having the infamous 'stuff commenters' fly to your defense is telling in itself 
how many people appreciate your work! 
Commenter TP: ''Old white guy to the rescue'', as a friend said. 

 
Sarcasm, such as in Commenter TP’s statement of a friend, as well as intertextual 

references, such as the “infamous ‘stuff commenters’” which are known to be very 
critical and voicing their opinion on current issues freely on the news website 
stuff.co.nz, were used to make a statement for Gap Filler in the commentary on their 
Facebook page as well. Users referenced people outside the group of Gap Filler 
supporters who did not share Lynch’s opinion to support their argument. Humour 
in general and sarcasm in particular are not unusual ways of language use in social 
movements (Hiller, 1983). People use humour to make sense of established 
questionable societal structures in ridiculing them. 

The tone of comments on Gap Filler’s Facebook page was positive towards the 
organisation besides the critique they were voicing over the initial statement that 
caused the debate. They formed a small public in favour of the organisation, similar 
to Fraser’s (1990) understanding of fractured smaller publics of people sharing 
interests or opinions. Six days after the last comment, David Lynch, the PR manager 
whose quotes originally voiced the critique at Gap Filler projects, posted an 
answering statement as a comment on a post. His reply includes the heading “David 
Lynch responds to criticism of Crowne Plaza deputation” followed by a detailed 
statement discussing the allegations against him in ten paragraphs. An excerpt 
reads:  

 

The purpose of my C.C.C. Deputation was to promote an alternative 
approach for the Council to adopt for the entire Crowne Plaza site. This 
would require the development of an interim landscape plan designed to 
embrace the Arches and provide a safely lighted connection between Victoria 
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St & Victoria Square for tourists and residents. There would be both hard and 
soft landscaping supported by a lighting design that would be both visually 
stunning while meeting security and safety objectives. 
 
Whilst my proposal would require Gap Filler to relinquish their temporary use 
of the Crowne Plaza site,  I requested that the Council work with Gap Filler 
and related groups, and resource them so that they could grow and embrace 
new opportunities in a more suitable and permanent location within the CBD. 
I have dubbed the Start Up Quadrant, an area bordered by Worchester, 
Colombo, Moorhouse and Fitzgerald. This area has a number of buildings 
and spaces that could be regenerated and is the home of C1, Alices, Agropolis 
Urban Farm. 
 
In my opinion, this is an area where Gap Filler would be able to facilitate the 
regeneration and creation of a real on-going living and lasting cultural / 
business powerhouse of Christchurch. 

 
This comment is part of a letter to the editor, which was published elsewhere 

earlier and was just copied into the comment field on Facebook. Following the 
previous conversational comments, this post is extraordinarily long and awkwardly 
out of place, as it disregards the social language of the discursive space on the 
platform used for informal reciprocal discussion, ending with the comment before, 
addressing Lynch by his first name and siding with the Gap Filler projects.  

 

I recently returned to Christchurch for my first visit post quake and was 
pleasantly surprised and proud of the way Cantabs have made good of a bad 
situation. The temporary "Gap Fillers" are a fantastic idea to keep the hum in 
the city and give people a reason to visit. David, you sound like a bit of a 
whinging git I'm afraid. Move with the times grandpa. 

 
David Lynch’s use of the comment function shows the enactment of his 

professional role in a similar manner he enacted it in traditional media outlets. His 
choice of following the conventions of other media outlets keeps a distance to 
commenters on Facebook but also shows ignorance or a lack of literacy in the space 
as it ignores platform affordances such as linking to the press release or published 
letter to the editor. David Lynch’s comment reads as one-way communication and is 
not followed by any other comments. There is more than one possible reason for 
this; either nobody might want to engage in direct critique, the time at which that 
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statement was posted or the ignorance towards communication standards and 
rituals within the public. While this post might have been well placed in other 
asynchronous digital communication settings, such as an email exchange with a 
media outlet, it is out of place and states the fact that media literacies have to be 
known and convention have to be followed to suit different platforms and 
communicate or persuade on them effectively.  

Comments under posts seem to need a certain conversational flow and are 
balanced in length and style to sustain the interchange of messages. Although 
publics are asynchronous and allow people to come back to read and engage much 
later it does not mean they will if time distance to the original conversation is too 
large. If too much time has passed, people seem to lose interest in the topic or will 
not engage in the conversation anymore. Even though questions are asked or the 
comment of PR manager David Lynch on the Gap Filler page allows engagement in 
conversational interaction, people tend not to engage anymore, despite the 
conversation being heated before. While people use technological affordances for 
their purposes, not every instance is approved through collective behaviour and 
rewarded with communicative benefits, such as reciprocal communication in 
settings like the Facebook pages.  

Digital literacies to navigate the platform, as well as the use of social language, 
are needed to construct a discursive space engaging different people. As the pages 
are platforms for mainly informal communication and discussion, official roles or 
the understanding of professional roles in offline settings might interfere with the 
social language of the space. Bob Parker, former mayor of Christchurch, shows his 
digital literacy in a comment under a post on the Rebuild Christchurch Facebook page 
remarking his honours in the New Year’s Honours 2014.  

 

Rebuild Christchurch: Bob Parker has been honored in the New Years honors 
with a knighthood for services to the community.  
Bob Parker had a career in local body politics for more than 20 years and 
before that in broadcasting. More recently Bob was a front man for the city of 
Christchurch when it needed it through the initial earthquake response.  
Regardless of what your view is now as the recovery unfolds it is important 
to recognise that. Congratulations Sir Bob Parker. 

 
Following the post, people were discussing in the comments, whether the former 

mayor deserved the knighthood or not. Opinions varied.  
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Commenter DC: It was nice to have a face that seemed genuine and on the 
level of the ch ch people during the post quake 
Bob you did a great job being that person, we will always have that etched in 
our memories. 
 
Commenter DB: “Well done bob” 
Commenter RE: “What about more deserving people such as Sam from 
volunteer army? I don't agree Parker should have a knighthood, sorry.” 
Commenter CM: “As an ex- red zone resident I agree with the comment made 
above. Bob Parker did nothing to "calm" or "reassure" me. I never laid eyes on 
Mr Parker in Bexley when we were struggling with liquefaction, sewerage 
running down the street, a couple of portal loos per street, no water, no 
power ... Oh that's right! No power, therefore no tv, that's why I didn't see 
him, there weren't any tv cameras in my street at the time. It absolutely 
astounds me that a show pony like Bob Parker can be knighted AND make 
the New Zealander of the Year finalists when so many more deserving people 
were overlooked!” 

 
 In the following Parker answered positive comments and responded to the 

Rebuild Christchurch page as follows.  
 

Robert Parker: “Thanks for your support, this is not my personal page but I 
do appreciate the positive stuff, and, well, have got used to the negative 
comments over the years.” 

 
In his comment, Parker adopts an informal tone and thanks the people for their 

support, while also acknowledging negative comments as something he got used to 
but does not go into details of defending himself. His comment fits smoothly into the 
148 comments on the post, with his choice of language, for example, including a 
colloquial “well”. Parker’s statement balances the struggle of different formalities of 
platform and role better than David Lynch’s comment above. Parker’s comment on 
the page also marks the importance of the discursive space of the page. Although it 
is mainly informal, official agents as well as people being talked about might be 
listening and possibly joining in the conversation. The comments of different 
commenters defending and criticising as well as the individual who is talked about 
joining in create a public where different agents are able to express their opinions. 
This process of deliberation about a subject matches the notion of a virtual public 
sphere (Papacharissi, 2009) in a Habermasian sense on a small scale, where all 
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opinions are heard and represented. However, no overall consent is achieved in the 
end. The collective way of sharing opinions, information and support, creates an 
arena, in which sensemaking occurs through an overall narrative, created from 
different perspectives and stories. 

In contrast, literacy of platform affordances while misunderstanding the social 
language or meanings of social actions in a place can also lead to a conscious 
disruption of emerging publics. This becomes apparent when looking at the public 
which formed around the hashtag of #eqnzpickuplines on Twitter. The affordance of 
a hashtag allows users to find tweets tagged with a certain term and the hash key 
and allows people to form smaller or larger publics based on the hashtag. The 
#eqnzpickuplines hashtag was the site of a small public forming around funny pick-
up lines born out of the situated contexts of the earthquakes and included tweets like 
“Are you sure you're from Christchurch? Because you don't have any faults. 
#eqnzpickuplines” but also tweets including pick-up lines with more of a sexual 
connotation, such as “Push me And then just touch me Till I can get my liquefaction 
#eqnzpickuplines”. 1720 tweets were tagged with the #eqnzpickuplines hashtag in 
the sample for this study and included intertextual references brought into a 
humorous context unique to post-quake Christchurch. All of them were sent 
between March 4th and April 4th, 2011. While there were a few remarks that jokes 
about the earthquakes were made too soon, most tweeters that used the hashtag 
more than once were using it to post new lines. After the Stuff news website and TV 
3 covered tweets and the hashtag, critique was voiced, such as the tweet by FN 
below.  

 

Tweeter FN: #eqnzpickuplines inspirational quotes help everyone and give 
encouragement in times of sorrow, trauma etc.these are better then Vulgar 
jokes 

 
This person started to take action to manipulate the content as she thought it was 

the right thing to do, using the same hashtag for the dissemination of inspirational 
quotes.  

 

Tweeter FN: @tweeterZS Give light and people will find the way. Ella Baker 
#eqnzpickuplines 
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The patronising tone of the first tweet, speaking for “everyone” as well as the fact 
that the tweeter was not from Christchurch but took offence in the fact that people 
were making fun of their own situation, caused a number of tweeters trying to 
reason with her, as she started posting quotes under the #eqnzpickuplines hashtag. 
These responses were still from the perspective of people in Christchurch, using the 
social language including breaches of norms as a cathartic element in the tweets, 
which will be explored more thoroughly in the context of the immediate aftermath 
after tremors in Chapter 5.  

 

Tweeter PX: @tweeterFN We're struggling with tremendous grief. If you can't 
say something cheerful or funny, shut the fuck up. #eqnzpickuplines 

 
Instead of speaking for “everyone”, tweeter PX is using the collective “we’re 

struggling” to operationalise her role in discourse as well as in the disaster situation. 
She identifies that she is from Christchurch and grieving about the earthquakes 
using humour, which is a common frame for communicative coping with 
unchangeable situations (Wanzer, Booth-Butterfield, & Booth-Butterfield, 2005). 
After the interchange of tweets with Tweeter FN did not resolve the conflict, tweeter 
PX first described her counter-actions in a humorous tone again, with “I hereby 
pledge to post a new #eqnzpickuplines every time I see some out-of-towner 
whinging about them. Sorry in advance if they're bad. :-)”. Others also tried to 
reason with Tweeter FN, for example in the following tweets. 

 

Tweeter RJ: @tweeterFN Quotes are nice, but hijacking/squatting on someone 
else's hashtag isn't. Be original; start your own. #Eqnzpickuplines 
 
Tweeter FF: @tweeterFN You might not find them funny, but it started in 
Chch. You've crashed their party.  #Eqnzpickuplines 
 
Tweeter AM: @tweeterFN I'm sorry to tell you this, but your 
#eqnzpickuplines could use some work. Try more geology puns, less 
incoherent hypocrisy. 

 
Tweeter RJ emphasises a moral understanding of appropriate interactions in the 

platform space, which is a critical trait of media literacy stated by Hobbs (2010) as a 
reflection on someone’s media production (p.viii) and the application of implicit 
rules of communication within a public space (Goffman, 1971). Different frames of 
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the situation offered in the tweets above still did not lead to an understanding of the 
communicative actions within the public by Tweeter FN. This lack of understanding 
humour as part of the social language within the space of the hashtag public finally 
led to some people flagging her use against the terms of the platform, as Tweeter PX 
describes the restriction of personal freedom of use in the tweet below. 

 

Tweeter PX: (Blocked and reported @tweeterFN - will post whatever jokes I 
feel like whenever I feel like. #eqnzpickuplines ) 

 
Even though some people felt restricted in their freedom, Tweeter FN was not 

acting against the terms of use on Twitter. Her ongoing posts eventually stopped 
others from posting and the public dissolved. This example highlights a case where 
collective sensemaking of the communicative action in a discursive space has led to 
the end of communication around the issue, as no shared understanding of the issue 
could be achieved. Tweeter FN did not move from her position, and no new cues to 
frame the matter in another light were accepted. As FN’s tweets are not embedded in 
the narrative of the other small stories offered by other tweeters, the social language 
differs as well as the moral stance to the topic, communication stops. A strategic 
misuse of narrative elements can unravel the general narrative and discontinue 
engagement with the topic. The connection between teller and audience is disrupted 
as non-relevant messages overload the space to tell a continuous story of 
#eqnzpickuplines through user interactions that fit the imagined understanding of 
usage of the space. 

The communicative actions above also construct the hashtag on Twitter as a fluid 
discursive space. Most of the tweets above were only tagged with the 
#eqnzpickuplines hashtag and therefore only seen within the network of followers of 
people posting and retweeting the lines as well as when searching for the specific 
hashtag. However, mainstream coverage widened the visibility of the public and 
also brought critique from people outside, who did not understand the social 
language of local tweeters in Christchurch. Despite not taking the same moral stance, 
users, who did not agree with the use of humour, were able to enact their role and 
eventually disrupt the previous communication in the space. Before that, humour 
was used as an instrument to connect to others and cope while lightening the mood 
in a desperate and sad situation (Wanzer et al., 2005). One tweeter called it “red and 
black humour”, as a cultural reference to Canterbury’s local identity, referring to the 
colours of the regional Rugby Union team.  
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Although the affordances of Twitter and Facebook pages differ, for example in 
the 140 character limit or the hashtag function on Twitter or the structure of posts 
and comments on Facebook, the use of gallows humour as an instrument to cope 
and make sense of a situation by perceiving it in another light is common for both 
platforms following the Canterbury earthquakes. In taking a constructionist view on 
the space of social media platforms from the perspective of digital media literacy 
and the understanding of social language within publics, it has become clear that the 
communicative actions of users shape the discursive space and the ways in which 
technological affordances of the platform are used. This aspect will be explored 
further in the following chapter from the viewpoint of participation and 
sensemaking in the context of the Canterbury earthquakes. 

 
 

4.4 Chapter conclusion 

This chapter provided insights into the communication patterns in networked 
publics. Networked publics in disaster situations form at a variety of sites, for 
example around specific cases of the disaster aftermath, differ in size, in connection 
to other publics, for example across pages with a different orientation, and in texture 
rendered through platform affordances.  

Sensemaking within these networked publics consists of various processes as 
well, for example the use of ritualised communication to handle chaotic and 
frightening situations in a routinised way but also the play of language games and 
social language, which establish these communication rituals and allow the 
enactment of specific identities through it. This way, people engaging in the 
networked publics can become part of the discourse and control how they construct 
themselves in conversation and shape the discursive space at the same time, 
although personal coherence is shaken by the disaster events beyond their control. 
However, the discursive construction of events is also afforded by different 
platforms, as well as the knowledge of using them to support personal goals to a 
maximal extent. Media literacies are vital for effective communicative action but so 
are the knowledge of social languages shaped by the disaster situation and cultural 
habitus in distinct networked environments. From here, I am moving on to 
analysing emergent key ideas from the material. Based on this chapter, the next will 
examine how participation shapes the flow of communication in networked disaster 
publics affecting sensemaking processes for participants. 
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Chapter 5: Participation and Sensemaking 

 
Networked publics are multi-faceted and form in a variety of sites on the social 
media platforms of public Facebook pages and the public Twittersphere, creating a 
specific texture of communication, as traced in the contexts of the Canterbury 
earthquakes in the last chapter. This chapter proceeds with the analysis of 
participation as enacted collective sensemaking in these networked publics, 
exploring the voices of different agents taking part in discourse. This chapter begins 
by depicting practices of ambient news production in networked publics, then 
analyses the participation in transmedial information diffusion and sensemaking 
through social practices and finishes with the strategies for shaping networked 
spaces when enacting key roles facilitating discursive sensemaking.  

 
 

5.1 Networked publics as ambient news sources 

In the phase of immediate disaster response people in networked publics shared and 
gathered existing information as an initial step in the collective sensemaking process. 
For Christchurch, Bruns and Burgess (2012) identify Hermida’s (2010) concept of 
ambient journalism of Twitter becoming a platform for breaking the news around 
certain events as communication pattern in the early response to the February 
earthquake. Ambient journalism describes the sudden possibility of Twitter turning 
into a news platform with people turning from daily chatter into reporting and 
sharing news around the issue, and making it a trending topic on the platform. In 
the case of Christchurch, this practice occurred in the immediate aftermath of the 
September and February quakes and their aftershocks, when witnesses, media 
outlets or response agencies shared news, that were then multiplied by sharing 
practices on social networks Facebook and Twitter. The following eight tweets give 
an insight into ambient news practices in the aftermath of the February earthquake, 
with tweets following the previous ones within seconds or less. 
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Table 5: Example tweets in the immediate aftermath of the February earthquake  

Tweeter BB: stay safe guys! RT @tweeterRR Massive 
earthquake. House covered in glass. 
Bookshelf on floor. Lights fallen out. Still 
shaking. 

2011-02-22 13:00:35 

Tweeter 
HT:  

has there been an earthquake in ChCh #nz? 
Friend was on video conf when room 
started shaking, and the picture froze! Now 
no mobile contact? 

2011-02-22 13:00:36 

Tweeter 
CO: 

RT @tweeterFI: anyone with details for our 
breaking news we're going to air now #eqnz 

2011-02-22 13:00:37 

Tweeter 
PH: 

RT @NZStuff: BREAKING: Large quake 
strikes Canterbury - felt in Dunedin and 
Wellington. More soon 

2011-02-22 13:00:38 

Tweeter SE: Omg streets r floodin! #eqnz 2011-02-22 13:00:38 
Tweeter 
NP: 

@tweeterCD huge quake in Christchurch 
dude... 

2011-02-22 13:00:42 

Tweeter 
GP: 

RT @tweeterWS: Buildings down, injuries 
#eqnz 

2011-02-22 13:00:42 

Tweeter 
PG: 

@tweeterTE  stuff.co.nz  reports a large 
quake in Christchurch 

2011-02-22 13:00:42 

 
Comparing these tweets, different textures of news materials become apparent in 

the bulk of tweets flooding the platform. The news report from @NZStuff, retweeted 
by tweeter PH, states the facts that are known to the news editor at that moment and 
promises more information to follow. At the same time, the accounts of survivors 
describe their individual experience of the quake and what they are witnessing in 
their surroundings. While some of the tweets above include the #eqnz hashtag, 
others do not, so they potentially address different publics. The lack of a hashtag in 
the @NZStuff tweet suggests that the online news website communicates news to 
their audience of followers primarily and not the hashtag public around #eqnz, 
making information harder to find for people not following the @NZStuff Twitter 
account.  

The process of news production and dissemination in the context of the 
Canterbury earthquakes has been democratised as different agents were able to 
participate. Citizen witnesses provide raw, local and emotional materials for others 
to witness from the outside, adding different yet valuable stories from a variety of 
tellers (Allan, 2013). Some of the tweeters describe neutral facts in a similar style to 
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the tweets of professional media outlets, such as tweeter WS, while others are more 
emotional sentiments and make use of chat language, as tweeter SE does with ’Omg’ 
and ‘r’. Overall, the different agents all add to the emergent issue of the Canterbury 
earthquake and provide multiple layers of information to the disaster, constructing a 
complex discursive storyworld of the event, which includes both content and agents. 
Collectively, sense is made by sharing information and constructing news. In this 
context news practices are ambient, hybrid, networked and multi-layered, 
constructing a very different discursive space compared to traditional forms of 
journalism (Papacharissi, 2015a). Networked discourse in its complexity included 
the participation of both local agents as well as agents outside the disaster area, 
whose needs in gathering information and making sense of the disaster events are 
different (Shklovski et al., 2008).  

Social media helps widen the amount and range of news available in disaster 
providing hyper-local and community-based information (Newman, Dutton, & 
Blank, 2014). This access to local coverage and content produced by local witnesses 
in near real-time circumvents traditional international media coverage, their 
processes, and traditional news values. Following September 4th and February 22nd, 
people from abroad went on Twitter to access the local coverage when information 
was not accessible elsewhere, as international media outlets either did not react fast 
enough or prioritised topics seemingly less relevant, such as entertainment news. On 
Twitter, other forces of networked framing and networked gatekeeping (Meraz & 
Papacharissi, 2013) took over in the selection and dissemination process of news and 
favoured different content to traditional media outlets, especially in a global context, 
as one tweeter writes following the February earthquake: “I find it hard to believe 
that I have to use @twitter to find out about the Christchurch quake the BBC can 
bugger off! #Fingerscrossedforall” 

The ability to access local information from Christchurch was what people from 
overseas appreciated. This was especially important to the large Kiwi diaspora in the 
UK and other countries when users were looking for more than an overseas angle on 
the disaster event. Twitter gave them the chance to access the latest information from 
local sources and allowed them to find out whether people they know were 
unharmed. The connection from abroad to local information was relevant for expats 
beyond the immediate response phase of the earthquakes and enabled them to stay 
up to date about Christchurch’s rebuild, as the following comment on Rebuild 
Christchurch in November 2013 states, responding to a general post asking why 
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social media was important to the user: “As an expat I find these posts are a lifeline 
to what is happening on the ground at home. I’ll keep clicking!”  

Twitter has also changed the way in which international media outlets operate to 
cover the disaster. The term “helicopter journalism” (Schechter, 2005, p. 1) criticises 
reporters hovering over the catastrophe, which meant the lack of sources on the 
ground and the tendency of international media to frame the disaster event in a top-
down manner prioritising institutional agents in disasters previous to the 
developments in networked technology. Disaster coverage had been focussed on the 
geographic and material impact influenced by official and institutional actors as 
opposed to personal and societal implications (Button, 2010). Although raw and not 
as polished, civic accounts are able to break the news of the disaster, disseminate 
information relevant to them and countervail the coverage by showing humanitarian 
and communal problems first hand (Allan, Sonwalkar, & Carter, 2007). In the case of 
the Christchurch earthquakes, global reach of citizen coverage was also achieved by 
the fact that English, as the native language of the affected population, is understood 
globally. 

Affected by the importance of Twitter for ambient news dissemination, media 
outlets used the space to search for local reporters, sources and content produced by 
them during the Canterbury earthquakes. A call for sources of imagery and 
information was placed on the Australian ABC Twitter profile, for example, in search 
of content to broadcast and people to interview. On the other hand, people are also 
able to sell themselves as a source for content and local coverage to media outlets 
abroad, as people are tweeting for international editors to call them, including 
mobile phone numbers and email addresses. While this process is not necessarily 
guaranteeing professional materials and standards for the submitted items, it allows 
international media to act fast in gaining sources and disseminating news in 
networked publics.  

Besides international media, local coverage of the earthquakes was also part of 
the news disseminated and discussed on Twitter and a topic of collective 
sensemaking. Local journalists were managing their personal experiences during the 
February earthquake and later repercussions while fulfilling their professional role 
(Scanlon, 2014). Tweets discuss their performance and plainly describe the shock 
local reporters had to be feeling, empathising with them. Tweeters back the 
emotional coverage of the emergency situation and defend the reporters in 
describing them as ‘just human’ or ‘under shock’, instead of demanding a neutral 
and professionally polished coverage. In showing the shock and emotion in 
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professional broadcasting, the chaos and disruptiveness of the emergency situation 
are expressed and amplified via Twitter to an audience that reaches further than 
national TV coverage. 

Not only valid information is produced and spread on Twitter, though. The 
speed with which new content can emerge and be retweeted means that rumours 
also spread in the absence of official communication. The chaos and scarcity of 
official information created a vacuum, where every new bit of information mattered 
and was sometimes shared without further thought or research. Subtle differences in 
the wording of a tweet lead to retweeted rumours, which eventually turned out as 
misinformation. The following tweets show such a rumour and how the change of 
words creates a different voice, for example by leaving a question mark out or by 
repackaging the information, in other words, seemingly creating an additional 
source tweeting the same information. 

 
Table 6: Tweets correcting rumours and false information 

Tweeter 
LJ: 

RT @tweeterES: I'm hearing that the roof of 
the first floor of Westfield Riccarton has 
collapsed :S #EQNZ  serious? 

2010-09-06  12:35:52 

Tweeter 
MD:  

RT @tweeterES: I'm hearing that the roof of 
the first floor of Westfield Riccarton has 
collapsed :S #EQNZ  

2010-09-06  12:36:32 

Tweeter 
WQ: 

RT @tweeterES: I'm hearing that the roof of 
the first floor of Westfield Riccarton has 
collapsed :S #EQNZ (via tweeterMD) 

2010-09-06  12:43:28 

@nzherald
: 

Westfield NZ has said rumours of a 
collapsed roof at its Riccarton mall are 
inaccurate: #eqnz 

2010-09-06  13:19:55 

Tweeter 
VF: 

RT @nzherald:  Westfield NZ has said 
rumours of a collapsed roof at its Riccarton 
mall are inaccurate: #eqnz 

2010-09-06  13:25:44 

Tweeter 
NA: 

the roof has colapsed at westfield riccarton 
#eqnz 

2010-09-06  17:03:24 

Tweeter 
IN: 

@tweeterNA That Westfield rumour was 
scotched hours ago #eqnz 

2010-09-06  17:04:31 

Tweeter 
NA: 

oops apparently that was a slightly (read 
very) bad rumor, westfield is all good and 
open to shopers, do go along #eqnz 

2010-09-06  17:09:13 
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These tweets show how collective sensemaking is enacted in discursive 

participation in line with Weick’s (1995) understanding of sensemaking, limiting the 
cognitive load of the situation by reducing the complexity of cues and going with 
what seems plausible without further research whether it is accurate (p. 409). What 
possibly strengthened the Westfield Mall rumour in the first place is that @tweeterES 
is the private account of a journalist. While tweeter LJ questions the rumour about 
the collapsed roof of the Riccarton mall to be true, the further two retweets simply 
pass on tweeter ES’s shared information. These retweets also conserve the rumours, 
as the initial tweet, which must have started the spread of the rumour on the 
platform as no previous occurrences were detected, was not included in the dataset 
and was probably deleted after the author found it was incorrect. The conversation 
also highlights the affordance of the platform, as not every tweeter sees every other 
tweet. Both the Twitter account of the New Zealand Herald newspaper and other 
private users state the inaccuracy of the rumour through collective repetition, which 
is carried on further even after tweeter NA acknowledged her mistake of spreading 
false information until no new tweets stating the misleading information occur 
anymore. A similar pattern of tweets can be found following the February 
earthquakes, where a rumour about deaths in the YHA hostel in the centre of 
Christchurch spread. In this case, the platform is used by YHA New Zealand, the 
hostel chain, to state it as false. “YHA Christchurch staff and guests are all OK 
following today's quake. The rumour about dead or injured guests at YHA hostels is 
INCORRECT.”, was tweeted by the organisation’s account in the evening of 
February 22nd and retweeted 83 times by different users, some other branches of the 
YHA, others private users. 

Nevertheless, a collective process of evaluating information is also present in 
discursive participation, despite general tendencies to reduce complexity (Weick, 
1995). In the context of the YHA hostel rumours meta-level discussions on the 
practices of spreading information arose, as one tweeter gave point for thought in 
writing “Guys let's use Twitter to help / support / share important information and 
not to repeat rumours #EQNZ”, which was retweeted 30 times in immediate 
succession and shows the participation of private users in the construction of 
discourse. This is one amongst some other tweets emphasising the importance to 
evaluate which information is passed on when it is not confirmed, especially dealing 
with deaths and injuries. Discrediting rumours is a joint effort by different agents. 
Following the February earthquake both institutional, such as the media or affected 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 5 
__________________________________________ 

 164 

businesses, such as the YHA hostel but also private agents, such as citizens were 
sharing confirmations, revisions of statements or general appeals for people to judge 
carefully before spreading rumours. Users make sense through new information and 
participate in confirming information to be true or false, produsing networked 
content in ongoing sensemaking practices as new information arises. 

After an initial phase of participation in breaking the news of the event and 
ongoing clarification of details, the discourse within the preliminary networked 
disaster public concentrated on a wider range of related issues in the disaster 
response on the ground. Hashtags, such as #eqnzcontact emerged to look for missing 
people and tagged tweets with a more particular focus in the ongoing stream of 
content. Content shared on a certain issue within a public is also accessible later in 
time, through the search function, creating an extra layer to an existing situated 
public. People might be in a different situation when accessing the content later in 
time and meaning of the content might differ because of that. However, these 
affordances shape the ways in which networked publics can rise up again, when an 
issue re-surfaces, for example the use of the #eqnz hashtag after later aftershocks.  

Networked publics moved on from discussing the earthquake to its effects, for 
instance rebuild related matters, which shows in the decreasing numbers of tweets 
mentioning the earthquakes overall, as different language and hashtags take over to 
discuss these issues. Further on in the process of recovery, citizens were not 
individually breaking the news to the same extent as during the disaster but 
participated by commenting on issues in the rebuild, making citizen commentary a 
more important mechanism of participation and sensemaking in the course of the 
rebuild. These observations concentrated on news articles about rebuild related 
decisions and progress but also the documentation of the rebuild, for example by 
comments on pictures of demolitions or new buildings, on the Facebook pages 
analysed for this thesis. These participatory actions were important on a local and 
national level, for example, to raise attention about topics that were not as much in 
the public eye, such as the future of the residential red zone, where the Facebook 
pages served as fixed points of information. Gatewatching practices (Bruns, 2005) of 
the Facebook page founders will be analysed further in section 5.3, where I discuss 
how these new opinion leaders manage the attention of their publics.  

Certain deeper reaching issues were also reconsidered and discursively 
constructed in Twitter publics later on, such as the collapse of the CTV building, 
which caused the highest number of deaths in one place. The negotiation of this 
issue and its discussion online needed an additional level of sensitivity and subject 
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knowledge, which might not be present without a connection to the city, its 
inhabitants or the victims of the earthquake, giving these discussions a stronger local 
focus again. These forms of citizen commentary follow certain patterns and are 
partly ritualised, repeatedly using the same frames of presenting a topic or drawing 
attention to another issue, often based on personal experience. This ritualised 
practice of communication was prominent in debates and discussions dealing with 
whether or not to restore damaged heritage buildings or the amount of 
governmental funds to be spent on community projects or other restorations in the 
central city, for example, the government loan which facilitated building the 
Re:START Mall. The following comments on a Rebuild Christchurch post are typical 
examples of communicative patterns, engaging in the discussion about the costs of 
rebuilding a strengthened heritage building.  

 

Commenter HC: So if it can be done for this building, why not the rest of the 
heritage buildings in Christchurch? 
Commenter NS: lol because some of the buildings suffered way worse 
damage and we do not have infinite fund 
Commenter PB: all buildings are different, HC, there is no generic ‘fix it’. 

 
Attitudes, where the complexity of the situation is reduced, are discussed and 

others who know more about the subject inform those voicing these attitudes. People 
explain the situation by sharing their knowledge or giving further explanation 
around earthquake damage and the rebuild of heritage buildings. While some 
people are convinced easily by a reframed argument or additional information, not 
all are willing to let go of assumptions, especially when the discussion is heated and 
anger or emotional responses in general play a role. There is a difference over time 
as emotionality tails off, but similar discussions are still present across different 
years in the data. 

A similar communicative pattern can be detected in the discourse around 
flooding and control work on the Avon and the affected neighbourhoods as some 
people express assumptions that what is causing the flooding can easily be corrected 
by scraping out silt or other materials that have raised the river bed. People arguing 
for a generic solution to the problem can often not be convinced in the discussion 
that the issue is more complex than they assume. Simplistic attitudes and users’ 
fixations on opinions are not the norm, and a shift in attitudes and opinions can be 
detected when people are engaging in discussion around an issue and making new 
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meaning in a public through conversation. Ashley Campbell explains how this 
process took place for her as she managed the Avon River Park page, giving an insight 
into her personal sensemaking process by learning about new aspects of an issue 
and empathising with others. 

 

So you can actually start having the conversations and they are always 
contentious and there are always arguments. Do we want to leave those 
walnut trees there, should those roses stay? And they've evolved a bit, too, so 
what's actually been quite interesting is...is my change in attitude (…) so my 
view has softened on that and that's part of the conversations that I've had on 
that page and part of the conversations that I've had as part of AvON as well. 
(Ashley Campbell, Avon River Park) 

 
As Campbell explains, opinions can change through interactions within an issue-

based public. Arguments for or against some topics can at times also become 
ritualised acts of communication. This means that some topics are resurfacing at 
different points in discourse as long as they are current for their speaker. Some 
comments disrupt the current focus of networked publics to voice personal 
problems caused by the earthquake and rebuild on social media platforms. A 
recurring example is that people are still living in broken homes, and the 
government does not care about them, while the central city gets restored. This is 
apparent in comments like the one below, which picks up the thread from another 
commenter (commenter JF in the following) complaining about their domestic 
situation on a post on the Re:START Mall page. 

 

Commenter UY: it is a shame some people are still living in broken houses 
still but rebuilding the city and rebuilding peoples homes are 2 different 
issues, we need our city rebuilt as well to bring back the tourists etc, be happy 
that our broken city is slowly being put back together. 

 
Although this answer moves the focus of the discussion to the problem of 

commenter JF, the reply contains an explanation of the complexity and does not 
simply consolidate JF. In publics that deal with specific topics, comments that are 
more personal and slightly off-topic such as the statement of commenter JF are 
sometimes simply ignored by others, while members of the public stay on topic of 
the current thread. The resurfacing of the issue throughout creates a consistent 
ambient cue affiliated with the overall topic, even though others might not pick it 
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up. The personal problem is made part of the sensemaking process although a 
solution to the issue is not predominantly attempted, as an answer to the question is 
often provided in the same repeated manner, if provided at all. As the voice in the 
comment above shows, these alleged off-topic questions can be addressed and made 
sense of by other civic agents in discourse differently to institutional actors, where 
differences between enacted roles would be bigger. Civic social language creates a 
different type of discourse culture and provides people with the space to share and 
exchange their opinions on the issue. 

A diversity of voices produses ambient news around the Canterbury 
earthquakes. The nature of talk and language is different to the use in mainstream 
media, as both social media platforms Facebook and Twitter have not lost the 
ambience of emotional language and other information but add to the 
understanding of the event, mixing professional media content with citizen 
witnessing and commentary, afforded by distinct platform features. Citizen 
journalism practices and information sharing in these networked publics are not 
separate from other communicative intermediaries. Hence, communication flows 
from and to, as well as within these publics are examined closer in the following 
section.  

 
 

5.2 Communication flows through networked publics 

Networked publics are interconnected and fluid, reaching beyond platform 
boundaries, pulsing with varying levels of participation. Further, as social media use 
is deeply embedded in daily social actions and culture, networked discourse is 
interlinked with other mediated forms of discourse, constructing disaster events. The 
following section explores the interconnected nature of networked publics and ways 
in which discursive spaces relate to each other when communication is reaching 
across platforms and mediated boundaries. For these explorations, media ecologies 
and the interplay of discourse in various intermediaries come into play. Social media 
affordances do not only describe the specifics of one platform but are located at the 
connections among different platforms, too, as people do not only use one social 
media platform and distinguish their usage of one platform over another according 
to their situation. McVeigh-Schulz and Baym (2015) locate this type of affordances on 
the “media ecology level” (p. 6). Affordances on this level matter for situated publics 
that flow from one platform to the other or form across both Facebook and Twitter in 
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connection to aftershocks or ongoing projects in the transitional city. Deon Swiggs 
describes the difference between Facebook and Twitter for the engagement rates in 
posts on Rebuild Christchurch, the page he administers, which implies a difference in 
the formation and nature of issue-based publics on both platforms.  

 

The Twitter feeds, all the posts that go to the website automatically feed to 
Twitter. We had the same thing for Facebook but it didn't work. It was 
really…that was something that I noticed, is: You can have automatic updates 
on Twitter about what's going on and push it out… lots and lots of 
information but you've gotta be selective and actually physically do it on 
Facebook. You can't automate on Facebook cause it doesn't get the interaction 
(Deon Swiggs, Rebuild Christchurch) 

 
As Swiggs mentions, to generate engagement for the different platforms, he 

needed to take differentiated actions. Twitter, for him, is more oriented towards 
getting event-based updates out in a quick and slender form. Facebook, on the other 
hand, is more about being social and the way in which these social interactions 
generate views for the contents of the website and ultimately, include certain topics 
in the networked discourse and have people participate in shaping them into 
relevant issues on the public agenda. 

As established in Chapter 4, different problems trigger varying degrees of 
participation on the Facebook pages, depending on the discursive space of the page 
and the goals of communicative action within the networked public occupying it. On 
CHCH EQ Photos, people participated more, when they could use a picture and 
contextualise it in their stories, as admin Moira Fraser describes: 

 

So what I would say in terms of the things that get the most traffic... are the 
photographs that people choose to share, to tell the story to their friends and 
family of what life has been like in Christchurch. (Moira Fraser, CHCH EQ 
Photos) 

 
Pictures that people resonate with, for example demonstrating the uniqueness of 

the situation Christchurch is in, are spread accordingly, as people remix them with 
their personal experiences in their collective sensemaking process. High numbers of 
shares and engagement are indicators of content that is successful in capturing and 
constructing a transitional culture and identity. The Gap Filler Monopoly project and 
pictures documenting it are an example for this. An aerial shot of the site on CHCH 
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EQ Photos from July 2012 reached a broad public, indicated by 2563 likes, 2774 
shares, and 176 comments.  

 
 
 
This picture and others documenting the project motivated a networked public to 

form in comments on both Gap Filler and CHCH EQ Photos, discussing the artwork 
and other rebuild related matters. Collective communicative actions spanned across 
both Facebook pages and into personal publics of users through many shares. What 
makes the project site stand out is its intertextuality and the creative reference 
connecting different discourses, the one of the popular game Monopoly, with the 
Christchurch specific situation of the rebuild, buying street sections as well as 
building and leasing out houses. Comments on the CHCH EQ Photos post include:  

 

Commenter TI: More of this needed.. 
Commenter PR: Yes a positive move for Chch love it 
Commenter SL: I’ll buy that spot for $240!!! 
Commenter SG: Gotta love that Kiwi creativity! And now to stir the 
pot...where would the Jail Square go? Lol 
Commenter CZ: Very cool, a much better way to fill a gap than putting a 
Wilson's on it  

Figure 10: Picture of Manchester Street Monopoly Field © Geof Wilson, Creative Commons Share-
alike license, some rights reserved 
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Commenter MN: and while playing, mother nature shakes the dice 
Commenter OA: Awesome. I hear John Key's already looking to trade Electric 
Company. 

 
These comments relate the state of property development in Christchurch to the 

discourse of Monopoly, enhancing the discursive storyworld embedded the picture. 
A significant number of comments are positive reactions to the post; for example, 
comments by TI and PR. Monopoly cues are included in comments by SL, SG, MN 
and OA. Comments by SG, MN, and OA also include references to New Zealand’s 
identity (‘Kiwi creativity’), tremors and aftershock (‘mother nature shakes the dice’) 
and the Prime Minister (‘John Key’s already looking to trade Electric Company’). 
These references are included in the same comments, creating a situated discourse 
that needs a shared cultural background to understand, both concerning the 
Monopoly game as well as the national or local disaster context. The comment 
section also offers space to discuss the political situation of the rebuild and the 
changing face of Christchurch, as commenter CZ shares her opinion that the use of 
the gap for the project is a much better way than leasing the property out corporately 
and creating another carpark. While the monopoly site represents imagination, 
creativity and resilience that people identify with and are proud of, the intertextual 
references in the comments also spark more opinion-based comments and implicit 
critique on the state of the rebuild. The cultural context is referred to in the 
communicative action of sharing the picture. Including text and visual content, a 
small story told by sharing this particular post is multi-layered and offers cross-
modal cues of participatory sensemaking.  

As people like multiple pages related to their interests, some content is shared 
across different pages with similar orientation, such as those belonging to the 
transitional movement. Sally Airey describes the practice of linking across platforms 
and driving users to other information channels of Gap Filler. 

 

Within that broader community of the transitional movement, I guess, there is 
a bit of connection there between what's going on because they often link 
when we post something (…) on their Facebook pages, so there is Ministry of 
Awesome, Agropolis, FESTA, there is often cross-posts there. And I'm sure 
there is, they've all got their different audiences but I am sure there is a bulk 
of people that actually get the same posts as well and go, ah yeah, they posted 
that. (Sally Airey, Gap Filler) 
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This quote explains how different pages are connected and communication flows 
between them, creating a collective form of sensemaking that includes the network 
of the pages by issue-based networked publics spanning them.  

Besides the flow of communication across different pages on Facebook or other 
social media platforms, discourse related to issues of the Canterbury earthquakes 
also spanned other mediated channels. The Rise Up Christchurch Facebook page was 
mentioned in articles and features in the Mainland Press newspapers in the disaster 
coverage after February 22nd. Pier Smulders, managing director of Mainland Press at 
the time and initiator of the Rise Up Christchurch Facebook page describes the process 
of content dissemination across the different channels with reference to specific 
examples. 

 

So we kept running it on the front page and I think we also at one point 
started… publishing some posts that people were putting in. So we tied it into 
what we were doing in the print newspapers, which was obviously, you 
know, a lot of earthquake stuff, then we took it off the cover but we probably 
here...so, what we then did is we…’from Christchurch with love’, we posted 
messages from people all around the world for people who...you know, were 
posting messages...so this is how we kind of crossed the virtual world into the 
real world. (Pier Smulders, Rise Up Christchurch) 

 
This quote shows that information going on the page was coming from different 

directions and flowing towards different audiences again. The page was a wall for 
outsiders to post their best wishes to, as well as to send their love to people in 
Christchurch. As Smulders describes, these messages were coming in from around 
the world and digitally materialised the thoughts and emotions sent to people in 
Christchurch. Secondly, the page was providing information to the population in 
Christchurch while a worldwide audience was also listening in. Information was 
shared and curated by the page administrators of Rise Up Christchurch but also by 
users posting and commenting on the page. Content from the Facebook page was 
also printed in a semi-regular column in the newspaper. Smulders used the 
connection to link the content of the Facebook page with the content in the papers 
and connected different publics, driving audiences in two ways: newspaper 
audiences towards the Facebook page and its content as well as online publics to 
print, where participation from the Facebook page was printed, too. This way, posts 
and comments from the page made their way into the newspapers, as additional 
citizen voices. 
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Besides these digital connections and the connections to offline media established 
within the Mainland Press newspapers, the Rise Up Christchurch branding was used 
for some events initiated by people who were not part of the company or Facebook 
page, such as the fundraising telethon. 

 

So the Telethon was, was a big offline component (…) The Rise Up 
Telethon...was a global telethon, using the Rise Up Christchurch branding, so 
that's another real cross over (…) We'll rise up for Christchurch…so again, we 
really took that kind of (…) online and offline combination given that we 
were in a position to do that, as… you know, newspaper publishers…  (Pier 
Smulders, Rise Up Christchurch) 

 
Mainland Press was approached to organise events like the telethon because of 

Rise Up’s profile. Posts on the page, as well as the comments, created an ephemeral 
element to networked discourse as they were accompanying these mediated events. 
The commentary and posts on the page, however, outlived the originally mediated 
event they were talking about in a lasting digital trace that can be recessed over time 
on Facebook. 

Networked publics on Twitter that formed in the immediate aftermath were also 
connected to other forms of mediated publics, as users inside and outside New 
Zealand witnessed the Canterbury earthquakes and aftermath through the media. 
This type of second level witnessing is then enacted through participation in citizen 
commentary about mediated content. Commentary can include opinions or points of 
critique but also personal narratives describing the mediated nature the events have 
been experienced in. Similar to other mediated events, Twitter is used as a second 
screen practice to live tweet and make a connection to what is seen on television. 
Networked publics mark a converged media environment (H. Jenkins, 2008), of 
which different forms of content are equally part of, be it tweets describing the 
unfolding events, retweets quoting eyewitness accounts, tweets containing quotes 
from media outlets, such as talkback radio, TV coverage or oral conversations. 
Describing on Twitter what is experienced in watching mainstream media coverage 
of the earthquakes resembles other mediated events such as sports matches, pop 
culture programs or elections where the highest amount of information is consumed 
through media use. During these events Twitter serves as ephemeral participation 
channel connecting disperse audiences (Harrington, Highfield, & Bruns, 2012; 
Highfield, Harrington, & Bruns, 2013). 
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Tweets referencing swearwords used on mainstream media can also refer to the 
extraordinary circumstances of an emergency situation, such as the following tweet, 
quoting a live caller on TVNZ following the initial September earthquake. ‘great live 
phoner on TVNZ re: earthquake. "how is your house?" pause. "it's fucked! it's 
buggered! it's gone!" This tweet was retweeted 85 times, some with comments 
positively remarking the genuine answer of the live caller, who described his 
situation in an authentic and honest way with which other users seem to emphasise. 
One tweet described the answer as “kiwi as”. With this mention of a stereotypical 
national image, the commenter voiced a shared cultural reference point to the 
language used in the quoted answer of the caller. Both the original tweet quoting the 
caller including his use of expletives on national TV as well as the comment socially 
construct the basis for the mutual understanding of cultural identity and the shared 
interpretation by an imagined community online. Some retweets add to the original 
text that they have seen it on live TV as well, connecting their own to the experience 
described by the original tweeter, participating in collective sensemaking across 
different intermediaries.  

Other accounts of second level witnessing include the traumatic and distressing 
situations reporters were in or a critique of the media coverage. The following tweet 
is an example, questioning the appropriateness of the expletives on a live broadcast 
streamed during the afternoon of February 22nd, 2011, mentioning expectations of 
language use on national television. “I’ve seen those huge boulder shots a few times 
now, I would have thought they'd cut out the 'fuck' at the end by now #abcnews24 
#tv3 #eqnz” is one example of media critique. The tweet suggests that by the time the 
same shot has aired a number of times, it is expected to use the raw material no 
more. Twitter is used as a feedback channel to communicate with other media 
outlets. The hashtag at the end of the tweet connects with the respective media 
outlets, giving them the opportunity to respond or correct the coverage to meet the 
standards of their viewers. 

Facebook is also used for commentary around mediated events; however, the 
discussion is more asynchronous and goes on after the screening of the program is 
already over. The TV drama Hope and Wire, which aired on July 3rd, 2014 and was a 
fictional story around the real events occurring in Christchurch during and after the 
February earthquake, was one of the most discussed issues on Rebuild Christchurch. A 
post asking whether people were going to watch Hope and Wire, was with 311 
comments the third most commented post on Rebuild Christchurch. As the post was 
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made at 08:30 pm when it was about to air, the comments on the page launched into 
an ephemeral discussion during the first few minutes of the program with 

 

Commenter OT: No, not interested at all. I lived through it, don't want to see 
a sanitised version on TV... 
Commenter CK: Great, got skinheads and drunks on as intro to chch. Nice 
representation, not. 
Commenter SH: This is lame all ready 

 
Besides commenter OT, another number of people stated from the start that they 

were not going to watch it, while a number of people started discussing the content 
of the program, the quality of acting, as well as how convincing the movie was 
overall, in describing the facts of the earthquake which underlined the plot. People 
also criticised the money spent on it as well as the timing. They found it too early, as 
the population of Christchurch was still dealing with the effects of the earthquake. 
Users also thought the five million dollars of funding money for the film should 
have better been spent on rebuild related matters, such as fixing people’s houses. 
The following few comments voice these and other points of critique on Hope and 
Wire. 

 

Commenter JT: What is this?? Drama, documentary, hollywood movie?? 
Doesn't seem any of it. Cheap tv... "No place I'd rather be" logo seems 
ridiculous at the beginning of each commercial break :(  
Commenter EH: The $5million could've been put to far better use. Won't be 
watching it. Too soon, too expensive, insensitive 
Commenter WS: Just turned OFF Hope and Wire! when the Quake struck 
4.35am Saturday 4 September 2010 there was a FECKING ROAR FIRST!! on 
the stupid TV program there was NO ROAR! the raw woke me then the 
shaking started !! I am NEVER gonna get the sound of that ROAR out of my 
head!. I had to then look into the terrified eye's of an 8yr old foster child who 
was absolutely convinced that it was a MAN doing it and he was going to 
come back  Not something I EVER want to experience again or be reminded 
of thanks TV3 !! 

 
The conversation around the issue included another post as well which was 

made previously and discussed the funding the film received, forming an issue-
based, emotionally loaded public. Due to the nature of the drama being traumatising 
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for some, people used the page to share their version of the story and the reasons 
they were upset with the program and not watching it anymore.  

 

Commenter LR: One good point: I thought the woman whose partner went to 
Lyttleton, acted well. I watched the whole thing and will try to watch it all so 
I can truly make up my mind, but it was an uneasy mix of storylines. I wasn't 
expecting a doco - people have seen so much news footage already, I can see 
why Gaylene tried to come at it from a different angle, but no, didn't pull it 
off. 

 
Facebook users were also acknowledging that they were not expecting a 

documentary but went on with criticising in more detail why they did not like the 
program, as in commenter LR’s reasoning. People kept on discussing the program 
episode on Rebuild Christchurch over 24 hours after it had finished, expanding the 
duration of the public beyond the length of the program. This asynchrony and the 
discussion on the page lasting into the next day shows that discourse on the Rebuild 
Christchurch Facebook page is not quite as ephemeral as citizen commentary on 
mediated live coverage on Twitter, which moves on to the next breaking topic 
swiftly. Different to a live news event, opinion building around the program is more 
important than sharing detailed information about what has been seen on TV. The 
comments on the Facebook page discuss and construct a shared opinion about the 
program, especially in critiquing it. The connection of an imagined ambient audience 
is in case of Hope and Wire less about the ephemeral experience of jointly watching 
the program but more about opinion building and bonding around an identification 
of the other, in this case the filmmaker from Auckland who seemingly does not 
understand what it meant for the people in Christchurch to live through the 
earthquakes. This form of communication is linked to what Hall (1997) describes as 
crucial in the formation of collective identity. However, both, the coverage of live 
events and the engagement in a Facebook public linked to a fictional program, can 
be classified as participation in collective sensemaking of mediated events in the 
context of the Canterbury earthquakes.  

Ultimately, sensemaking in discussing Hope and Wire takes place in criticising the 
correctness and fictional nature of the media product, as people had their own 
experiences, which the drama did not match. In addition, critique draws on the 
reduction of complexity in the program, displaying the events but also Christchurch 
and its inhabitants in a stereotyped and simplified manner with, for example, one 
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storyline focusing on skinheads and looters. One commenter describes it as: “Think 
the creators are guessing what Christchurch really went through. Picking the 
controversial bits and turning it into a pathetic movie. Complete waste of time and 
money.” People feel misrepresented by a production, which was not community-
centred and grounded in the complexities of the multi-layered experiences of what 
the population in Christchurch was living through during and after the quakes. The 
participation in the discourse on the Rebuild Christchurch Facebook page serves as a 
cathartic act of communicating their anger in public but also as making sense of the 
program and finding a connection to people through a shared judgement of the 
drama, which serves to overcome encountered trauma (Herman, 1992). 

 
Although some conversations spread across different platforms and networked 

publics, the centrality of finding lots of information around the rebuild in one place 
is what made Rebuild Christchurch successful. Swiggs emphasises the role of Rebuild 
Christchurch to unite all available information in one place and act as opinion leaders 
in a direct relationship to decision makers, which is built on the input through 
participation from its community. Through the interconnectedness of the different 
communication channels the Rebuild brand orchestrated, Swiggs had an insight into 
the ways in which trends and opinions were shaping during the rebuild and which 
routes people followed in their search for information. With its valuable 
relationships and the large body of information available, Rebuild Christchurch even 
took on a role similar to a media outlet, as a middleman between policy makers and 
the public. As Swiggs as admin describes, some emerging issues were even solved 
before the media stage through the input of publics engaging on the Rebuild 
Christchurch page and Rebuild Christchurch’s cooperation and relationship with 
authorities.  

 

So it kinda stopped it getting into the media. If there was an issue or a 
concern or something like that, we would, we would stop it before it got to 
the media stage, or before it got to going offline, because the messaging that 
was being communicated by the authorities was already preemptive of 
what…people might be, so they answer their questions before they even 
knew they were asking them. (Deon Swiggs, Rebuild Christchurch) 

 
Still, this information sharing process cannot be seen isolated, as publics source 

their information in different ways which cannot all be traced through analytics and 
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might as well involve the media. However, the communicative role of the page can 
be seen as a way of speeding up communication between public and institutions and 
potentially facilitating action. The other Facebook page founders and administrators 
interviewed for this thesis also have a signficant stake in their respective online 
discourses. In which ways their personal participation shapes the online discourse 
on the pages will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 
 

5.3 Channelling information flows in networked spaces 

 
No matter whether sharing a personal experience or posting information, language 
use and participation alone position speakers in discourse. They speak from a 
subject position (Hall, 2001). Speaking generally includes a position speakers take up 
while performing the communicative action, locating them in a position from which 
discourse makes the most sense. While this applies to all speakers in networked 
discourse, administrators of Facebook pages have a distinguished role, which 
includes the overall positioning of the discursive space of the page they are 
managing. They enact their role both through the participation in discourse and by 
using the different functions of the page as digital intermediaries to channel 
information flows. Admins utilise the affordances of a Facebook page, which were 
predominantly designed and shaped for businesses and industries to promote their 
brand, to get in contact with the consumer and ultimately to create revenue. 
However, the use of Facebook pages also provides conflicting experiences for them, 
as Ashley Campbell, administrator of Avon River Park states in a previous quote from 
Chapter 4, which is repeated below. 

 

I actually think Facebook is playing games - because I boosted one popular 
post, it's throttling back the views on another, even more popular, post. It 
frustrates the hell out of me. People are sharing photographic evidence of 
sensational return of wildlife to Christchurch since the quakes, I'm trying to 
share it so people understand just why habitat restoration is so important, 
and bloody FB is holding us hostage! (comment posted by Avon River Park on 
Rebuild Christchurch, November 2013) 

 
This small story shows the entanglements of public, private and corporate 

spheres in networked environments, which have to be managed by page 
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administrators to enable collective sensemaking processes on the Facebook pages. 
Although most of the pages in the study were based on voluntary work or non-
profit causes, they utilised the affordances in similar ways to brands and companies, 
for example, to grow an audience and get rewards through likes and connections 
within the platform’s “like economy” (Gerlitz & Helmond, 2013, p. 1348). Conscious 
networking and engaging with potential users, creating leads and high-value 
content have been mentioned as strategic ways in which pages were used to create 
an interest in the specific contexts of the Canterbury earthquakes. Ashley Campbell 
describes her strategy to interest more people in the Avon River Park page as follows: 

 

Whenever I saw a comment on one of those pages to do with the Red Zone, I 
would comment on it as Avon River Park and would ask people over to the 
page. I mean, I actually devoted quite a bit of time to building a following. 
(Ashley Campbell, Avon River Park) 

 
Campbell’s narrative around how she made the Avon River Park Facebook page 

known demonstrates that she actively engages in shaping the communicative space 
of her page. Other administrators described fostering participation in discussions 
and personal connections on the page but also strategising about gaining new 
followers and enlarging their potential audience. Directing new people to a page can 
be seen as an active effort of building a brand and creating a page that people want 
to engage with by strategic language use and comments for creating a larger reach. 
This strategic use of marketing knowledge had different reasons. One was the 
contingency to enact a personal role presumed before the earthquake as all of the 
page initiators had a background in advertising, media or other creative industries. 
As some of them were made redundant due to the earthquakes, for example, Deon 
Swiggs (Rebuild Christchurch), Coralie Winn (Gap Filler) or Julie Goodman (Re:START 
Mall), the project and with it the online space and social media presence was a 
matter of helping the rebuild of Christchurch. Building up the following of the page 
was a way of making sense of their situation in the aftermath of disaster as well as 
being useful for Christchurch’s recovery. The personal empowerment of starting 
their projects and the networked communication involved in them meant 
overcoming the role of a victim of the earthquakes. Eventually, a lack of power was 
replaced with a sense of respect and recognition, when projects became important 
sites of communicating the disaster response and rebuild (Rebuild Christchurch & Rise 
Up Christchurch), collecting money for the rebuild and the survivors, (Rise Up 
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Christchurch), reconnecting people and bringing them back into the city (Gap Filler & 
Re:START Mall) or spreading the vision of an eco-sanctuary for people to enjoy and 
to connect Christchurch with its the natural surroundings (Avon River Park). The 
pages also meant fostering new connections and relationships for their initiators. 
Even if the core project was not the Facebook page itself, the pages still served as 
public discursive space for collective sensemaking. The administrators and founders 
of the projects also enabled larger publics to connect and collectively make sense 
through their social actions and connections, ultimately influencing the resilience of 
communities and overcoming personal trauma connected to the earthquakes. The 
administrators strategically created discursive spaces to make their own voice and 
cause heard as well as the voices and opinions of other people participating. Their 
social actions to do this are grounded in personal and social sensemaking processes.  

However, there are structural differences in the formation of online publics, some 
tied to the engagement of people actively strategising and motivating others to see 
the content and participate themselves, some linked to people utilising technological 
affordances. In the case of Facebook pages, the administrative team facilitates the 
formation of publics. Their activity and practices shape the culture and language 
within the public and its reach. This impact of opinion leaders on the growth of 
networked publics is in line with theories of disaster recovery, which are bound to 
figureheads, people who make the interaction with abstract topics more relatable 
and create trust in personally performed communication in the aftermath of the 
Canterbury earthquakes (Montgomery & Borrie, 2014). Networked figureheads 
match certain criteria, which seem critical for authenticity, such as their closeness to 
the discursive space. The voice and tone of the page have to be authentic, which is 
linked to the use of social language and literacies of the platform and enacted in the 
role as administrator. Knowledge and the local identity of living in or being from 
Christchurch plays an important role, too, described in the following quote of 
Ashley Campbell.  

 

Most of the following, most, not all of it, was focused on that area (…) it's 
become, it's also okay now, for the rest of Christchurch to have an opinion 
about this. Whereas, early on, it wasn't okay, you know. And I kept the fact 
that I was from Auckland, well, I mentioned it nicely, once or twice, but...I 
emphasised the fact that I've grown up there and that my parents house was 
destroyed, because it was just not nice for other people to be saying… it's 
okay now, for the rest of Christchurch to say what they want to happen to this 
land. (Ashley Campbell, Avon River Park) 
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Locality and how people perceived the public display of opinion even mattered 

within Christchurch, for example between the residential red zone and the rest, as 
Campbell’s quote above states. Closeness to this discourse and the connection to the 
area were important for her credibility in raising awareness for her vision for the 
residential red zone. 

Discursive spaces for collective sensemaking are shaped from the ground. 
Besides a large number of posts and their timeliness, trust plays an important role 
for the pages as social information site. For Deon Swiggs from Rebuild Christchurch, 
the authenticity of the posts was connected to his person in creating a consistent 
voice across posts and commenters made under the page account. This resulted in 
substantial amounts of work for Swiggs to spend on the page and the project of 
Rebuild Christchurch as such, as he explains. 

 

It's a 60 hour plus week job because it's not just about the Facebook page, it's 
not just about the Twitter and it's not just about the website, it's also about 
being out there in front of people as well, so you've gotta go to all these 
community functions and say hi, you know, it's almost a political kind of role 
that you play but you're that stake in so many people's ground because when 
you post stuff online on the Facebook page they can see your smiley face or 
they can see your face through…through the branding of Rebuild 
Christchurch, so to speak and that's again, that goes back to what I said before 
but yeah, it is a lot, it is a full time commitment. (Deon Swiggs, Rebuild 
Christchurch) 

 
Page initiators fostered the formation of different kinds of networked publics and 

attractive spaces for people in actively shaping the discourse to make their own 
voices heard and to influence the rebuild of Christchurch in ways they found useful. 
As issue-based publics, which are networked and connected to pages within the 
sample and others, as well as other social media platforms, they follow different 
communication goals. All pages centre on sharing information relevant to their 
project or organisation. Differences in communication textures evolve through 
administrators enacting their roles and goals. They position themselves and the 
public through their competencies and platform knowledge and the social language 
they use. The specific use of wording and language engages people to participate in 
the discussion on the Facebook page, for example, the Avon River Park page. Ashley 
Campbell uses affirmations in her role as administrator such as “all answers 
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allowed”, as well as detailed descriptions why questions are asked, for example why 
people did not vote for a certain suggestion on Evo Space16, the platform presenting 
submissions made for the use of land in the residential red zone. Campbell explains 
her encouraging practice with the motivation to include people in the discussion. 
She sees the page as a public space in which users can voice their thoughts and 
ideas. At the start of the page, she was holding back with her opinions and the idea 
of renaturalisation of the residential red zone as some people were still emotionally 
tied to the space of their old homes and an objective discussion of ideas would have 
been taken as an offence. In caring and taking emotions of the people on the page 
into account, Campbell fostered the creation of a space where deliberate action and 
public discussion can lead to the formation of ideas for the red zone, even though 
opinions differ and longer arguments as well as complex explanations and reasoning 
are taking place. In fostering a distinct discourse culture on the page, a space for 
rational-normative arguments has been created. Still, emotions sometimes play a 
role in the discursive issue-based publics that form on the page. Campbell’s process 
of mediating and facilitating discourse is the vantage point of bringing agency and 
voice into the conversation and shaping dialogue in the networked public 
accordingly, however, limited through the smallness of the space, focussed on a 
specific cause.  

Besides the need to intensify contact and engage with people to include them in a 
public, Facebook also provides a distinct structure of affordances, which shape the 
formation of publics on the pages. As specified in Chapter 4, uses of the Facebook 
pages differ from one another. Publics on each page make different use of the 
affordances of the platform, in line with the positioning of the discursive space 
facilitated by the administrators. Some examples show that patterns of language are 
controlled and used consciously to create a positive culture and sentiment of talk on 
the page. This can be shown in the use of “love our city” in the posts of the 
Re:START Mall page. The phrase is added to posts dealing with beautiful things in 
Christchurch but also mall specific posts. The posts create a positive feel for the 
overall frame Christchurch is presented in by connecting people to it in using “our”. 
Some posts are all about describing the beauty of Christchurch as a city in pictures 
and captions such as “We live in a beautiful and amazing city. We live in The Ever 
Evolving City. LOVE OUR CITY!” Then, the phrase is also added to Re:START Mall 
specific posts, such as “What did you get up to today? I took a stroll through 
Re:START, checked out the sales at Ballantynes, had a pizza from BASE Woodfired 

                                                
16 The website http://evospace.co.nz provides further information on this topic 
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Pizza and then a coffee from Crafted Coffee Company - Cashel Mall. LOVE OUR 
CITY!” In using the phrase, a shared sense of ownership of what is great about 
Christchurch is created and brought into context with the Re:START Mall through 
positive wording and social language use, emphasising the positive aspects of being 
back in the CBD and trying to persuade people to come in. This positivity also 
counteracts the tragedy and sadness caused by the earthquakes in the central city 
and works towards people moving on and feeling happy again.  

The administrator role of Facebook pages also includes gatekeeping and gate 
watching practices controlling the content and information shared in the space. 
Ashley Campbell, administrator for Avon River Park describes her practice of 
amplifying information on the page that is relevant for the public as follows.  

 

We are talking about one specific part of Christchurch and if people post to 
the page stuff that's about something else, I'll look at it and think 'is this 
generally, you know, does this relate, to what we are on about, or doesn't it?’ 
And if it does, I'll actually, I'll repost it, so that people see it. Mostly, if I don't 
think it does or I don't agree with it, I don't delete it, I'll just leave it there. So 
that it's still on the page but actually very few people see it (Ashley Campbell, 
Avon River Park) 

 
Her statement gives insight into how administrators manage what is perceived 

more or less on their pages, depending what they think matters and fits the 
orientation of the page. Besides regulating what other users post on the page by 
deleting and reposting it, five out of six administrators interviewed have also 
boosted posts before to make them more visible to publics within and outside the 
page followers. In that context, some of the interviewees were very clear about the 
uncertainty of a Facebook page, regarding control over the space, as Facebook as a 
company owns the spaces they are operating in and can change the terms of service 
anytime, showing the gatekeeping power of the platform itself. Facebook’s rather 
unpredictable algorithm changes and the fact that payment is becoming more and 
more necessary to reach a large number of their followers has been known by all of 
the participants but one at the time of the interview. Most of them were autodidacts 
and learned to maintain the page by trial and error and reflected on the changes to 
the platform critically, similar to what Deon Swiggs from Rebuild Christchurch 
mentions in the following quote.  
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It is less effective and you have actually to pay for, if you want people to 
engage and or if you want people to sort of see something, you actually have 
to pay for it now. It's really annoying. And I don't think, if you had a small 
Facebook page now, you wouldn't be able to grow it to the level that we are. 
It's just, it's physically impossible, you wouldn't be able to get to the level we 
are. (Deon Swiggs, Rebuild Christchurch) 

 
While acknowledging that there are more ways to analyse and see what their 

followers are doing than in 2010, they appreciate the positive changes to the 
platform beside the differences in the news feed algorithm and advertising posts. 
Returning to Avon River Park’s small story example from the beginning of this 
section, which addresses the platform affordances of Facebook, a certain discrepancy 
between the motivations of the group and the platform structure can be detected. To 
share knowledge and enable people to make sense of what is happening in the red 
zone, in this case, the return of wildlife after people have left their houses, is 
restricted by the algorithmic nature of the Facebook page and Facebook’s advertising 
structure to boost posts to get them in front of their usual audience.  

Within the publics engaging on the pages, people occasionally contest these roles 
of gatekeeping but less in regards to Facebook as corporation affording the public 
space they engage in but more towards the founders of the page, channelling 
discourse to favour their own interests. One example is a post from Avon River Park, 
notifying people that results of a small poll on the page were not counted if they 
were not following the instructions but taking more or fewer votes.  

 

Avon River Park: OK folks, I've made a decision. While I commend the 
kayaking community on its enthusiasm and action, there is a deliberate 
attempt to skew the results of our poll going on. People are achieving this by 
voting just for the one proposal, and nothing more. The poll asks for you to 
vote on THREE to FIVE proposals. If everyone does that, we'll get a fair 
representation. But if people deliberately try to skew the results, we won't. So 
I will delete any votes that are for fewer than three or more than five 
proposals. Let's play fair and aim for a genuine result! - AC 

 
The post itself carefully explains why entries have been deleted, highlighting the 

number of proposals needed to make a valid entry, however, people are not happy 
about it and suspect Campbell of skewing the results, as in the following posts.  
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Commenter DV: You don’t like the results, so you'll disregard peoples 
opinions? 
Commenter AK: Deleting votes is very disappointing. At the very least you 
need to be messaging voters who have had their vote deleted to they get the 
change to vote again. 

 
Ashley Campbell takes a moral stance and answers contrary posts with 

additional information. She explains where she notified people and why she did 
what she did, who the poll is for and that it will not result in any action taken in the 
red zone but is only to detect the opinions of the people on the page. Also, some 
others support Campbell’s decision despite not sharing her opinion on which 
proposals to favour, such as commenter MC.  

 

Commenter MC: Folks, chill out :-) 
It’s a casual FB poll Ashley set up to give us random people out here a chance 
to simply make 3-5 mouse clicks for a handful (somewhere from a sloth to an 
ape’s hand that it) of the AvON/Eastern Vision/EVO::SPACE proposals.  
Whatever you may think of the disallowing of votes, the limitations here is 
not the instructions that several people chose not to follow, but that they were 
needed in the first place because of FB’s polling limitations. I understand that 
some people may not find 3 they want to click on or may not want to click on 
3 even if they do like enough to do so, but the instructions were clear. I won’t 
voice my opinion on whether or not I think Ashley deleting votes that did not 
follow the instructions, but I do support Ashley’s right to do so as the initiator 
of the poll. By the way, I voted for 4 and it took me all of 2 or 3 seconds. And 
for those of you who don’t know me, I’m one of the people pushing the 
whitewater park proposal. 

 
Finally, despite misunderstanding the nature of the post and deleting entries, 

some of the people heavily arguing against it in earlier comments understood the 
reasoning and apologised for attacking Campbell and her decision to delete posts.  

 

Commenter DV: Cheers Ashley, sorry for the late reply. All good understood 
and I appreciate the limitations of the poll and how you are trying to keep 
things fair. I am also clear about the context of the poll and that we should be 
excited about all of these great ideas which should be the focus rather than 
trolling. With that in mind and reading other people’s comments I would like 
to apologise for my earlier comments.  
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As already stated, this is also evidence for collective sensemaking taking place 

through deliberation, as positions and actions are explained and with further 
information, the positions of both parties involved are understood better and can be 
accepted. In this case, it also means, that the decision has been made in a somewhat 
collective and networked way. 

Participation in networked publics creates new ways of making sense of events 
online. While allowing a larger variety of voices to contribute to the discursive 
practice, the emergence of new figureheads who create distinct discursive spaces 
and shape opinions in their networked publics poses a threat to established 
institutional actors previously controlling the flow of information, which can be 
illustrated by the difficult relationship between Ross Becker and Moira Fraser, 
initiators of CHCH EQ Photos, and some media professionals, as described in the 
following quote. 

 

We had quite positive press for the first half of 2011 and then actually 2012 
was quite a difficult year for us, there was quite a thread of criticism. A small 
number of people criticising us really strongly and you know, that was quite 
difficult to us. You have a social media profile...it also gives people who 
disagree with you and want to ridicule you quite a...it is an easy platform to 
do that. (…) There were some people that agreed with that point of view...and 
there was some of the photographers in Christchurch who felt that it was very 
unfair that a...photographer from outside of Christchurch should have got 
this commission from the national library. (Moira Fraser, CHCH EQ Photos) 

 
Professionalism and closeness to local discourses are vital for the emergence of 

figureheads in online spaces. Voicing criticisms highlighting a lack of those online 
and through other media channels can be seen as an attempt to contest the status of 
information flow following the earthquakes in trying to stop previously non-
professional agents moving into the professional space of a media outlet or local 
professional photographer. While these criticisms have resulted in Moira and Ross 
professionalising their work on CHCH EQ Photos and in documenting the damage of 
the earthquakes as well as the rebuild, they have not gone unnoticed by the people 
who follow the page. However, a significant amount of followers support and 
defend the page and its founders in discussions on the page and with positive 
feedback offline. 
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Changes in news dissemination and information flow and the role that newly 
emerging figureheads and opinion leaders play in shaping distinct discursive spaces 
are important markers for collective sensemaking practices through participation 
following the Canterbury earthquakes. They provide people on the ground with a 
public forum where their voices can be heard and where non-professional agents can 
be part of networked discourse. However, the space in which specific publics form 
can also be quite small, making publicness a fragmentary and accretive phenomenon 
in online discourse.  

 
 

5.4 Chapter conclusion 

The formation of networked publics and the ways in which content flows through 
them create some implications for the process of making sense of news and the 
mediated coverage of an event. Due to the ambient ways in which news is produced 
in networked publics in disaster contexts, the format and content differ from 
traditional news products. Content can be deframed (McCosker, 2013) and presented 
from a more personal, subjective and raw perspective, while still referencing 
objective or professional content. News in networked publics is collaboratively 
produced through affective actions, including accounts of citizen witnessing, citizen 
commentary but also professional journalism, creating a hybrid, multifaceted and 
layered space in which sensemaking occurs. These different types of content and 
their role in sensemaking cannot be seen separated, but all add to the discursive 
storyworld of the Canterbury earthquakes. Sensemaking of the events through news 
happens in the context of trust but also in context of the speed and specifics of local 
information on the ground. 

With the traditional role of the media as gatekeeper softened, new gatekeepers 
emerged through algorithmic visibility and prominence in disaster-related 
networked sensemaking publics. These new forms of information flow, however, 
create tensions between different agents, for example, media and new players who 
contribute to news gathering and sharing through Facebook pages or Twitter 
profiles. Facebook page administrators establish themselves in this particular role 
through their practice of communication in emerging network publics and their 
positioning in discourse. Amongst others, they might control not only information 
access within the space of flows but also shape the nature of discourse in networked 
publics. Communication cultures in distinct publics reflect their members as well as 
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the issues these members are facing. Therefore, they provide a valuable space to 
construct and negotiate identity from the perspective of a vast number of voices. 
Collective sensemaking in these discursive spaces also means the co-production of a 
shared culture. However, despite the intertextual connections of discourse, the flow 
of communication in networked publics is also fragmented, influenced by the 
algorithmic structures and platform affordances, shaping different stories but not 
necessarily giving all these stories a broad and public visibility. 
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Chapter 6: Networked disaster identities  

 

What the situation means is defined by who I become while dealing with it or what 
and who I represent. (Weick, 1995, p. 24) 

 
This chapter analyses identity construction in networked disaster publics where 

people are dealing with loss and disruption but also rebuild and reconstruction. It 
describes both collective and individual aspects of identity performed as part of the 
sensemaking process post-disaster. Sensemaking of events is grounded in identity 
(Weick, 1995), as people re-position themselves in relation to the implications the 
disaster has had on them. Identity and self-understanding are fathomed as evolving 
over time and represented through changes in their discursive construction (Laclau 
& Mouffe, 1985). Halpern and Tramontin (2007) conclude that “the ultimate task for 
disaster survivors is to integrate the experience into a changed but intact identity” 
(p.106). To see how this integration of experience is managed in networked 
discourse is the aim of this chapter. 

As a first step towards clarifying performed networked disaster identities, this 
chapter analyses performed identity in networked environments as a part of 
individual sensemaking practices in networked publics. The following argument 
will give insights into identities and self-understanding using example cases for each 
platform. The Facebook page administrators interviewed for this project are central 
agents in networked discourse and the development of their identities in connection 
to the earthquake-related pages is one mode of individual sensemaking that also 
includes a collective component by shaping the space for others to join. This section 
continues to analyse the impact of the earthquakes concentrating on the public 
performance of networked identity on public Twitter profiles, where the earthquakes 
are a constant factor in the perception of self for users. The findings will describe 
individual layers of sensemaking, with the construction of identity at its core, and 
will form the basis of multi-layered collective sensemaking in disaster-related 
networked publics discussed in the following sections of this chapter.  
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6.1 Identities of the participants 

 
The administrators of Facebook pages founded in response to the Canterbury 
earthquakes participated as central agents in discourse shaping the networked 
spaces they were involved in, as argued in Chapter 5. This section will focus on the 
ways in which their participation and the discursive actions in networked publics 
have shaped their identities. Representing a multi-dimensional self-understanding 
the construction of identities for page administrators includes different enacted roles 
(Goffman, 1959; Greenfeld, 1999). Personal identities naturally differ for all of the 
interviewees, but they also depend on the administrator’s position within their 
group or organisation. Because the interviews took place three years after the 
earthquakes began, interviewees were able to reflect on changes to their Facebook 
page and with it their personal growth over that period. In discussing different posts 
on the page for the interview, participants became aware of their personal 
developments, the way they presented themselves and how they were perceived in 
public. Their personal identity had been tightly connected to their role within the 
networked disaster public around the Canterbury earthquakes at the time of the 
interviews and as a result, their personal identity has evolved, too. This development 
includes how they perform activities on their Facebook page and within their 
administrational team, as well as the influence the page had on their personal 
networks and opinions. 

Overall, the page, language and voice used in posts and comments were 
influenced by the personal identity of the administrators and represented beliefs and 
goals they were convinced of, but also emotions they had at the time. Pier Smulders, 
founder of Rise Up Christchurch reflects on these emotions following the February 
earthquake in the next statement. 

 

I look at some of these early posts and the nature of the posts are 
very…reflective of that time, they are very emotive. Quotes from Bob Parker 
… and quotes from Nelson Mandela … seem almost a bit cheesy now but 
because it was within days of the earthquake, everybody was in this sort of 
mind space… it was a very kind of emotional time obviously in Christchurch. 
(Pier Smulders, Rise Up Christchurch) 

 
With his emotions driving his Facebook posts, Smulders and the Rise Up 

Christchurch team also created content that resonated with the emotions of others on 
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the page. In doing something that helped others to connect to their feelings and 
make sense of the earthquakes, Smulders performed his previous role as content 
publisher during the disaster, achieving some personal continuity despite the altered 
conditions. For others, who could not continue to perform their previous 
professional role because of the earthquakes, their role in their online communities 
became a new occupation. Deon Swiggs from Rebuild Christchurch describes this 
motivation of setting up the Facebook page with the spare time he had left after 
losing his job due to the earthquakes.  

 

A lot of the infrastructure for my job wasn't there anymore… the stadium and 
stuff like that, so I was made redundant and then I decided on June the first 
2011 to dedicate six months of my life… basically volunteered six months of 
my time, to setting up Rebuild Christchurch to be more effective. And three 
and a bit years later… I’m still doing it. (Deon Swiggs, Rebuild Christchurch) 

 
For Swiggs, the loss of his job meant a gap in his professional identity that he was 

able to close and redefine by founding Rebuild Christchurch and turning his 
engagement with the organisation into a full-time occupation. Swiggs’ statement 
above identifies an urge to do something, to be active and useful, after losing his job 
due to the February earthquake.  

Working on the Facebook page was empowering in various ways: The page 
founders learned new skills by building and maintaining the community of 
followers and also felt their time was well spent, supporting their passion for 
Christchurch, the city and the people instead of being idle. They felt active instead of 
being forced into the role of a victim as a result of the earthquakes. Engagement with 
a rebuild related project or cause empowered the interviewees, who experienced the 
disaster in Christchurch, to gradually overcome traumatic losses caused by the 
disaster, for example of professional roles and to act as an agent of change (Archer & 
Boonyabancha, 2011; Walsh, 2007). 

The participants of this research project have a strong passion and commitment 
in common, which becomes apparent in their ways of managing the Facebook page 
as something that matters to them personally. Moira Fraser from CHCH EQ Photos 
indicates a passion for both their project and the Facebook page in saying “it was a 
page of Moira and Ross, so it was... some individuals really trying to assist… 
Christchurch people coming to terms with what had happened to their city.” 
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As she describes their motivation to assist Christchurch’s population to make 
sense of what had happened, Fraser’s wish to help others also becomes part of her 
own sensemaking, which influences her personally. The determination with which 
some of the administrators shape the space of the pages is also reflected in the long 
hours they spent maintaining them, which already has been described in Chapter 5. 
Deon Swiggs describes his work as a “full-time commitment” and Ashley Campbell 
said that she “lived and breathed” the page for a while. This tight connection to the 
page shaped their understanding of themselves and the role that page played for 
them, connected to the sacrifices they made for the page and the networked publics 
the page serves.  

Posts made through a Facebook page account give insights into the personal 
representations of the administrators in discourse, for example when administrators 
mark their posts with their name or initials, as practiced on Avon River Park and 
CHCH EQ Photos, which is illustrated in the following example: “Here's a magical 
idea. How about it for the Avon-Otakaro cycle and walkway? - AC 
http://www.boredpanda.com/van-gogh-starry-night-glowing-bike-path-daan-
roosegaarde/“. The use of social language and a voice that is characteristic of the 
people behind the pages is only one example of the strong influence of the personal 
identity of the administrators onto the identity of the page. Events and activities of 
their daily lives are also told in posts on the page, such as the following post by 
Ashley Campbell on Avon River Park17 in 2013.  

  
 
 

                                                
17 The screenshot was taken after the name change from Avon River Park to Greening the Red Zone. 

Figure 11: Page post on Avon River Park/Greening the Red Zone page in 2013 
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In this post, Campbell describes her walk through the red zone and that she will 
share the pictures, providing preliminary insight into her walk with one picture of a 
fence and a red-zoned property behind. With posts like this, the daily lives of 
administrators and their ways of processing and making sense of living in 
Christchurch become a part of the networked discourse on the pages, both 
representing the administrator and the characteristics of recurring page content.  

Over time, engagement in networked discourse on the page, and developing 
platform literacy concerning Facebook features as well as the most efficient social 
language resulted in the personal growth of the administrator as a person. As Deon 
Swiggs from Rebuild Christchurch reflects, the mistakes he has made in 
communicating to the networked public on the page represent what he has learned, 
as they affect him and the way in which he engaged further for the best possible 
outcome for the public. 

 

I’ve learned now more than ever that language is so, so important when you 
are starting to communicate, especially on the online forum and I've made 
plenty of mistakes … but because I have made those mistakes myself, I can 
actually take it on board and that actually… affects me quite deeply 
personally but you learn from that and you understand what your… market 
is needing (Deon Swiggs, Rebuild Christchurch) 

 
 From this perspective, the Facebook pages can be seen as a tool that drives 

individual sensemaking about what the earthquakes meant for the administrators 
personally and how they influenced them. By participating in and influencing 
networked discourse on the Facebook pages, the participants perform their own role 
and identity in relation to the earthquakes and in connection to communities that 
benefit from the page, are validated by ongoing engagement on the page. 

 
 

6.2 Identities of Facebook pages as networked spaces 

 
This section will draw closer attention to the concept of identity as applied to the 
Facebook pages as networked spaces where discursive publics communicate, as an 
aspect of collective sensemaking. Networked spaces share some characteristics with 
the definition of place identity, for example, place identity can either refer to a 
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description of the physical key characteristics of places, such as their architecture, or 
the relational attachment a person or a group has for them, such as a home town or a 
place where certain experiences have been made (Lewicka, 2008). The partly abstract 
and multi-layered materiality of social media platforms as networked space 
complicates a collective understanding of discursive publics on Facebook. An 
individual who spends time on the page is not necessarily seen by others, but only 
becomes apparent in communicative action, joining a community of practice and 
constructing their online identities but also an understanding of these spaces 
through sociality (Papacharissi, 2013). Besides the focus on communicative action as 
defining participation online, others have also emphasised the value of those 
followers who are only listening or lurking, providing attention and receptiveness, 
which engages more active accounts (Crawford, 2009; Lee, Chen, & Jiang, 2006). 

 
As well as being interwoven with the personal identity of its administrator, a 

Facebook page also represents an organisation or a cause. The names of Facebook 
pages establish the role of the page, as names are tied to collective and individual 
identities and hint at the situational role (Mason, 1990). The name is used when 
talking about the pages but also appears in conjunction with a profile picture when 
posts are made by the page administrator account. In an additional layer of place-
making, the pages analysed in this study also refer to places in their names. The 
Cashel Re:START Mall, and Avon River Park refer to specific places in town, such as 
Cashel Street and the surroundings of the Avon River. Rebuild Christchurch, Rise Up 
Christchurch and CHCH EQ Photos all refer to the city itself. Gap Filler relates to the 
abstract space of a gap. Reference to an action or practice is also apparent from some 
page names such as to restart, to rebuild, to rise up or to fill, indicating the action-
oriented aim of the page in response to the earthquakes. All of these actions 
encompass a normative dimension of their claim. 

Despite the orientation of the pages pointing towards the founders’ personalities 
and characteristics, identity of the networked space also go beyond. The place 
identity of the networked space is constructed by a variety of other factors as well, 
such as the different personalities in the team of administrators, interactions within 
the page-based public but also the affordances of the platform, which add some of 
the architectural characteristics of place identity, similar to identities of physical 
places. For the page with multiple administrators to assume a coherent identity, the 
different administrators have to follow the same goal and use an appropriate tone 
and voice that is consistent with the aim of the page and the context of the post. 
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Moira Fraser, the administrator of CHCH EQ Photos, emphasises this regarding the 
other administrator of the page, who she is friends with but also has a strong 
professional bond, as they have the same goals for the content on the page. 

Even if the language and nature of the posts made through the page account is 
not 100 per cent coherent, as long as the overall aims of the different admins align, 
communication on the page is authentic to its cause. For the Re:START Mall, 
continuity was lost when there were too many different people working on the page. 
This made the board of the mall reconsider the strategy of employing further people 
to help maintain the page, and they went back to Julie Goodman doing it solely.  

 

They had quite a few students who wanted to do posts, so what would 
happen, was there was a manager in Restart Paul Longsdale and they come 
and said, 'I see you got a Facebook page, can I post content?'... So we had all 
these community managers for a period of six months and at the very get go 
of that, I wrote a social media policy for the page, on the tone, the voice and 
all of that. It was really difficult. (Julie Goodman, Re:START Mall) 

 
Although Goodman wrote a Facebook post policy as working document for the 

new page administrators, the organisational tone of voice and posting strategy were 
not commonly understood, which is why the cooperation did not work out in the 
end. This might be because the other contributors were not trained or did not have 
enough experience maintaining a public Facebook page, although they have been 
proficient Facebook users for private purposes before. In the interview, Goodman 
also described developing the “personality of the page” in an attempt to make it 
more attractive for people following. She considers personality as part of the page 
strategy, as people would not engage with posts otherwise. Moira Fraser made a 
similar statement about her page CHCH EQ Photos:  

 

You know, I was always trying right from the start to create a page that had a 
clear personality...cause it's quite a narrow scope, photographs of...the impact 
of the earthquakes in Christchurch. So…people who frequent the page know 
a bit about our personalities. (Moira Fraser, CHCH EQ Photos) 

 
However, the personality of the page is not completely separated from the 

founders’ personalities as people engaging on the pages also have come to know the 
administrators and address them by name in the discussion. For example, a 
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comment on Rebuild Christchurch addresses administrator Deon Swiggs by name 
instead of as ‘Rebuild Christchurch’: “Used to live on corner Montreal and Gloucester, 
Deon.....all fell down, now, tho.” Other user posts do use the page name, as in: 
“MERRY CHRISSY to you too Rebuild and team there!” Both comments show the 
multilayered and entangled characteristics of the identity of the networked space, 
addressing both Deon Swiggs personally and the Rebuild Christchurch page, which he 
solely maintained at the time. 

People who founded and administrated one of these Facebook pages see it as 
more than a representation of their personal identity but see the pages for their 
goals. As a result of the connection to the cause and their motivation to maintain the 
page, interviewees refer to the page in a personalised manner. Julie Goodman refers 
to the Restart page as “younger brother” of her son, describing her love and work 
flowing into the page.  

 

So George, my little boy, when we took over the page, it was like his younger 
brother you know, (…) [it] was hilarious. We'd always be doing something 
for the Restart page, either we were off to get pictures for the page or would 
be, George did a few posts on it for me and...it was a labour of love to start 
with. (Julie Goodman, Re:START Mall) 

 
 In Goodman’s quote, her close connection to the Facebook page and its 

humorous personalisation as family member illustrates the role that the page played 
in her and her son’s daily life. Her passion and devotion to the page as her creation 
is reflected in the way she talks about it. Deon Swiggs, Moira Fraser, Julie Goodman, 
Pier Smulders and Ashley Campbell all reflected on their engagement with their 
pages and the large amounts of time they spend working and building the pages in 
the interview. The personality and voice of the page are due to the engagement and 
amounts of work put in by their founders and administrators as well as the time 
users spend on the page shaping social language practices in use. 

Even though the identity of a page is mostly constructed by administrator posts 
using the page account, it is also influenced by user interactions on the page. User 
comments stay on the page wall unless deleted and are part of the page content a 
visitor sees first. The content of these comments as well as the frequency of 
interaction can be seen as indications of popularity and attention but also mark the 
tone and language used on the page and the way in which people interact with each 
other on a regular basis. The page identity is a collective construct shaped by 
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discourse on the page over time. Time proofs to be an important concept for the 
identity of a page, as its content changes over time but also gains value as a place for 
people volunteering time to maintain it. This valuation can also be made by the time 
users spend shaping the content of the page through comments, feedback or 
additional information and adding another layer of identity to the networked space 
of the page. 

 
 

6.3 Disaster identities in Twitter bios 

Events and experiences related to the earthquakes became part of how people 
defined themselves and shaped personal and collective identities within networked 
publics. The influence of the disaster is enacted in narratives through Facebook 
posts, comments or tweets but also through other affordances of social media 
platforms. On Twitter, people can create public profiles to construct a networked 
understanding of themselves. Twitter as a platform provides tools for this 
construction of networked personal identity, including a profile picture, and a 
header picture with the introduction of the new Twitter profile in 2014. They can fill 
their username and other fields with personal information, such as user bio, location 
or the link to a personal website. Further, people construct their online identities 
through relational interactions on the platform, such as following and being 
followed but also tweets and retweets (Gruzd et al., 2011; Marwick & boyd, 2011).  

The user bio serves different functions. It can be used to describe the account or 
the person or organisation maintaining the account. Users can include interests, 
personal traits, and values, occupation, where they are from or where they are living 
at the moment. While people often reference a professional occupation they also 
emphasise that their tweets represent their opinions and not the opinion of their 
employer. This caveat in describing the nature of the account is mainly due to the 
fear of legal consequences of tweets but also represents the mixed nature of Twitter 
accounts. Even though people might maintain accounts for professional reasons, 
such as networking and having an online presence that represent one part of 
personal identity, their personality and voice still play a major role. The user bio 
offers a space of identity description that is still just 140 characters but is more 
enduring than a tweet itself. 

 A lasting impact of the earthquakes on people’s identity becomes evident in the 
wording of user bios in the tweets analysed here, even though it is only a small 
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subset of the whole dataset. 916 of 976,604 tweets contained some form of reference 
to earthquakes in the user bio field, ranging from general references, such as 
identifying a profile as an automated account distributing earthquake alerts, to 
Christchurch and Canterbury specific references. References to the earthquakes in 
the bio were made in different ways, due to the type of the accounts and the 
information people included in their bios in general. These were made by personal 
accounts and organisational accounts, for instance, NGOs or government agencies, 
which could be professional or semi-professional. A reference to an earthquake in 
the user bio was not a Christchurch specific thing, as the data included references to 
the Japanese earthquakes that happened in the same time frame, as well as the Haiti 
and Chilean earthquakes earlier in 2010. 

Some people also describe in their bio where they are living at the moment as 
well as where they are from, in addition to the separate field ‘location’. Bios 
specified, for example, if an account holder focussed on a specific region for posting 
earthquake alerts or whether tweets were more general a curation of breaking 
disaster news around the world. This way, it was possible to identify whether a user 
was in or from New Zealand or somewhere else in the world in many cases. People 
based outside of New Zealand engaged in the earthquake network public, as they 
were interested in tracking earthquakes or curating breaking news events around the 
world. Some of them demonstrated this interest and why they engaged in the 
discussion, as in the following examples: “Bipolar Disordered, Hardcore 
Atheist,Earthquake enthusiast,Photography,Technology Geek,Straight adjacent, 
Gadget Freak, Hiker, A.D.D...Oh look, what's that??” or “end times, earthquakes, big 
brother, political unrest, disasters,current events”. 

On a local level, there were a number of ways in which users, both organisational 
and personal, expressed earthquake related identity information in the user bios on 
Twitter. For local organisations, the bios were used as a way to communicate 
essential information in response to the earthquakes, to make it more prominent. 
The bio of the University of Canterbury account in September 2010, for example, 
details: “The University of Canterbury is in recovery mode after the September 4 
Earthquake. The UC Communications team is keeping staff & students informed of 
progress.” 

As tweets could not get pinned to the top of a user feed before April 2014 
(Bellona, 2014), they could get out of the visible range on a user’s profile. Links and 
alerts that should be visible at all times were therefore included in the bio. These also 
included condolences or the plea for people to donate to a charity in support of the 
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earthquake victims such as: “Born in Christchurch. Hey! its #GoRedDay Fri 4th 
March 2011, lets support Christchurch in a big way! please donate to @NZRedcross 
#eqnz” 

 For other organisations involved in the disaster response, the bio field was a way 
to personalise the messages and let people know who was tweeting from the account 
at the given time, as in the Christchurch City Council’s profile: “Christchurch City 
Council twitter feed. You're tweeting with Nalin ^NA and Claire ^CEC. Earthquake 
info www.canterburyearthquake.org.nz” 

In the bios examined, personal users described what was important for who they 
were. This included personal relationships, the number of children, religion, what 
they were following on TV or what kind of music they liked. Descriptions in the bios 
were also a way of expressing individuality and including hints of humour or puns. 
Other communication patterns and affordances of the platform such as hashtags, 
mentions of other users to display a connection between accounts, such as a 
relationship to a family member or the personal account of an administrator of an 
organisational account, as well as the creator of a bot are mentioned in the bio. 
People also include in their bios, what they enjoyed doing, such as hobbies or their 
professions, such as in “Brand, marketing and online strategy consultant; ex-pat Scot 
shaken but not stirred by the earthquakes; wife, runner, chocolate and coffee 
lover…”. A number of bios included references to the earthquakes, for example in 
which way the people were involved in either recovery, such as structural engineers 
or why they were interested in the topic, such as Ph.D. holders and lecturers in 
Geology.  

Some accounts belonged to media professionals covering the earthquakes or 
living in Christchurch, who made their job and the function of the account clear in 
the bio, such as “Another news-nut living in earthquake prone Christchurch... and a 
One News 6pm reporter for TVNZ!”. Some bios detailed what had changed for the 
account holders due to the earthquakes in terms of occupation, either if they were 
made redundant or had recently moved to Christchurch, or were covering the 
recovery now, instead of crime reports, for instance.  

Another component to the identity described in user bios was where people were 
from and where they were currently living. In relation to the earthquakes, account 
bios also included humorous details, such as “I live with my mum. Don't judge me. 
It's an earthquake thing” and playful variations of Christchurch, including 
earthquake references in the name, such as “shaky town”, “Quakeville”, 
“Quakechurch”, “shaky chur-town”. These statements show that the quakes have 
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become a part of the city’s identity which is communicated through the user bios, 
making them part of personal identities as well.  

The use of the #eqnz hashtag in the bio, as already described in Chapter 4, 
connects the content-based ambient news discourse with identity discourse in user 
bios, where #eqnz acts as an identity marker. Using the #eqnz hashtag in the bio 
served as a way of describing their personal background and identity expressing a 
different sense of belonging by using the affordance of the hashtag. The #eqnz 
hashtag is often incorporated in messages within the bios, such as “#eqnz fatigued!”, 
“#eqnz rider” or “#eqnz survivor”. Besides #eqnz survivor, “earthquake survivor” 
occurs in the bios 33 times, marking a disaster as a life define event in some way. 

 
Reference to the earthquake as part of publicly constructing personal identity 

may be a time sensitive action in including recent events in the user bio. This action 
might be restricted to the response and recovery period following the disaster or the 
time, when aftershocks were still occurring. However, this cannot be detected from 
the momentary snapshot in time that the examples of bios provide. It is possible that 
the earthquakes are only significant in people’s bios until they have made sense of 
the disruption and move on, changing their bio again. Practices of referring to the 
earthquakes as part of the identity of survivors show that the concept of identity is in 
flux and identities change, and connect to situated discourse in a public (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 1985). They still provide a momentary tie to the earthquakes, suggesting a 
temporary or longer lasting connection of the account holder. References to the 
earthquakes provide evidence of their impact on people involved and how they 
negotiate their self where previous understandings have been discontinued due to 
the events. This may represent the process of recreating narrative coherence out of 
discontinuity (Herman, 1998) and a way of integrating traumatic events in people’s 
life stories (Pals & McAdams, 2004).  

While tweets mark a more temporary connection that is used by outsiders and 
bystanders alike, the performed connection to disaster in bios represents a deeper 
effect of the earthquakes on personal identities. The different personal identities and 
voices create some collective identity within a networked public on Twitter, as 
something individuals have in common and can represent publicly, which is a 
common motif of performing community attachments (A. P. Cohen, 1985). For 
people in Christchurch, the Twitter bio marks a way to define themselves and their 
identity influenced by their earthquake experience. Shared experience defines their 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 6 
__________________________________________ 

 200 

self and creates a marker which sets them apart from others, which influences how 
they perform their identity in public on a social media platform. 

 
 

6.4 The imagined community: collective identities on Facebook pages 

 
Connectedness between people through networked publics became a major factor in 
collective identity construction while making sense of what happened to 
Christchurch as a city and the people living in it. After examining how participants 
negotiated their identities as central agents in discourse and what role the Facebook 
pages and Twitter played in developing a post-disaster identity, the following 
section will focus on the representation of collective identities in networked publics. 
This section argues for the construction of collective identities as a form of collective 
sensemaking following the Canterbury earthquakes, which is focused on the 
imagined connection to groups active in network discourse and beyond. This feeling 
of connectedness in online interactions can be seen as a way of coping with trauma 
when other social or material relationships are disrupted.  

People actively engaging with the page content are the most visible members of 
the community after the page administrator. In contrast, large numbers of people 
have liked the page but never or rarely post, which is common for the interaction in 
groups online (Baym, 2000). As not everybody is present on a social media platform 
at the same time, networked publics can be described as imagined, such as imagined 
audiences (Marwick & boyd, 2011) and imagined communities sharing similar 
characteristics to national collective identities (B. Anderson, 2006; Gruzd et al., 2011). 
Most of the interviewees had a clear sense that there is a core group of users at the 
heart of these imagined communities, as Moira Fraser describes for CHCH EQ 
Photos:  

 

That core group… would probably be… 100 or 200 people, whose names I 
really know well and none of those I knew before… People come to it because 
they are...interested in the content rather than...because they are interested in 
you as the page administrator. (Moira Fraser, CHCH EQ Photos) 

 
Deon Swiggs (Rebuild Christchurch), Julie Goodman (Re:START Mall) and Ashley 

Campbell (Avon River Park) describe their core group of users in a similar manner, as 
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names they recognise and, which reappear in the conversation on the page, but 
whom they also did not know before. Sally Airey also confirms there is a core group 
of users for the Gap Filler page but adds that the community is not that active in 
discussing and engaging with posts on the page. However, the people who have 
been involved in Gap Filler projects on the ground match this core group of online 
users to a certain extent. That the page administrators did not know most of the 
people in person who are involved on their pages is one typical characteristic for 
virtual communities (Parks, 2011). That they do not know the large periphery of 
people who have liked the page further makes the pages more of an imagined 
community, similar to Anderson’s (2006) understanding. What unites them is not a 
shared sense of nationality but the feature of liking a page on Facebook as a 
platform. 

Moira Fraser describes that she did not know most of the audience previously, 
but while maintaining the page she got to know who was engaging continuously 
with the page content. She also makes clear that people engage with and follow a 
page because of an interest in the content and the way it is communicated rather 
than a personal interest in the person behind the page, although her personality 
might shine through (see also in section 6.2). A small number of close friendships 
have formed on the CHCH EQ Photos page, and hosts and users are generally on a 
first name basis on the pages overall, due to the rather informal and conversational 
culture of social media.  

Bonding through communicative practices on the page helped the development 
of social capital and ties between the page admins and other users on the page, 
strengthening the collective identity of people engaging in the networked public. 
This connectedness to a larger community of social media members fostered their 
resilience by reconnecting and building new community relationships after the 
disruption of the earthquakes. Making a reconnection with others has been 
identified as an important factor for community resilience and coping with disaster 
(Herman, 1992; Norris et al., 2008). 

There are different aspects of identity in networked publics that matter for 
collective sensemaking practices following a catastrophe. In Weick’s (1995) 
understanding, the need for sensemaking is triggered by a change in the situation 
that challenges a person’s self-conception and consistent understanding of the self. 
Constructing this self then depends on an imagination of a person’s appearance to 
others and a subsequent judgement, as well as some self-feeling (Weick, 1995). These 
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different layers of sensemaking on the CHCH EQ Photos page are apparent in Moira 
Fraser’s statement below, where she talks about funny pictures:  

 

The reason... that I thought… why it was of such interest, was people shared 
that a lot because they thought that it demonstrated Christchurch's sense of 
humour and the...kind of... up beat way of responding to the disaster, that 
you make something into a joke, out of these terrible empty sites and so there 
were a lot of people who were saying… this is how we are responding, so lots 
of people sharing it with their friends and relatives overseas, so… they really 
get lots and lots of shares when people living in Christchurch use it to tell the 
story to their friends and family of what they are going through. (Moira 
Fraser, CHCH EQ Photos) 

 
Moira Fraser illustrates how people collectively wanted to be perceived by 

outsiders but also how people wanted to see themselves. Fraser collated some of 
these pictures into an album on the page called “Cantabrian humour”, including 
pictures of decorated portaloos or referencing pop culture as the following, which is 
an intertextual play on lyrics of the song “Party Rock Anthem” by LMFAO in an 
earthquake recovery context. 

 
 
 

Figure 12: Cantabrian humour in the rebuild context - "Everyday I'm shovelling" sign in Lyttleton. 
Picture © Rowena Laing 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Chapter 6 
__________________________________________ 

 203 

The overall perception of networked publics is therefore not only about the 
collective identity of the communities but also about the way these communities are 
perceived in engaging and reacting to the situation the earthquake and ongoing 
seismic activities have posed on them. Posts on pages gave people outside of 
Christchurch insights into the region and the city and were a tool to construct 
actively their collective identities used by people in Christchurch.  

Page owners also described the importance of a friendly and positive feel to the 
page and the user interactions on it. This positivity promotes a friendly space in 
which people are happy to interact and chat but also demonstrates how they can 
construct an image of their community and how they want to be perceived by 
outsiders. Creating this friendly atmosphere in an online group of people can be 
seen as a communicative accomplishment constructing shared norms (Baym, 2000). 
In this context, participants also reflected on how they and their page communities 
handled difficult subjects and disagreements in posts, indicating the dynamics 
between different people in the networked public. Deon Swiggs describes the 
process with difficult material as follows: 

 

I’ve deleted maybe about 5 comments in the whole time that I've had it. (…) 
We promote a nice family-kind of orientated … environment, so people will 
respect that generally and if people don't respect that other people pick them 
up on it and you know self-accountability is quite important but sometimes 
it's just so disrespectful that you just have to delete. (Deon Swiggs, Rebuild 
Christchurch) 

 
Other page hosts also reflected on the self-regulation as well as the normative 

standards that were present in the communities, as Julie Goodman describes 
handling difficult posts to the Re:START Mall page: 

 

I leave them, actually, there was a really difficult one, when was it, it was two 
or three weeks ago and it was some guy and it was about a, a spelling mistake 
about...who proofs these posts, he was actually quite aggressive and I edited 
the post. I had repeated a word and I just edited the post and took the word 
out and then I just watched everyone have a go at him and there was nothing 
more to do. (Julie Goodman, Re:START Mall) 

 
These statements from the administrators show self-regulation and a sense of 

responsibility to discuss and stop unfriendly or unruly comments from appearing on 
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the page. Another example is Ashley Campbell from Avon River Park reminding 
people about the goal of the page, when some commenters express their anger about 
politicians on the page in November 2011, in posts that were then deleted.  

 

Avon River Park: I repeat a line from the media release: "That support crossed 
political and social lines." People, to make this happen, everyone's gotta work 
together. The second you go hating on some of the supporters is the second 
we lose. Put your politics aside, be thankful for the support and the profile 
and get working together to make it happen. AC 
Commenter IW: Couldn't agree more. 

 
In the interview, Campbell remembered the comments and the reason why she 

interfered in the discussion. 
 

I know at some stage there was somebody really sounding off about Gerry 
Brownlee...and Bob Parker, who have both in their own way at assorted times 
expressed support for the concept (…) But at one stage I made, I actually said 
'No, you don't have that sort of conversation on this page and you don't slag 
off people simply of their politics on this page. This page is about restoring 
nature to the red zone and if people support us, I don't care which political 
party they are from. (Ashley Campbell, Avon River Park) 

 
The following example on Rebuild Christchurch asking how people would 

describe Christchurch at the moment also had some unfriendly comments between a 
small group of commenters on it, which started off with a post being positive about 
the future of the rebuild.  

 

Commenter TH: Amazing! Loving Chch moved here a year ago lived all 
around the world and what's happening here is awesome! Chin up people we 
are getting a new city good things take time ;) plus we are living in the middle 
of the most amazing part of the world with all the awesome nature around us 
it's all good! If you don't think so go travel you'll soon realize we have an 
awesome home Chch is more than building and shops! It's the mountains and 
snow and rivers and beaches at our door step..sorry that was more than a 
word..just thought this needed a bit more positivity :) 
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The comment was challenged by some commenters, who had been in 
Christchurch for the whole aftermath and were not as positive.  

 

Commenter YS: and you lived here during the quakes  ???  it was your choice 
to come here ,,some of us are stuck here ,,bit different and as you didnt know 
chch pre quakes dont think you have the right to say we should be happy we 
are getting a new city ,,the old one was just fine 
 
Commenter JZ: No she comes from overseas probably a pom with loads of 
money brought abrand new home in a rich area, Something most young 
people born here can only dream about so it's all good. 
 
Commenter TH: FIY YS we have had properties here in Chch for 6 years one 
was damaged so yes I have been through it all as you have with the EQC 
rebuilds, tenants skipping out on rent insurance etc. we lived in a caravan for 
a few months last year as we waited or our work to get done so I think I have 
the right to say what I did above..I miss the old Chch but I choose not to be 
negative and embrace new changes. And let's get one thing straight lady, the 
"old" city wasn't fine! It fell down!! At least our new one won’t. 
 
Commenter AL: While it's lovely to be so positive, TH, for those of us who 
have been here day in and day out since September 4 we are battle worn, 
tired and disillusioned. Really pleased you are happy to be here though. 

 
Commenter AL tries to sooth the emotions of the different posters by 

considerately complementing the first commenter on her positivity but also stating 
how hard it is for people having lived through the disaster recovery and rebuild. 
Still, the tone of the discussion grew more aggressive with the following posts, 
specifically as JZ made some of comments in a row.  

 

Commenter JZ: you were not born here were you miss Happy?Have 
something to fall back on if you loose your property not like most here. 
 
Commenter JZ: And make the property's in Christchurch go up .I wish you 
would f off back to your ugly Britain so young New Zealanders can buy 
homes it's because of people like you they can't. 

 
In turn, commenter TH answers with some posts calling JZ names. 
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Commenter TH: ^^^^ Stupid woman I'm a kiwi girl I was born in Rotorua! 
Your an idiot! A truly ugly person so sad! I bet you feel like a dumb arse now 

 
Commenter TH: nooooo you stupid woman! Horrible person you are!! 
Seriously get back in your caravan and shut up! 

 
Commenter TH: I feel sorry for you… 

 
After a number of heated posts, commenter GM supports the positivity of 

commenter TH by a post distracting from the topic in referring to a bombing in Gaza 
and also criticising commenter YS for complaining about being stuck in 
Christchurch. Commenter GM also describes disgust and the wish to have negative 
people leaving Christchurch for the sake of the city. 

 

Commenter GM: TH, I loved your post. 
Commenter GM: Meanwhile. Children have died from a misguided bomb in 
the Gaza Strip and we are here moaning about living in a bus , at least you 
had no fears of being dead in the morning , pull your socks up you disgust 
me , shame on you . How dare you live in my city and moan. No one is stuck 
here  Go go go please for the sake of the city moving on 
 
Commenter JZ: I wasn't moaning about it GM. She was telling us how hard 
she had it tenants skipped payments my heart bleeds is what I am getting at 
you retard ,she is telling lies her hubbie is probably working for EQC she 
doesn't give a hoot about anyone here like I said ALL GOOD For the 
landlords who don't come from here I take it your a mate .She is so off of the 
rest of us on here isn't she? She is a selfish cow and she doesn't feel sorry for 
me she feels nothing for anyone ,You two are the only ones on here that are so 
happy go back where you both come from piece of crap 

 
While commenter JZ explains her reasoning to commenter GM first, she changes 

direction and scolds GM for not staying on topic a post later. 
 

Commenter JZ: This is not a post about the Gaza GM stay on the post this is 
about the rebuild where people have lost there homes ,Post your Gaza 
comments on a post that has something to do with that subject not here 
UNDERSTAND REBUILD LOOSER NOT GAZA 
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While a couple of other posts follow from commenter TH insulting commenter 
JZ, the thread also progresses by other people posting comments. One comment was 
made by the Rebuild Christchurch page account and tried to mediate between the two 
opposed commenters, in thanking commenter TH for the comment and reminding 
everybody about being respectful towards others. 

 

Rebuild Christchurch: TH: thank you for your perspective, in time I would 
hope more feel the way you are now. we have a lot of people to help over the 
chasm. Please all be respectful of others and how they feel and think, we are 
all here together no matter if we got here yesterday or last century. 
Commenter TH: Thanks Rebuild Christchurch I feel I was being respectful 
though I do some what regret calling someone a cow, how ever I don't 
condone trolling or bullying and that's exactly what happened on this post 
straight away if you will read from the beginning. people are totally entitled 
to their opinion but when a racist attacked me straight away I am free to 
stand up for my self? 

 
Some other commenters follow the example of the page account and support a 

friendly discussion, which commenter TH answers politely and apologetic, while 
others again compliment her for her positivity but make very clear that she behaved 
in a way that is not appreciated in the page community. 

 

Commenter ME: I liked your original post TH. I wasn't impressed with some 
of the comments you made when responding to JZ though. I agree with AR - 
there was no need to make fun of the spelling of JZ’s name, call her a "sad 
cow", a "dick" an 'Ugly person", etc. JZ made some incorrect assumptions 
about you. You could have corrected her in a polite way instead of resorting 
to name calling. 

 
After others joined the conversation again, commenter TH still engaged with the 

others and answers both people criticising some of her posts. Eventually, the initial 
conversation around which word comes into the minds of people when they think of 
Christchurch is resumed. Commenter JZ does not post again after a number of 
people have made comments on the topic. Conflict is not always easily resolved, 
especially when it comes to an emotive topic for people, such as the state of the 
rebuild when they are feeling angry and negative about it. People value the 
discussion within the network public as a space where they can share their opinions 
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but also get emotional when being misunderstood. However, when reminded about 
the friendliness of the community and the language that is appropriate to use they 
also admit their mistakes. As others were helping the page administrator in the 
discussion to avoid having the heated argument between TH and JZ drag on, a 
feeling for the way in which people appreciate sensemaking to happen in the 
community is established. While a number of commenters have similar negative 
feelings regarding the rebuild, the aggressive tone and nature of the posts still 
stopped them in supporting and connecting with commenter JZ, whose behaviour 
was not acceptable in their imagined community. As people feel responsible, there is 
also a sense of community and collective responsibility toward the group and the 
public involved in it. It is hard to say that it stems from a feeling of belonging rather 
than a general need for friendliness in difficult times, or it might be caused by 
different reasons which are not apparent in the first place. When people can identify 
with people that are part of the same community or live in the same city, language 
use is friendly or if not, others try to bring it back to a positive tone, even when 
people are voicing different opinions. 

While constructing collective identities, boundaries between the own identity 
group and the members of a different group or out-group are referred to (Luhmann, 
1994; Mouffe, 1993). Page hosts establish this boundary through the way in which 
stories are shared and framed for people outside of Christchurch but also in 
emphasising the differences between their page and community and other page 
communities. The interviewees describe tone and language as friendlier and nicer in 
their communities compared to other publics they distanced themselves from, such 
as publics where there was mainly negative discussion, highly political comments, 
flaming and non-constructive feedback happening. For the Rise Up Christchurch 
page, for example, these other pages were the ones of other media companies, which 
differed in content and tone. Pier Smulders describes the emotional voice and the 
emotive content posted on the page as a salient characteristic for Rise Up Christchurch 
and the time following the February earthquake. Although the page is affiliated with 
his media company, he perceives the page as being different from other media 
pages, giving the page a different “feeling”. He explains the importance of this 
emotional voice for the success of the page in another example: 

 

So I think somehow the discourse on our site because it was a more 
community-based, almost felt like a, you know, non-profit… we didn't get too 
many trolls and we didn't get too many negative comments and when we did, 
everyone else jumped on them, so I think, Rise Up Christchurch always had a 
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feel good, kind of spirit to it because it is not a corporate, it's not seen as a 
corporate website. (Pier Smulders, Rise Up Christchurch) 

 
This quote shows how Smulders as a page admin sees his page and the 

networked publics that formed on it and distinguished it from corporate media sites. 
As an example of how a different page community is run, the Gap Filler page is 
monitored but the organisation wants to leave it as free and self-determining as 
possible, with their audience as mindful and cultivated as possible, depending on 
the topic. Sally Airey from Gap Filler says it “is a fine line there, I guess. You want to 
encourage people to be a little bit sophisticated (laughs) but as well allow the 
element of fun, that, you know, it can be a little bit silly.” 

The interviewees all described taking great care in being respectful and 
considerate towards their communities in their posts. This respectfulness and 
consideration is also elaborated in the policies of the pages and their other online 
spaces and creates a normative community culture of interaction where most people 
know how to react to other content. Nonetheless, interviewees recognised that there 
were negative or difficult posts on their pages. The way they and their community 
dealt with them, which is mostly to leave them there and let them be valued or self-
regulated by the followers of the page, communicates identification with the 
community. While discussion is seen as vital, respect and moderation also shapes 
how the interviewees frame interaction on their page. 

 
 

6.5 Chapter conclusion 

As actions and practices in public online spaces develop as nodal points in discourse 
that situate the practices of online posts and comments, they create dominant 
communication patterns shaping identities. Sensemaking in disaster contexts can 
therefore be seen as the subtle construction of new identities with new social 
practices and the ways in which people construct themselves online. Through 
participation, users’ self-perceptions as part of the collective are included and 
connect them to the networked public. Collective identities, such as local or 
community identities play a role as well as personal identities that are negotiated in 
online publics afforded by platform features and technologies. Identity is a major 
part of the distinct civic culture of networked post-disaster environments 
representing Christchurch and its people, as the disruptions are integrated as 
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significant events in creating a coherent life story and understanding of self. The 
voice of the people as well as how they perceive themselves and mediated images of 
their collective identity are defining their agency and powers in the transitional 
context. This does not happen independently from a previous pre-disaster identity 
but includes history and memories of what Christchurch as a city was like before the 
earthquakes. Identity construction also includes the space of places of Christchurch 
as a transitional city and the experiences people have made during the rebuild. In 
making sense of these entities, identity is constantly recreated and shaped in line 
with developments and opinions constructing discourse. Notions of space and place 
will be analysed further in the following. 
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Chapter 7: Electronic elsewheres - constructing place in 
networked publics 

 

If you were in the city and you had to leave, lots of people wanted to know 
what the place they were [remembering] looked like now and it might've 
been a place where they'd worked, it might be a place where they'd partied, 
or celebrated, you know (…) there would be comments about buildings, I got 
married there, my parents got married there...you know, my children were 
christened there, my graduation photographs were taken there, those...I had 
my 21st there. Those kind of places where people were particularly interested 
in, what they looked like now and what was going to happen to them. (Moira 
Fraser, CHCH EQ Photos) 

 
Moira Fraser, administrator of the CHCH EQ Photos Facebook page, describes 

which photos she shared on the page were especially sought after and resulted in 
people talking about them on the page. Her description indicates people’s need to 
make sense of places they have a personal connection to and is coherent with 
disaster literature, identifying loss of place as one of the most traumatic impacts of 
disaster that survivors have to face during the rebuild phase (Prewitt Diaz & Dayal, 
2008). Space and place play a critical role in the networked publics examined in this 
thesis, as physical environments have been disrupted and people have had to make 
new sense of Christchurch as a transforming city. In networked publics this is 
expressed in seemingly placeless discursive spaces, digital “electronic elsewheres” 
(Papacharissi, 2015a, p. 27) loaded with multi-faceted meanings. As questions of 
“who we are” often relate to questions of “where we are” (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000, 
p. 27), or in case of disaster, ‘where we were’ when it struck, the located nature of 
subjectivity juxtaposed with Castells (2005) understanding of the space of flows in 
online environments creates an extraordinary space for collective sensemaking and 
the negotiation of identity.  

The following analyses the discursive construction of networked environments 
and physical places in Christchurch and how a connection between them is 
established in a city that is ontologically disrupted. It was established in Chapters 2, 
3 and 5 that the space of flows in networked environments cannot be seen as an 
enclosed entity and discourses are recontextualised across different medial and 
societal structures (Fairclough, 2005). The first section in this chapter establishes a 
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connection between networked environments and physical spaces through 
analysing how places are represented in the space of flows in disaster contexts with 
Castells’ network theory (2010). This chapter goes on to explore how placemaking 
discourses have been recontextualised following the Canterbury earthquakes and 
how networked environments are used for constructing spatial structures and 
making sense of disaster events. It concludes by linking place to collective identity 
following the earthquakes, as people’s experiences of their transforming city also 
change their understanding of self and how they identify with different groups and 
imagined communities. 

 
 

7.1 Negotiating the new normal - Collective sensemaking of disaster 
and its aftermath 

 
The understanding of Christchurch following the earthquakes needed ongoing 
renegotiation because the city was constantly changing as a result of recovery and 
rebuild. This renegotiation was also performed in networked discourse, where 
emerging information about the damage caused by the earthquakes altered the 
meaning of some places. It is possible to isolate place-based discourse on Twitter by 
using the search function to find news about buildings or areas of the city that may 
have particular meaning for individuals. 

Changes in the sense of a particular place during the response and recovery 
phase after the February earthquake can be reconstructed using tweets referencing 
the CTV building, a site where 115 people were killed. A search for ‘CTV’ within the 
collected tweets identified 1648 tweets, of which 68,60 per cent (n=1,132) also use the 
#eqnz hashtag and are therefore part of its public. The following are examples of the 
earliest tweets mentioning the CTV building on February 22nd, 2011, which include 
an eyewitness account, a non-attributed description and a news report from the New 
Zealand Herald.  

 

Tweeter AS: CTV building fell down in front of me. Fell of my bike #eqnz 
 

Tweeter RC: The CTV building is flattened and on fire. Was 6 floors high. 
Rescuers ready to run in once ppl found #quake #tvnz 

 
@nzherald: Medical base set up in Latimer Sq, near the collapsed CTV 
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building,, after #chch earthquake. #eqnz 

 
During search and rescue attempts on the CTV building site, tweeters described 

what happened in more detail or used the hashtag public to source further 
information about spatial arrangements within the building. The following tweet 
sent in the early hours of February 23rd suggests the distress at the site in the race 
against time to get people out. 

 

Tweeter DR: Anyone know layout of ctv building? Rescuers urgently want to 
know #eqnz 

 
This tweet was retweeted 63 times, which emphasised the spatial problems the 

rescue team was facing on site. As search and rescue were ongoing, other tweets 
depicted what happened on the scene, creating a discursive sense of place at the 
time, such as the following tweet: “Three diggers and around a dozen workers are 
pulling apart the layers of the CTV building in an attempt to recover those 
underneath #eqnz”.  

Some tweets at this stage of disaster response, while the fate of the people in the 
rubble of the CTV building was still unclear, capture the worry and potential 
tragedy that was unfolding, as one tweeter asks: “I wonder will the CTV building 
become a metaphorical ‘ground zero’ in the aftermath of #eqnz disaster?” This tweet 
makes an intertextual reference in comparing the CTV building site, which was 
about to develop into a painful place for Christchurch to the 9/11 disaster’s ground 
zero in New York, where the World Trade Centre was located. Tweets further on in 
the recovery after February 22nd show the loss that people associate with the place, 
such as the following tweets about the personal reflection of a journalist about the 
friends she lost or the tweeted link to the news report about the demolition of the 
remaining walls of the building, also referencing connected deaths.  

 

@nelsonmail: A month out form the #Chch #eqnz journalist Emily Cooper 
reflects on the friends she lost in the CTV building http://ow.ly/4jbPD  

 
@nzherald: demolition of what remains of the CTV building, where majority 
of #chch earthquake’s 181 victims died, is underway: http://t.co/capqob6  
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As the structural investigation of the CTV building advanced towards results 
almost a year after the February earthquake of 2011, the reasons why the building 
collapsed were also discussed in networked discourse on Twitter. Discussion, for 
example, linked to a related news report, such as “New Zealand quake: CTV 
building 'was sub-standard' http://t.co/MN1fq2Ha”. Networked discourse on Twitter 
also constructed the potential future of the location as a memorial ground, as a 
retweet of a news link described the Crown’s purchase of the site in July 2013: “RT 
@nzherald: The Crown has purchased the site of the CTV building, where 115 lost 
their lives in the February 22 #Chch #eqnz: http://t.co/” 

The actual location of the tweeter tweeting or retweeting is not important for the 
networked construction of place of the CTV building in the exampels above. The 
placelessness of networked discourse produced a multi-faceted representation of 
what happened during the earthquakes on the CTV site as a place heavy with 
meanings in connection to the event. The hybrid content of news and citizen stories 
about the physical site are represented in networked discourse and charged with 
meaning, connecting the discursive space to this physical place. The discursive space 
can be classified as “electronic elsewhere” (Papacharissi, 2015a, p. 27), which 
constructs the site of the CTV building in particular but is accessible from a variety 
of physical locations due to the networked nature of Twitter as a platform. 

Moving on into the rebuild phase does not reduce the complexity in the 
construction of place. Making sense of Christchurch as a transitional city is a 
complex process in this period and includes the fluidity of constant change during 
the rebuild as well as the past and potential future of spaces. A city in transition is 
not defined in the present tense, and transitional Christchurch is defined by its 
earlier and post-quake past, as well as its plans and ideas for the future, while it is 
slowly rebuilt (Reynolds, 2014). Besides the construction of specific places through 
practices of citizen witnessing during the earthquakes on Twitter, people also talked 
about places in discursive networked publics on a more general level in later stages 
of the recovery, reinstating meanings of the past and discussing possible futures of 
Christchurch as a whole. These collective sensemaking practices of place are evident 
in the participation and the formation of networked publics on Facebook, which 
include the discussing of the present and transitional Christchurch.  

In July 2014 the Rebuild Christchurch Facebook page account asked for people’s 
thoughts on transitional Christchurch with “When you think of Christchurch now, 
what word comes into your head?”. The importance of this question for people 
participating on the page shows in the number of comments, making the post most 
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commented on in the dataset. It sparked 793 comments and resulted in discussions, 
as not all people stuck to a single word only but explained their reasoning, 
demonstrating a process of sensemaking. Their answers constructed transitional 
Christchurch as a place with multiple meanings. The following word cloud gives 
some insight into the most used relevant words in single-word and more elaborate 
comments, with people (n=84), we (n=84) and home (n=81) mentioned most. The 
cloud only shows words mentioned five times or more, drawn from a cleaned set of 
data. 

 

Words used in the discursive public range from “broken”, “sad”, “depressing” or 
“greedy” to more positive terms such as “family, “beautiful” or “positive”. They 
include concepts such as “home”, “growth” or “promise”, and words describing a 
physical state, such as “messy”, “ugly” or “beautiful”. As definitions of these 
abstract words might vary, they depend on the personal meaning and sensemaking 
of the writer. The understanding of a city, for example, as beautiful, is very personal 
as different people might be thinking of different places in Christchurch that they 
have a connection to. The vast number of meanings and the wide range of words 
mentioned complicate a clear cut understanding further. 

Figure 13: “When you think of Christchurch now, which word comes into your head?”, filtered word 
cloud including words mentioned five times or more (n=1,412) 
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Some users name specific locations, businesses or objects to describe what comes 
to mind when they think of Christchurch, such as “road cones”, “Lyttleton”, 
“detour” or “potholes”, drawing on the situated understanding of the word, as their 
meanings are not explained further. These words, as well as others, give insight into 
the everyday life of the people living in Christchurch through the rebuild. Words 
referring to infrastructural damage also mark daily routines, such as struggling to 
navigate through roadworks, construction sites or the changing layouts of whole 
parts of the city. Comments describe these as experiences that people in 
Christchurch can collectively relate to and produce representations of Christchurch 
through regular interactions with its transitional state. 

While the words have positive as well as negative sentiments, people also use the 
space to discuss and voice what Christchurch means to them. Commenters also 
voice some critique on the state of the rebuild, as Christchurch is “home” and an 
important place for them. “Wilson car parks” are given as an example, referring to 
the empty sites in the inner city, which are commercially leased as carparks. Another 
example is “greedy landlords”, criticising higher rents due to the demand for 
housing but also to landlords not fixing earthquake damaged properties but still 
asking the same rent. Positivity is voiced in regards to the future. “Hope”, “rebirth”, 
“phoenix” or “healing” are examples of optimistic outlooks expressed in the 
comments. Other optimistic comments remark that Christchurch is still beautiful, or 
praise the resilience of people. Both negative and positive comments are contested, 
deliberated but also agreed on throughout the comment section, framing and 
interpreting Christchurch in different ways and therefore producing a multifaceted 
reality of the city in networked discourse. 

 
 

7.2 The discursive construction of inaccessible space 

In the immediate aftermath of the February 22nd earthquake, networked 
environments were more accessible spaces for collective sensemaking than the many 
areas of Christchurch blocked off from public access. Social media platforms became 
a place where publics formed, and communities could interact, meet and discuss, 
while physical connection and social interactions were harder, as the city centre was 
cordoned off and community centres in the suburbs had suffered damage or were 
destroyed during the earthquakes (S. H. Potter et al., 2015). Making sense of place 
also involves emotions related to certain locations, as discussed in the literature 
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around social geographies (K. Anderson & Smith, 2001). Understanding the 
emotions of place requires situational context, as “place must be felt to make sense” 
(Davidson & Milligan, 2004, p. 24). Building new emotional connections was not 
possible for many places around Christchurch following the earthquakes as the city 
centre was cordoned for over two years, reducing the spatial experience needed to 
make meaning of the city. For remote witnesses as well as survivors, mediated 
messages play a vital part for disaster response and overall, for the perceived reality 
of the catastrophe (Button, 2010), which was also true for inaccessible space 
following the Christchurch earthquakes.  

As established in Chapter 2, networked discourse is hybrid in its content 
structure, containing written texts, as well as images, rich media content or 
hyperlinks (Georgalou, 2015a; Papacharissi, 2015a, 2016). While this thesis has so far 
briefly touched on visual forms of content in analysis, this section and the next will 
focus predominantly on the interplay of visual and written forms of content in 
discourse. Pictures and videos were important parts in networked publics for 
framing content while making sense of the destruction and changes in Christchurch. 
Visual content has affective power, giving stronger emotional and immediate cues 
than written text (Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011). Images draw attention, are easily 
remembered and render detailed information into a practical framework relevant for 
understanding everyday contexts (Rodgers & Thorson, 2000). In generating attention 
and interest for pictures themselves but also for the accompanying text, images add 
meaningful affective possibilities to the discursive structure when strategically used 
(Knobloch, Hastall, Zillmann, & Callison, 2003). 

Facebook pages provided room for both sharing and framing this mediated 
content in the discussion. As the CBD was cordoned off following the February 
earthquake (Chang et al., 2014), people relied on memories of the places they had 
been in when the earthquake struck, if they had been in the CBD at all, to imagine 
the extent of destruction in the inner city. Many people living in Christchurch had 
not been in the CBD during the February earthquake and relied on mediated images 
and their discussion in networked publics, for example, Facebook pages, to imagine 
the destruction and make sense of what had happened to their city. Mediated 
images ranged from TV coverage as well as eyewitness accounts and citizens’ 
published documentation of what had happened on Twitter and Facebook. Six 
weeks after the February earthquake, some of the business owners within the CBD 
were allowed back in under the guidance of structural engineers to retrieve 
belongings, such as business documents or other assets, before buildings were 
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demolished. With these visits, further information could be retrieved in the form of 
CCTV footage, which was then shown on TV and subsequently shared through 
posts and links to the news footage and discussed on Facebook pages. These videos, 
consumed online or on TV, were an important medium for many people to make 
more sense of the details of the earthquake’s effect on the CBD, and appreciate the 
narrow escape some people had in the centre of town from falling masonry. 

The ethics of showing this footage from security cameras became an issue on the 
Rise Up Christchurch Facebook page. In the comments under a video of the February 
earthquake, people debated whether it was appropriate to have the link on the page 
to make it accessible to more people than the viewers who had already seen it on TV. 
One user was advocating for the wishes of some people in the video who were not 
Facebook members but were not happy about having the video of their reaction 
during the February earthquake accessible as a prominent post on the Rise Up 
Christchurch page. However, other people, who had not experienced the earthquakes 
first hand, argued for the educational value of the footage and the merit for people 
making sense while reliving the moment in the videos, as in the following comment: 
“Just remember, people need to see this…those of us who were not in CHC and had 
family and friends there need to see this and understand just how horrid this 
was!!!…No one is looking at who the people are…”  

The commenter illustrates how people unaffected by the earthquake themselves 
make sense of it with the help of video footage as the material is much more graphic 
than a verbal description. Sensemaking publics therefore not only cater to people 
immediately affected and in search of others in the same situation to share with but 
also for those others, who have a connection to Christchurch and desire to 
understand what happened there as vividly as possible. In comparison with 
television, showing the images on Facebook creates a space to discuss and share 
emotions on how people experience the content and make sense of what they have 
just seen in a broader context.  

While the CBD and its inaccessible areas were of particular interest in the 
aftermath of the earthquakes, videos from other regions that were cordoned off were 
also shared for people to bear witness on the Facebook pages. Another example of 
this engagement from second level witnessing on Rise Up Christchurch was a video of 
a mountain bike ride in the Port Hills. The video was filmed by a rider on a track 
near the February epicentre, which was closed off to the public due to the risk of 
rock fall and previously fallen boulders on the path. Viewers could experience the 
thrill of the downhill ride and also see how the landscape was in a constant process 
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of change, as smaller rocks shaken loose by the riders rolled further down the hill. 
This video post from July 2011 had 148 comments, where people discussed parts of 
the video as well as the ethics of posting it on the Rise Up Christchurch page. An 
additional aspect of this particular video, which was later removed from YouTube, is 
the fact that crossing the cordon and exploring what lay beyond was illegal. People 
watching the video on Rise Up Christchurch were able to bear witness to these 
explorations, see what the cordoned-off track looked like and how it was affected by 
falling boulders, from the safety of the screen and without breaking the law 
themselves.  

In comments, people argued for and against this breach of rules in general as 
well as whether this should be supported by sharing the video on the site. In the 
course of comments people were arguing for and against the video, saying that 
Cantabrians should still be doing what they loved, that it was spectacular, and they 
have seen worse on the internet or that the video is in the public domain, such as the 
following comment implies: “Leave it. I’ve seen much worse videos of risk-takers on 
the net. Thank you for sharing it Rise Up. It will be an historical snapshot, one day.” 
This comment describes the importance for people to archive and document what 
happens in Christchurch at the time, as well as for users of the page to bear witness 
to the video, as a marker of the practices of some people after the quakes, including 
going to places where they should not be. 

Others argued that it was inconsiderate to share it with a wider audience as it 
might encourage people to do the same, increasing the risk to themselves and 
potential rescuers. In response, the Rise Up Christchurch page account explained why 
the video had been posted on the page: 

 

Our mission statement says ‘a place where we can share stories, resources and 
information’. I think this is a story worth sharing. It’s not something I would 
recommend, but it shows a certain free spirit, and is a part of the city we live 
in. It would be interesting to hear from one of the riders… (Rise Up 
Christchurch comment, July 2011) 

 
Here Rise Up Christchurch responds in giving the riders the chance to speak to the 

risks they have taken. However, in the ensuing discussion none of the riders takes 
part, probably due to the fact that they wanted to stay anonymous after breaching 
the law. A statement using the Avon River Park account also takes a similar tone, 
considering different aspects of the video. 
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Some people are risk takers, some are not. These guys obviously are, and as a 
result we’ve all got to see something compelling and quite breathtaking. We 
might just as well assume they did so with full knowledge of the risks and not 
expecting anyone else to do anything dangerous at all should a quake have 
struck while they were riding (and that goes for all the others before them) as 
the opposite. And, in the process they are continuing to do what they love 
doing, despite the devastation. It does not shock or horrify me. (Avon River 
Park comment on Rise Up Christchurch post, July 2011)  

 
The considerate tone of the Avon River Park comment summarises different 

opinions voiced before but in the same instance remarks on the value of those taking 
risks and documenting it, as a way of witnessing inaccessible places and 
constructing their different aspects and meanings in discursive practice. In this way, 
networked publics collectively make sense of the current state of some places that 
are legally not accessible at the time but have changed as a result of the earthquakes. 

In these last two sections, sensemaking practices have been analysed by 
focussing on the discursive construction of place, which is a prominent issue in 
networked publics. People on both social media platforms Facebook and Twitter 
used different forms of text, such as posts, comments and pictures, to make sense of 
place in transitional Christchurch. Networked discourse gives people the chance to 
witness the current state or discuss the future in constructing new understandings of 
the city as a whole, in discussing specific places that have changed drastically and 
places that are not accessible anymore. 

 
 

7.3 Visual framing - Constructing a sense of place through pictures 

As discussed around video footage in the last section, visual content plays a 
central role in framing sensemaking discourse around place in networked 
environments. The following analysis will give further insight into the use of images 
in networked discourse in constructing a sense of place. This section argues that 
images bridge the realities of the space of flows, meaning networked spaces in 
virtual environments, and the space of physical places (Castells, 2005). The quote 
below from Sally Airey, an administrator of the Gap Filler Facebook page, illustrates 
how pictures can generate online and offline connections. Here she refers to a 
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transitional art project facilitated by Gap Filler, in which Australian artist Sayraphim 
Lothian placed handmade Kakapo birds around the central city: 

 

We’ve got a lot of photographers that come and do voluntary work with us 
and so we have lots of good visuals and that is a beautiful way of telling a 
story, especially about people and with that project she had Kakapo around 
the city and people saw where the Kakapo were and came and looked for 
them and then they...people who found those Kakapo posted where they 
found them and sometimes actually followed the story through which was 
kind of nice that the Kakapo then had their own lives living wherever they 
lived around Christchurch or where they travelled or whatever. So, yeah. So, 
different projects have different online presences. (Sally Airey, Gap Filler) 

 
Airey’s narrative captures the impact of pictures in communicating offline 

reality, in this case the location of the Kakapo and the places they were taken to 
afterwards, and representing it in an online environment. The story about the 
Kakapo art project and the way in which she refers to the birds living on online 
embraces the connection between the project and the way its networked presence 
creates a digital trace of the story. While the networked story would not exist 
without the offline project, Airey also reflects on the proportion of the online 
presence to the actual project offline. She admits that Gap Filler has more information 
online around some projects, which lend themselves to be told in a compelling way 
using Facebook while the online presence of other projects is small compared to the 
physical scope of the project. The representation of physical projects on social media 
platforms enables more people to learn about the project and participate in the 
discourse around it, even if they are located elsewhere. 

Pictures of places also spark comments and participation of followers, who 
describe the content of the picture and at the same time make sense of that place. 
This practice is illustrated by Moira Fraser’s observation that people comment on the 
personal meaning of certain places on the CHCH EQ Photos Facebook page, quoted 
in the introduction of this chapter. After the demolition of buildings, the look of 
places changes and it sometimes requires collective knowledge and discursive 
construction to connect the newly empty space to its former meanings. The 
following thread of comments has users collectively constructing place identity and 
ascribe meaning of a picture that shows part of the CBD with some places and 
streets labelled.  
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Comments above read:  

Commenter: I cant believe they are demolishing a building that is 
ok…pathetic and a waste of money” 
Commenter: Could have a competition…see who can mane the buildings that 
used to be in this photo :)” 
Commenter:  :(  
Commenter: At least there’s not shortage of parking 

 
Further, the labels add textual meaning to the picture and alter the sense of it as a 

whole (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). This change of meaning is needed in pictures 
because the overall appearance and identification markers of a place have changed, 
such as in the aerial view of the central city in the post. The picture both clarifies 
existing knowledge and sparks discussion about the content, for example whether 
the demolition is necessary. Therefore, the labels provide cues for collective 
sensemaking, as viewers otherwise might not be able to recognise details in the 
picture taken from an unfamiliar angle. In the image above, remaining buildings that 
are labelled provide familiar anchor points for orientation, while other buildings, 
such as the unlabelled then-newly constructed Cardboard Cathedral, become anchor 
points for the new space of the city. 

As well as the labels, the text of this post on CHCH EQ Photos above refers to an 
article in the local newspaper The Press about the so-called green frame detailed in 
the Christchurch Central Recovery Plan (CCRP). That reference with the photograph 
allows people to grasp visually the area and location of the green frame in the 

Figure 14: Labeled aerial view of a part of the city centre.. Screenshot of Facebook page. Picture © 
Becker Fraser Photos 
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picture. The image and the description demonstrate the intertextual way in which 
place is constructed in discourse in networked publics (Georgalou, 2015a). The 
description, the picture with its labels, the comments, and the reference to The Press 
article and the CCRP create an intertextual network of cues framing the picture. 
Intertextuality and the situated meaning of discourse create the substance of 
collective sensemaking in this example. 

In addition to labelling photos, photo editing software makes it possible to add 
transparently what has been demolished and to create composite images that 
overlay the old and the transitional city. In the example below, the images of 
demolished buildings have been added to either side of a still-standing building. The 
ghost buildings create a bridge between past and then present. This picture was 
posted to the CHCH EQ Photos page by Justin Stuart Photography, a photographer’s 
public Facebook page.  

 

 
 
Comments read:  

CHCH EQ Photos: Thanks for sharing these Justin. 
Commenter: I take my hat off to all of you photographers that are sharing 
your brilliant shots of our munted city - big thanks to all of you :) 
Commenter: thank you from me too, you are incredibly talented and 

Figure 15: Ghost buildings on Colombo Street. Picture © Justin Stuart 
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generous 
Commenter: I would dearly love to see more photos like this! It’s so touching 
and on a practical level it’s really helpful to remember what used to be 
where!! 

 
The photo visually tells a story about the impact of the earthquakes and is a form 

of “vernacular creativity” (Burgess, 2007, p.1) through which the photographer tries 
to make sense of the altered urban surroundings in Christchurch. The picture 
creatively combines two structures of realities, which are shared with other people in 
the networked public on the CHCH EQ Photos page. As the last commenter remarks, 
sharing images with buildings that do not exist anymore helps people remember 
what used to be, by connecting the past to the status quo. In the case of Beggs Music 
store above, seeing the image evokes memories from other commenters, such as 
buying sheet notes or going for keyboard lessons, that are not visible in the 
photograph. Sharing these memories in comments adds meaning to the place, as 
memories are preserved next to the picture.  

Around the first anniversary of the February earthquake, others also came 
forward with their images and visual content, some of a traumatic nature, which 
Moira Fraser, administrator of CHCH EQ Photos, arranged into albums. Most of the 
documentary pictures taken by Ross Becker, which are the basis for the CHCH EQ 
Photos page, did not include people and their immediate interactions with the 
destroyed environments, as they were taken when the CBD was cordoned off and 
after ongoing aftershocks created further damage. Photos taken immediately after 
the February earthquake shared before the anniversary were valuable for making 
more sense of the impact on central places and the survivors’ experiences on the day. 
However, because they included potentially disturbing images for a still traumatised 
public, the power of those images was considered carefully by the page 
administrators and then shared with a cover image warning people of the album 
content. 

 

Figure 16: Album cover image warning “CTV site – over the 
months” album on CHCH EQ Photos Facebook page 
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Beyond the warning, images of the CTV building site, where the largest number 
of people died, triggered emotional comments and reflections next to the pictures. A 
digital space emerges in the album dedicated to the physical site, where comments 
and pictures are used to make sense of people’s thoughts and emotions. People 
engaging in comments establish a connection to the images and voice their sadness 
as form of witnessing the deaths and remembering the deceased on a second level. 
Hence, second level witnessing of networked content does not only take place in the 
immediate disaster context as described in the literature by Allan (2013; 2007) but 
also in the long-term aftermath in the context of remembering tragedy. 

The affordances of the public Facebook page allow a “web memoralisation” 
(Wright, 2014, p. 1) of the deceased through open expressions of grief and 
interactions between the mourners. In the CTV album, comments include “RIP” 
combined with the names of some deceased, emotional reactions, such as “so 
unbelievable” or “tears” but also reflections on the power of the images and the need 
to witness, like “these photos tell such an overwhelming story…a story that needs to 
be shared”. Comments responding to the pictures also show people 
circumnavigating their speechlessness by making use of the social, multimodal 
language of networked discourse and the use of sad face emoticons and hearts, as a 
form of publicly performed grieving and new mourning practices (Wright, 2014). 
These practices contain a ritualised aspect of performing connection to the disaster 
event and its victims, and they also contribute to the discursive construction of 
personal losses through pictures and comments as part of collective sensemaking of 
the February 22nd earthquake in networked publics.  

 
 

7.4 Transitional place attachments through ownership and control 

 
The following section will take a closer look at attachment and connection to 
Christchurch through active citizenship, which is partly documented through 
performance in networked public discourse. It will work through the tensions 
between loss of control and ownership of the city that were brought up by the 
disaster and official responses to it, which are evidenced in participation and are 
discursively formed into new ways of relating to place. Dealing with the destruction 
of the city and trauma caused by the earthquakes was not a homogenous process for 
people in Christchurch. It happened on an individual level, as experiences during 
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the quakes differed and created different problems. The narrative of destruction and 
broken homes constructs a sense of the insecurity of fragile materiality. With 
recurring aftershocks, this can be seen as a problem in overcoming trauma, as 
personal security was challenged on an ongoing basis. People were under emotional 
strain, which is one premise to be overcome in the process of recovery from trauma 
(Herman, 1998). As a factor of insecurity and frustration, the issue that people’s 
homes were still broken and awaited fixing comes up in discourse regularly, 
especially as a counterbalance to Facebook posts that praise an event in the inner city 
or show the rebuild of public places in a positive light. The comment sequence below 
from a post on the Re:START Mall Facebook page about a Chinese themed cultural 
night in the mall illustrates this reoccurring pattern in discourse.  

 

Commenter AB: “Thx to the Chinese community for putting this on. We 
enjoyed it.” 
Commenter CC: ”Wonderful, however what happens to all those houses still 
in need of repairs, are we facing another winter with cracks and drafts. Some 
no homes at all, certainly no money to spend in an up market city mall!! I’m 
not against it just feel the Council hasn’t got its priorities right.” 
Commenter FD: “Omigod give it a bone. Cancelling all fun activities in chch 
is not going to make anything get fixed faster.” 
Commenter TF: “the two things are not linked, CC. Yes it is terribly sad about 
the delays in repairing people’s homes, but we still have to live, celebrate 
what life we have and let people see that Christchurch is still a vibrant, 
happening place to visit. We need tourism and exciting things to still happen 
here. I know that doesn’t fix people’s houses but it is not the Council who are 
fixing the houses anyway.” 

 
Using the possibility of commenting on a post that gets attention from other 

commenters, commenter CC tells her story and makes her problems publicly known 
this way. By connecting the issue to others in the discourse around the rebuild and 
city centre, commenter CC also makes an attempt to fix a problem she perceives in 
the rebuild for herself and an imaged group of others in the same situation, who she 
refers to as “we”. In responding to the comment by CC , commenter TF opens up the 
use of “we” to refer to a larger group of people from Christchurch who are aware of 
and face issues described by commenter CC but also enjoy the positive aspects that 
events in the city centre have for them and the image of Christchurch, such as the 
Chinese night in the Re:START Mall. Through all the comments represented on the 
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page, a multi-layered and complex identity of Christchurch as a transitional city is 
created.  

Besides engagement with natural environments in the residential red zone, 
engagement with urban settings became an issue around which networked publics 
formed as well, for example around the networked presence of Gap Filler. Once 
urban areas became safe and accessible again, transitional projects and organisations 
started to look after and make use of these spaces, giving them new, yet temporary 
meanings. Networked publics formed around transitional projects, in which acts of 
creativity and creative citizenship using the land and empty spaces in Christchurch 
were represented online. This made each project more accessible to the communities 
engaged in it but also to a wider audience, who might not have been aware of a 
project and its location in the first place. Some of the Gap Filler projects also had their 
own Facebook pages, creating a network of interconnected projects. One of these is 
the Dance-O-Mat, an outdoor space with a dance floor, disco ball and an old 
converted washing machine that powers the transmission of music from connected 
devices to speakers surrounding the dance floor. 

 

 

Figure 17: Gap Filler Dance-O-Mat! Facebook page 
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The space of flows between different platforms and networked publics supports 
activities and processes in the space of places, their spatial counterparts offline, as 
Stalder (2006) suggests in a review of Castells’ (2005) understanding of space in the 
network society. Similar to the discursive construction of inaccessible places in 
networked publics, activities connected to locations that are then documented online 
create another layer of place identity for parts of Christchurch. Through 
documentation, a new space and “electronic elsewhere” (Papacharissi, 2015a, p. 27) 
of the project is created, where people can engage remotely and in their own time, as 
in the Gap Filler Kakapo project described earlier in this chapter. Engaging in projects 
with social or transitional groups that fill places with new meanings while the city is 
slowly being rebuilt is a form of self-help for people suffering from a loss of control 
over their own property. Sally Airey from Gap Filler describes this process as she 
reflects on the disruption she was experiencing at the time she volunteered at a first 
Gap Filler project:  

 

At that time my house was really badly damaged and unsafe to live in after 
the first earthquake, so I felt a distinct lack of ability to control my life and we 
still are waiting on a rebuild, I still feel a bit in my own personal life as if I 
don't have much control of what's going on in terms of rebuilding on my 
land, we are on track, we are…we have architectural plans and stuff like that 
but we are still waiting for the insurance company to come to us with an offer 
that is going to help us build it. (Sally Airey, Gap Filler) 

 
The fact that she was still waiting on the insurance offer in June 2014, at the time 

of the interview, articulates the ongoing lack of control she had about what is 
happening to her belongings. However, to overcome traumatic experiences, feeling 
useful and in control is part of the healing process (Herman, 1992). Airey’s actions 
show resilience in the way she overcame this helplessness by compensating in other 
areas, which enabled her to reconnect with Christchurch and the place attachment 
she was feeling for the city. For Airey, this was not only individually but also 
collectively motivated, as she explains in the following: 

 

I guess at that time of waiting the motivation for me to be part of doing stuff 
in the city is that we can actually achieve some change and we don't have to 
wait for anybody, we can just do it on our own. And we make a difference, 
you know, it's very easy with a big group of people to make something 
happen and to do something that's creative and fun and actually gives people 
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an opportunity to engage with their city, is I think really, really important at 
this stage in the city's recovery. So, yeah...as much as we have quite a big 
online presence and we have a big audience online, the most important part 
of the work we do is actually on the ground. Is getting people into the city, 
back into the city. (Sally Airey, Gap Filler) 

 
Engaging in creative activities in town and also documenting and sharing these 

in online issue-based publics are important parts of collective sensemaking for 
people in Christchurch. Not only are they ways to connect with the transitional 
spaces and the city’s new identity but they also empower people by giving them 
new control over their lives through creative production. While Christchurch might 
no longer be the town people have known, the projects give people responsibility 
and ownership of their city again. In the quotes above, Airey also highlights this 
connection to the city that is re-established by engaging in grassroots activities 
around the rebuild and issues around Christchurch’s future. This is a way of framing 
the transitional movement and justifying it in the context of a community-led rebuild 
of Christchurch, which reconnects people with place. This way of emphasising the 
benefits of a community-led rebuild is a prominent frame across social and 
transitional groups but also the different Facebook pages, which provide a platform 
for public discourse. Place attachments to Christchurch and a desire to shape the 
transitional phase as well as the future of Christchurch by being active can be 
classified as a “master frame” (Snow & Benford, 1992) used in discourse. It is evident 
across different groups and social movements, resonating with individuals who are 
active in the projects as well as people engaging in the deliberation of such issues in 
networked discourse. 

The success and number of people engaging in grassroots activities to regenerate 
nature or public life in Christchurch also create new dynamics in the long-term 
prospects of the rebuild. Projects and grassroots initiatives became an integral part of 
the way in which the rebuild is represented. Positive images of projects that tell a 
story people like and can identify with create something that people want to connect 
to and be part of in participating or sharing their ideas. Information and images 
shared online help spread the word and let people connect with them, as others are 
also engaging with the same content. The transitional movement also represents a 
distinctly new form of civic culture in post-quake Christchurch. The agency and 
legitimation it offers to participants is contrary to the top-down governmental 
recovery plans. The Christchurch Central City Recovery Plan (CCRP), for example, 
was informed by public ideas to some extent, but frames the activities of the 
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transitional movement as a temporary stage until Christchurch is rebuilt (Bennett, 
Dann, Johnson, & Reynolds, 2014; Reynolds, 2014). However, the projects 
demonstrate a community-driven recovery, motivated by attachment to place and 
reconnection to the city, which has been described as one crucial factor for 
community resilience of a place (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2009; Cox & Perry, 2011). 

Engaging with the city in a positive way is what Sally Airey from Gap Filler saw 
as central to the recovery when the interview was conducted. This was 
acknowledged by other interview partners, too, for example Julie Goodman 
(Re:START Mall) and Ashley Campbell (Avon River Park). Being active, engaging with 
the city and gaining a sense of control or utilising their personal skills to help 
Christchurch recover was a key reason why participants started their page or 
engagement in the organisation. The interviewees wanted to do something and take 
control of their lives but also to make a difference by implementing an idea with 
their personal skill set. The public performance of activity created another positive 
effect, as people were collectively engaging and encouraging one another to stay 
positive, generating a sense of pride and accomplishment as part of a developing 
collective post-quake identity.  

 
 

7.5 Connecting past and future - Constructing place identity from 
memories 

 
Place memories are an important part of place attachment (Lewicka, 2008), and they 
matter for the construction of place in networked discourse. A specific example of 
memory and place attachment can be identified in a post on CHCH EQ Photos that 
specifically asked about memories of AMI Stadium, formerly known as Lancaster 
Park, which served as a venue for national and international rugby and cricket 
games as well as concerts before the earthquakes damaged it. Followers of the page 
shared their fondest memories in 140 comments. 
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The comments above read: “Mccullums t20 hundred against aussies’ and “I saw 

roger waters there got some pics of that deep down in the archives somewhere i 
might try to find”. Some more comments that cannot be seen in the screenshot are:  

 
Commenter MI: Attending a cricket game with my Dad! Northland vs 
Canterbury about 1993. Canterbury scored 329, northland all out for around 
190. Stand number 3 with Dad, one of my fondest memories ever! 
Commenter VD: sitting on the embankment watching the cricket as I was 
'studying' for my nursing finals in the mid-80's. I did pass - which was a 
miracle! lol. Also taking my young sons to the 'take-a-kid-to-footy' games. 
Watching Andrew Mehrtens final game & the accolades after. So many magic 
memories of Lancaster Park. Gone, but not forgotten. :'-( 
Commenter SE: The embankment days!! And being allowed to run on the 
ground after a rugby game! I had to move aside for JK to slide past with a try 
in the last minutes.... those were the days!! 
Commenter UI: Taking my students through the year before the first 
earthquake. They got to see the changing rooms and corporate boxes 
Commenter FP: Nitro Circus about a week before the earthquake and Bon 
Jovi in I think 2010 ... 
Commenter RW: Mine was Dire Straits, I was about 13yrs old and thought 
they were the greatest band ever, also All Blacks v Lions. It will always be 
Lancaster Park to me :) 

 

Figure 18: Lancaster Park Stadium post on CHCH EQ Photos 
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In these comments, people share memories of different events and different 
people also share favourite memories of the same events. People who did not know 
each other but shared similar memories of the stadium and the concerts and sporting 
events it hosted, connected with each other and established themselves as part of the 
same audience. The practice of sharing the memory created a way to reminiscence 
about the experience with others in the same space. It enabled people to feel as part 
of a group by creating cultural capital enhanced by the sentimental value of these 
collective memories, for example as people were remembering watching cricket or 
rugby on the embankment (commenters VD & SE). The memories people shared in 
their comments spanned three decades from the 1980s until “a week before the 
earthquake”(commenter FP), constructing the stadium as place with a multi-layered 
history textured by personal memories. Sharing similar stories around the same 
events as well as individual stories, which only mattered to the poster but can still be 
understood and cherished by others, construct a sense of place of the venue in the 
past. The picture of the stadium and its accompanying comments on the CHCH EQ 
Photos page at this moment serve as a platform for the construction of collective 
memory. The ability to share these memories around the stadium also presented the 
opportunity to move forward: remembering and sharing great experiences supports 
cultural capital through collective memories and sense of a shared past besides the 
disruption of coherence and challenge of community resilience through disaster.  

Mixed with those fond memories were also references to the earthquakes, which 
were by the time of the post an unchangeable aspect of people’s sense of place for 
the stadium as well.  

 

Commenter HK: I was under the Paul Kelly stand repairing an ATM on the 
day of the February 22nd earthquake, incredible shaking 

 
For this commenter the February earthquake is part of the place identity of the 

stadium as well. Pre-quake, earthquake and post-quake memories have to be 
included in collective sensemaking, as different aspects of the place identity. 
Sensemaking of place then occurs from the background of these memories and has 
to bridge different periods, leading to an understanding of the place, in the example 
above, the stadium in the present.  

Some attachments to places in Christchurch were extremely personal as well as 
collective. Networked discourse around subjects such as the restoration of heritage 
buildings, the CCRP of the central city, or the Land Use Recovery Plan (LURP) 
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continues to shape potential futures of Christchurch. As well as these big topics that 
generated publics and general discussion, some personal attachments to buildings 
and places that would otherwise be marginal or non-visible in discourse were voiced 
on the Facebook pages. Acknowledging the value of pictures on the CHCH EQ Photos 
page, people thanked the administrators when pictures of their neighbourhood were 
shown but also when the page shared an update about the state of a building in the 
red zone, which was not known or accessible to the public.  

An important function of the Facebook pages studied in this thesis is to inform 
and document the earthquake aftermath and recovery of Christchurch. Moira Fraser, 
who maintains CHCH EQ Photos describes: 

 

It has always been our intention, right from the very start… taking the 
photographs was to make them available as a research repository, … it was 
creating… objects that people would need to have a record. So, you know, it 
was a wide, all-encompassing, right across Christchurch impact of the 
earthquake, not artistic photographs, it was a documentary record of what 
you would see if you were there. (Moira Fraser, CHCH EQ Photos) 

 
As Fraser describes, documenting the impacts of the earthquakes by taking 

photos and making them accessible, creates a detailed record of Christchurch 
following the earthquakes. Connected actions become part of the discursive 
construction of the city at the time but also preserve those transitional phases for 
future reference. It is not certain, however, if Facebook as a platform will last as a 
repository, which Fraser was aware of in the interview. Hence their pictures have 
also been made available online in a Picasa album and have been archived in the 
CEISMIC Digital Archive at the University of Canterbury. Nevertheless, networked 
discourse cannot easily be preserved, as the comments that adhere to the photos on 
Facebook cannot easily be carried across to other spaces. The digital preservation of 
places that will take a different shape when the rebuild is finished and the fact that 
people should be able to make sense of Christchurch’s history with the help of the 
pictures archived makes them a tool for collective sensemaking at the moment but 
also in the future. Embedded in the networked discourse on the Facebook page of 
CHCH EQ Photos, those documentary pictures are also the basis for everyday talk 
and discussion around the images and collective sensemaking on the page.  
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The material preservation of some aspects of places people have emotional bonds 
to is even more important for homes and residential neighbourhoods that have been 
red-zoned or destroyed by the earthquakes. The sentimental value there is also 
related to the personal history and memory of a place, giving it meaning for the 
people who lived there, even though living quality might be higher elsewhere at the 
current time or they have already moved to a different area (Tuan, 1977). In 
discourse, examples of these attachments to former homes were voiced on different 
occasions. For instance, people mentioned them when talking about the future of the 
residential red zone as in the comments below, which were made in response to a 
post on Avon River Park in June 2011, asking what people wanted to see happening in 
the place.  

 

Commenter MB: So we’ll chop down the beautiful old cherry tree I used to 
climb up into at my nana’s place to eat my cheese scones??? I’m too 
sentimental to make any reasonable comments here… My ideal would be to 
keep everything the home owners wanted to and then create a plan that 
works around that….totally impractical I know! 
 
Commenter LM: Know how you feel about the cherry tree. We have a 
majestic walnut tree that has to stay. Let’s face it, the natives have a place but, 
generally, are not that attractive. A riverside corridor of mixed natives and 
non-natives, walking and cycle paths is what I would like to see. Oh, and 
keep the rowing and kayaking facilities in the city. In short, nature and leisure 
facilities side by side! 

 
As people have emotional bonds to their houses, even though they might have 

been destroyed, they still represent home and memories. People are still very 
attached to the surroundings of their old place, such as their garden or their 
neighbourhood, as parts of their memories that are physically still intact or are more 
likely to live on as part of nature, such as the cherry tree or walnut tree above, that 
the commenters have strong feelings about. Still, they could serve as a memorial to 
the home that once had been there, even though the state now owns the land.   

In some ways, the use of social languages can provide some resolution to 
people’s wishes to acknowledge the past of places. In the vision of a future Avon 
River Park, social languages incorporate knowledge of the history and current state of 
objects in discourse. A commenter proposes, for example, that sections of the park 
could be named after the streets that used to be there before, creating a link between 
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the past before the quake and a vision for the future, giving people some markers of 
place recognition, referring to the state before the red zone. The comment reads:  

 

Hopefully it will be a big area so there can be many sub-names. I hope the 
street signs remain. So in the parklands that Horseshoe Lake becomes, for 
example, the old street signs will remain and people will call it the Alice 
Street community gardens or whatever. 

 
This comment also shows that the context of discourse is anchored in the past 

through the event and what has been before, but also in the contexts that have been 
established in the conversations on the page, such as the vision of the Avon River 
Park. Although sensemaking practices have been defined as retrospective (Weick, 
1995), collective sensemaking in networked publics is also directed towards an 
imagined future that people want to be part of and live in. In the case of the Avon 
River Park page, this vision for the future is part of the goals of the page and the 
cause that Ashley Campbell as the founder of the page is working towards. For the 
engagement in environmental issues, such as the renaturation of the red zone, 
ownership and ongoing attachment to the land often plays an important role for 
previous homeowners, as the following comments state on two different posts 
debating plans for the residential red zone. 

 

Commenter DW: So our land was unsuitable for rebuilding our family home, 
but can support a rowing facility?  NICE! 
Commenter SB: Although I’m unhappy ARP made the Press so soon after the 
announcements when we’re still processing our losses, I like the general idea. 
From what I can tell, an ARP will honour those losing their homes, and 
there’s a push not to have the land developed.  

 
Both comments indicate that the land people lost when it was red-zoned 

following the earthquakes is a difficult topic for both commenters, who feel it should 
not be built on again. The natural habitat of an Avon River Park would be more 
accepted by former homeowners like commenter SB. Despite their loss of the land, 
ownership and an attachment to place is still assumed in discourse. 

The rebuilding of Christchurch as the creation of new places in a new city that 
coexist with pre-quake, disaster event and post-quake memories is also a process of 
coming to terms with the losses and traumatic experiences of the past while being 
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hopeful for the future. This hope is expressed in the comment above about the Avon 
River Park but was also attested by the admins of the Facebook pages as a 
characteristic feature of discussion in networked publics on their pages and for 
themselves, living in Christchurch. Julie Goodman, admin of the Re:START Mall 
Facebook page, reflects in the interview:  

 

It's crazy living through all of this, you know, sometimes such sadness and 
sometimes so cool, cause it was, Christchurch was dysfunctional before the 
earthquakes, you know like, before that earthquake it was, I mean it had its 
fair share of social problems within the four aves, so, we'll end up with an 
amazing place to live. (Julie Goodman, Re:START Mall) 

 
This reflection on living through the rebuild shows the positive as well as the 

negative aspects of daily life after the earthquakes and while rebuilding the city. She 
also expresses her view on the future of Christchurch and the real hope of living in a 
new town, when the trauma from disaster is overcome. In her opinion, this new city 
could be better in some aspects than the old Christchurch before the earthquakes. 
Hope, therefore, is an important element of the sensemaking process following 
disaster, which seemingly makes it possible to let go of old material attachments and 
preserve them in other ways for the prospect of a future worth looking forward to 
and a new sense of place attachment.  

 
 

7.6 Spatial tensions in identity construction - ‘We’ and ‘the others’ 
after the earthquakes 

Further, this section develops different traits of place identity that became visible in 
networked publics when central New Zealand was hit by a sequence of severe 
earthquakes in 2013. To understand self-reflections of Christchurch and Cantabrians 
living in this city that have been influenced by the experiences during the disaster 
recovery and reconstruction, previous identity traits of Christchurch also may 
inform its transitioning identity. Barrer (2012) notes how Englishness is represented 
in self-promotional materials as well as in public discourse about Christchurch, with 
distinct cultural institutions such as its Botanic gardens, the Arts Centre in its neo-
gothic buildings, single-sex schools, local sports teams and the Anglican cathedral, 
the city’s central landmark prior to its destruction during the earthquakes. These 
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characteristics carry a sense of social conservatism as well as propriety and reflect 
the importance of social class with an English tradition. Meanwhile, its English 
tradition and Christchurch’s social conservatism have been discussed in a critical 
light, as these representations are rather simplistic considering the complexity of a 
modern and multi-ethnic urban environment (Cookson, 2000; Pickles, 2011). Despite 
the history of the city as an English settlement, people living in Christchurch 
perceive it as New Zealand city first and foremost. This is evident in a number of 
comments that discuss the future of Christchurch on the different Facebook pages, 
such as this one in an Avon River Park discussion about the features of Christchurch: 
“A British City??? Sorry - as one who grew up there I find that somewhat offensive. 
It’s a New Zealand City.” 

Probably the most interesting feature Barrer (2012) points out is how 
Christchurch is embedded in the Cantabrian identity. Unlike other urban centres in 
New Zealand, there is no name for people living in Christchurch distinguishing 
them from the surrounding non-urban areas in popular discourse. Terms such as 
Aucklanders, Wellingtonians or Dunedinites primarily refer to the urban settlements 
and give the name bearers a distinct urban identity from their surrounding rural 
inhabitants. This might indicate a tight connection of local identity across town 
borders, but as there is no conclusive evidence it remains a pointer for further 
thought and analysis. In the aftermath of February 22nd, people held on to what were 
markers of local identity before the disaster struck. An example is the first home 
game of the Crusaders, Canterbury’s Rugby Union team, following the earthquake, 
which prompted a large public of people engaging in talk about the event as a 
milestone in the recovery process but were also sharing memories of past games. 
Features of local identity were also picked up in the national sensemaking process. 
Besides raising money and goods, the local colours of the Crusaders were picked up 
by many and worn on a ‘National Red and Black Day’, including support under the 
hashtag #redandblackday, to show solidarity and sympathy for Christchurch by the 
rest of the nation.  

Some features of the city used to be central for visually communicating place 
identity in Christchurch, as historic city logos suggest, using the Christchurch 
cathedral as central landmark of the city as well as the fairly orderly river beneath 
(McIntyre, 2000). With the changing landscape of Christchurch, changes of its place 
identity have to be negotiated as well, sparking debate about these central features, 
such as the resurrection of heritage buildings, flooding and other land zoning 
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problems or the green frame of the inner city detailed in the CCRP decided by 
governmental disaster recovery authority CERA.  

People did not only construct local identities in remembering and holding on to 
what was known and cherished but also by highlighting differences between 
themselves and others (Hall, 1997; Luhmann, 1994; Mouffe, 1993, 2005). They 
described themselves as a group who has been through the same disaster event and 
clearly distinguished this group from others, who did not share the same 
experiences. The tendency to categorise imagined communities and groups of 
outsiders by highlighting differences in notions of “us” and “them” (Hall, 1997, 
p.258) surfaces in networked publics constructing local identity during the recovery 
and rebuild period on Facebook and Twitter. Being in and from Christchurch played 
an important part constructing the identity of Rebuild Christchurch, as Pier Smulder 
describes: 

 

We are not a big media group, we are a local company, so… I think what's 
really different and unique about Rise Up Christchurch is that… emotive 
feeling, and that feeling that we really are…part of the story of the 
earthquakes. (Pier Smulders, Rise Up Christchurch) 

 
For Rise Up Christchurch this emotional identity played a bigger role than strategy 

and so did their local connection. Smulders refers to his organisation as a local 
company more than a media group, which is an important characteristic for the 
meaning of the page in the post-quake city. The page, its empowering name, and 
popularity and its connections to other organisations and events became “part of the 
story of the earthquakes”, in Smulders’ experience. The quote above describes some 
key aspects Smulders identifies in the collective narrative construction of 
Christchurch’s earthquake recovery, and the role of the Rise Up Christchurch page in 
that. His reflection suggests the importance of the page for the construction of 
collective identity in Christchurch’s communities post-quake as well as the role of 
the page as networked space to collectively construct part of this narrative. 

Some of these tensions are also apparent in the discourse in the #eqnz hashtag 
public around the earthquake sequence in 2013 that hit central New Zealand with 
tremors around Lake Grassmere and in the Cook Strait and affected Wellington. In 
this case, the construction of local identity for people from Christchurch was centred 
on the experiences during the earthquakes and aftershocks in Canterbury. People 
were connecting those earthquakes to the previous ones in Canterbury as in “Feels 
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surreal seeing these tweets and it not being about CHCH #EQNZ” or establish a 
connection between themselves and the knowledge of what going through a severe 
earthquake feels like in mentioning that they are from Christchurch such as in the 
following tweet. 

 

Tweeter AP: Just what NZ needs more big earthquakes #eqnz hope ppl in 
welly ok, Kia kaha from chch 

 
This tweeter refers to the collective group of New Zealanders and at the same 

time establishes a connection between Wellington and Christchurch by wishing 
Wellingtonians well. Tweeters also showcase that people from Christchurch have 
been through worse than the earthquakes felt in Wellington and show this in tweets, 
often using a humorous tone when describing themselves and a collective 
Cantabrian identity shaped by the Canterbury earthquakes and their aftershocks 
such as:  

 

Tweeter CJ: Rest of office: shrieking and under desk. Me: continues pouring 
drink. #christchurchexpat #eqnz 
 
Tweeter TP: Just catching up on Twitter eqnz details. Welly people were all: 
BIG QUAKE. Chch guys in Welly: meh. Gotta love perspective 
 
Tweeter GJ: My Christchurch boys working in Wellington say worst felt in 2 
years there, but only felt like a Chch 4.3. Didn't get under desks. #Eqnz 
 
Tweeter BG: I believe Wellington may have just been through what in 
Christchurch they refer to as "the last 65 consecutive Tuesdays". #eqnz  

 
These tweets above describe new characteristics of a collective identity of 

Cantabrians caused by the earthquakes as life-changing experiences, but also the 
aftermath as something that has to be handled on a daily basis. They also highlight 
an enacted toughness of Cantabrians representing a changed understanding of self 
in response to what they have overcome following the earthquakes. At the same 
time, they clearly establish the differences between a Cantabrian in-group and others 
by describing the reactions to the earthquakes felt in Wellington. Still, many tweets 
by people from Christchurch also addressed traumatic experiences that were 
reawakened by the tremors in central New Zealand, such as the following:  
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Tweeter HZ: Feeling a little bit of Chch PTSD while reading about poor 
Wellington tonight. Please let this not get worse. #eqnz #empathy #hoping 
 
Tweeter GE: I'm so scared and I live in Chch :L #eqnz 
 
Tweeter GS: A little perturbed by Wellingtonians enjoying the earthquakes. 
We Cantabrians have harsher memories. Just a little wobble brings it all back 

 
Especially tweeter GS gives a clear distinction between Cantabrians and 

Wellingtonians. GS’s tweet describes a different understanding of being Cantabrian 
to the previous humorous ones, which shows that a sense of collective identity as a 
quake survivor and being from Christchurch differs from person to person. These 
very different tweets are all part of the networked construction of collective identity 
of people living in Christchurch and Canterbury based on the earthquakes. Some 
people met tweets comparing the tremors in 2013 to the Canterbury earthquakes 
with criticism. For example, tweets admonished people not to compare the 
magnitude and terror of the different earthquakes as competing events: 

 

Tweeter BK:  I know that Christchurch has had a lot of earthquakes and stuff 
to deal with. But actually it's still totes okay to be scared by a quake.  
 
Tweeter TS: OMG if the Wellington quake had been like the Chch quake it 
would have been more like the Chch quake! THERE IS NO EQNZ LEAGUE 
TABLE. 
 
Tweeter OS: Wellington had a massive earthquake today and Christchurch is 
responding with, "stop complaining." You'd think there would be more 
sympathy. 

 
However, other tweets characterised Christchurch people as tougher than 

Wellingtonians and downplayed the magnitude of the quake felt in Wellington. This 
may reflect an answer to the fatigue of the rest of New Zealand, for example 
Aucklanders, with earthquake and aftershock coverage of Christchurch, as also 
discussed by Dann (2014). Increased sympathy for the people in Christchurch and 
what they have been through, emphasising their strength and hardiness, is 
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expressed by Wellingtonians, too. For example, the following tweets show empathy 
and a sense of new understanding by people outside of Christchurch.   

 

Tweeter EW: Poor Welly peeps getting just a wee taster of what Chch has 
been going through these last 3 years #eqnz  
 
Tweeter KE: they just keep coming. Imagine if we have to live with this for 
months oh wait, Christchurch, you know how it feels #eqnz 
 
RT @tweeterSF: Hey #chch, how have you guys coped with this for YEARS? 
We're into day 3 here and it's shit. #EQNZ 

 
Besides the previously established and ritualised “Hope people in 

Wellington/Marlborough are ok” sympathy tweets for affected regions, people used 
their experiences from the Canterbury earthquakes to give practical advice about 
disaster preparedness, survival tips and to offer help with coping in tweets and 
Facebook comments: 

 

Tweeter IW: “Wellington are you ok? Keep safe and together, check on your 
neighbours. Remember to text not call. Christchurch is behind you 100% 
#eqnz” 
 
Tweeter SP: Do you feel overwhelmed and anxious after the Cook Strait 
#EQNZ? Here are some coping tips from a Chch EQ Survivor 
http://t.co/ILrgoDdXE1 

 
Tweets like the above were sent in various forms by Christchurch survivors, 

retweeted by others and received with thanks by Wellingtonians, creating publics of 
support based on knowledge that the people in Christchurch had formed in the 
aftermath period. News reports also covered this advice, and these were then again 
diffused through tweets, such as the following tweet from TV 3 News: 

 

@3NewsEditor: Quake tips from Christchurch residents 
http://t.co/uNpb6E0gTD How prepared are Wellingtonians? #eqnz 

 
This tweet by the TV 3 News Editor account describes the differences in 

preparedness between residents in Christchurch and Wellington, as people in 
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Christchurch had disaster experience to draw from. These experiences also became 
apparent in discussion on Facebook pages, such as the following comments on 
Rebuild Christchurch show: 

 

Commenter KC: We must help!!! What should I do? 
Commenter CF: Well said, really felt for them this week, could we offer them 
the chance to tell our story and how we got through or are still getting 
through? 
Commenter RA: And all we see on the news is Wellington. 
Commenter FF: I AM GOING UP THERE, PROBABLY LATE NEXT WEEK 
TO GIVE A TALK ON THE CONSEQUENCES OF OUR EARTHQUAKES, 
and inform the people of Seddon of their legal rights.. 

 
As undercurrents of local tensions within Christchurch are also present in this 

discourse, such as the comparison of Western and Eastern suburbs in Christchurch 
with the lack of media attention to Seddon in comparison to Wellington, as in “Just 
as the eastern suburbs were the forgotten casualties of Chch #eqnz, Seddon is to be 
ignored in ‘Wellington’s’ earthquake?”, Christchurch people united again in 
collectively locating the blame lying with governmental agencies and insurers, as in 
the following examples: 

 

Tweeter VO: I can see Insurance companies doing a "Christchurch" on 
Wellington #EQNZ #ItsAllInTheFinePrint 
 
Tweeter AT: Quake Damages the Beehive! Maybe Now They'll Give The 
People IN Christchurch Some Real Help! http://t.co/UYP7poSzZL  

 
While Tweeter VO uses critique directed at insurers to alert Wellingtonians to 

Christchurch’s problems after the Canterbury earthquakes, the tweet also unites 
people from both cities as a common public in the same position, presumably being 
taken advantage of by insurance companies. Tweeter AT hopes for more empathy 
from politicians who might now have a better understanding of the people in 
Christchurch after experiencing a violent shake. Both tweets serve their function as 
uniting the imagined public of similar common people on Twitter who share a sense 
of being treated badly by companies and government agencies. 

The points made in this section show that collective identity based on traits of 
local identity is a complex and multi-layered construct. Collective depends on 
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situational context as well as different place identities, such as local, regional or 
national identities that are interpreted differently by individuals. While collective 
identity is defined by stressing differences between an in-group and an out-group, 
the understanding of these differences might vary. These different shades of 
collective identity are represented in networked discourse on both Facebook and 
Twitter and colour the collective sensemaking practices of people from within and 
outside of Christchurch. 

 
 

7.7 Chapter conclusion 

Sensemaking publics form in and spread across a variety of spaces. The networked 
character of the space of flows and networked publics is not limited to online spaces 
or social media platforms. They are intertextual and connected to a variety of other 
forms of discourse and publics in other spaces as well. Platform affordances shape 
the nature of discourse but also the ways in which memories or spaces in 
Christchurch are constructed within the publics. This discursive construction of 
what had been before the earthquakes struck, but also what occurred during the 
transition of Christchurch in the rebuild is especially important when information is 
sparse and mediated content is the only way in which people can participate in this 
process.  

Besides the discursive construction of place and Christchurch as a transitional 
city, networked publics also offer a space for people to show support or connect, 
sharing personal accounts of events and making a connection to what is happening 
in Christchurch for themselves and parts of their personal public that might not have 
the same connection to the city as they have themselves. People utilise the 
affordances of a social media platform for their needs in their personal but also 
collective sensemaking processes. This chapter has shown different uses by 
analysing the construction of place in the immediate disaster aftermath, the 
discursive construction of inaccessible spaces, visual framing as well as place 
attachment and ownership in relation to transitional movements and the connection 
over time. It established that places were constructed with multiple meanings in 
networked discourse, mirroring the complexity of post-disaster environments, 
which require ongoing sensemaking. Sensemaking processes around place are 
thoroughly interlinked with the changes of self-concept that the disruption of the 
earthquakes has caused on a collective level for the people in Christchurch and 
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Canterbury. Differences in the speed of the rebuild or amount of disruption to daily 
life make locality an important marker of identity construction during the recovery 
and reconstruction. Coming to understand and make meaning of the disrupted old 
Christchurch, the transitional Christchurch and the planned and imagined future of 
Christchurch shapes multi-layered identities of which the Canterbury earthquakes 
have become an important part of. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 
This thesis provides a greater understanding of networked environments following 
disaster and their contribution to collective sensemaking. Specifically, this research 
has analysed sensemaking practices in disaster response and recovery during and 
after the Canterbury earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 afforded by the social media 
platforms Facebook and Twitter. In doing so, this thesis has drawn on Weick’s (1995) 
theory of sensemaking to analyse sense people make through collective social 
practices in the different phases of disaster, defined by Fischer (1998). This thesis has 
used digital methods of data collection and exploration. It also analysed discourse 
and narratives. Interviews were conducted to enrich an understanding of social 
media data. Distinct patterns of communication and participation rituals in 
networked publics have emerged from this analysis, which construct collective 
identities and understandings of place. This chapter gives a summary of the results 
of this thesis before discussing its theoretical and methodological contributions to 
knowledge. It further outlines the scope of this project by describing the most critical 
limitations and gives directions for future research.  

 
 

8.1 Summary of results 

This thesis approached the analysis of communication in network environments by 
focussing on different aspects of the following research question: 

 

How did public communicative actions in networked environments contribute to collective 
sensemaking practices in the context of disaster events? 

 
Communication in networked environments is textured by the affordances of the 

platform as well as the people engaging in communicative and social practices 
online. Together these render the process of sensemaking. This project used digital 
methods of data collection and computational analysis, and studied discourse and 
narratives on Facebook pages and in event-based historical Twitter datasets. It 
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connected the findings from social platform data with those from semi-structured 
interviews conducted with Facebook page administrators as important agents in 
networked discourse. The aim was to outline the rich, lived experiences that people 
were making sense of in the different phases of the Canterbury earthquakes. This 
section synthesises the main learnings about networked sensemaking considering 
communication patterns, participation and the construction of a collective identity in 
networked publics, and the representation of place in discourse. The following 
summary will present the results organised under the four different subquestions of 
inquiry. 

 
 

What communication patterns emerged in networked environments during the periods of 
disaster response, recovery and rebuild following the Canterbury earthquakes? 

 

Networked discourse is multi-layered and facetted, containing different forms of 
content from different speakers (Papacharissi, 2016). Networked discourse in 
disaster therefore contains a variety of voices, both institutional and private, such as 
governmental and relief agencies, non-profit organisations, community groups, 
media outlets, survivors and eyewitnesses. Further, the discourse platform shapes 
access but also restrictions of access to the discursive space, which can be caused by 
disruptions or societal factors in general, and influences which of these voices are 
being heard the loudest, as it has been established in Chapters 2 and 3. The different 
discursive practices of discursive agents and the affordances of the social media 
platform shape distinct patterns of communication in the disaster context. 

Different patterns in engagement have been found in the exploratory data 
analysis of the Facebook pages sampled for this project. Communication patterns 
have changed over time, however, in a rather unique fashion for each of the six 
pages. While involvement has been on the rise with increasing comment numbers 
over the course of Christchurch’s rebuild on some sample pages, others had a 
decrease in posts and comments compared to the earlier phases of disaster response 
in 2011. Semi-structured interviews with page administrators found that these 
differing patterns in engagement were connected to particular events in the process 
of the rebuild, the thematic focus of the page and also to the personal lives of their 
administrators.  

The analysis of Twitter data highlighted the connections between numbers of 
tweets and seismic events, where spikes of communication followed major tremors. 
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Different platform affordances on Twitter were in turn used for various forms of 
sensemaking. Retweets marked a large share of tweets immediately following the 
earthquakes, which highlights their communicative use for information 
dissemination. Replies occurred in a smaller amount but focused stronger on the 
interpersonal aspect of sensemaking, so therefore mattered for a different form of 
public sociality. The study found that the #eqnz hashtag was the most prominent in 
discourse. Smaller hashtag publics also provided valuable insight into sensemaking 
practices, for example by using humour in response to events that could not be 
changed or undone, such as the #eqnzpickuplines hashtag illustrates. The data 
further showed that large numbers of tweets without hashtags were also present in 
the immediate disaster response following September 2010 but also in the course of 
2011, where the #eqnz hashtag should have been established. As some media 
accounts did not use the hashtag at all, including other tweets into analysis proved 
valuable and allowed this study to expand upon Bruns and Burgess’ (2012) early 
study of the Christchurch earthquake. 

Networked discourse is situated, constructed through specific forms of sociality 
and social languages, which are afforded by features of social media platforms and 
platform literacies of users engaging in discourse. Due to the situated nature of 
discourse, social language and ritualised communication differ for different phases 
of disaster, and are also connected to the purposeful use of social media platforms 
depending on different situations. Communicative practices include the use of 
certain forms of language that were appropriate to the site of discourse, and the 
breach of rules in favour of an emotional expression of cathartic reactions to the 
earthquakes and aftershocks, which in turn also became ritualised as an appropriate 
way of publicly reacting to subsequent shocks. Communication rituals were 
embedded in the cultural context of New Zealand, for example through the use of 
phrases like kia kaha but also within the parameters of the platforms, such as the 
ongoing use of #eqnz for other earthquakes in New Zealand. 

 
 

How did participation in public networked discourse contribute to collective sensemaking 
practices? 

 
Participation in networked discourse varies in form and function for different 

phases of disaster. In the initial aftermath of the earthquakes in Canterbury, social 
media contributed to sensemaking as people used the platform for the produsage of 
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news (Bruns, 2010) and to share, disseminate and validate information. These forms 
of participation confirm previous findings of patterns of talk following disaster on 
Twitter (F. Shaw et al., 2013) which consisted of news reports, automated updates 
about magnitudes, affective eyewitness accounts or personal narratives, giving 
networked discourse in event-based publics its specific texture (Papacharissi, 2016). 
This thesis argues that smaller forms of participation, such as citizen witnessing 
(Allan, 2013), citizen commentary and meta-journalism (Goode, 2009) have a stake in 
the collective sensemaking process in networked environments following the 
Canterbury earthquakes, as they render an understanding of other content by the 
public. These forms of participation can at times be laden with emotion as the 
affective or cathartic tweets show in the immediate aftermath, as do heated 
discussions at later stages of disaster. These communicative actions on a small scale 
make up a large part of communication in everyday interaction in the post-disaster 
publics and therefore give a good insight into the lived experiences of disaster of the 
population. They also show the importance that civic agents and community 
organisations played in the networked disaster aftermath. These affective publics 
deframe the disaster account and give insights from the bottom up (McCosker, 
2013), which, combined with other forms of information, such as news-related and 
professionally produced content, enhance the understanding of the event.  

Participating in public discourse as part of the disaster response, recovery and 
rebuild of Christchurch empowered the discursive speakers, such as the Facebook 
administrators or members of the public. Participation also allowed the 
administrators to feel useful and to achieve personal coherence in using their 
professional and personal skill sets even though the disaster meant a disruption to 
their normal lives. The ability to start conversations and communities of like-minded 
people through Facebook pages empowered their founders and made them 
gatewatchers (Bruns, 2003) of their online communities, channelling information 
flows, facilitating and leading discourse towards certain topics. These practices also 
channelled which topics gained importance and emerged in discourse, influencing 
how other visitors on the page perceived the nature of the event. Facebook page 
founders and administrators also engaged in connecting different mediated 
discourses with offline ones, and operationalised networked talk into local events 
and projects. These actions were mostly driven by a motivation to help Cantabrians 
to come to terms with the disaster and its aftermath, to empower them in 
reconnecting to the city and have their say in important issues relating to the rebuild. 
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How did people construct identities within networked publics that contributed to collective 
sensemaking? 

 
The successful integration of change into their personal identity is central for 

people coming to terms with traumatic events (Halpern & Tramontin, 2007). For the 
founders of the Facebook pages, this involved taking an active role and feeling 
useful. Further, shared experiences construct collective identities within networked 
publics, where members describe lived experiences, hardships and struggles, but 
also personal growth and creative ways to overcome them. A need for coherence in 
understanding oneself makes memories and past experiences but also ideas and 
hopes for the future key to sensemaking. This research argues that making sense is a 
retrospective process but also goes beyond explaining past experiences in building 
upon shared cultural values and history, in line with a critical approach to 
sensemaking (Helms Mills et al., 2010).  

Moreover, the construction of a collective identity and a sense of belonging were 
part of public sensemaking in networked environments. The experience of the 
earthquakes and positive attributes of strength and resilience of Cantabrians in 
dealing with effects of the catastrophe became an important part of the self-image of 
survivors. Networked environments were used to showcase everyday experiences, 
events, and projects to engage with the city and manifested positive attributes of a 
collective self-image, such as creativity, resourcefulness, and humour. Further ways 
of building a collective identity in the aftermath of the Canterbury earthquakes 
included highlighting distinctions between the group people belonged to and 
outsiders who did not share the same characteristics (Hall, 1997; Luhmann, 1994; 
Mouffe, 1993, 2005). Discourse analysis found that this lead to the foregrounding of 
local identities and the emphasis of differences between Cantabrians and the rest of 
New Zealand. On the Facebook pages, differences between local and national media 
outlets were described and the portrayal of Christchurch from an outsider’s point of 
view, for example in the fictional TV drama Hope and Wire, was heavily criticised. 
People also differentiated between those who had lived in Christchurch for the 
earthquakes and the whole period of disaster response and recovery, or those who 
had moved to Canterbury later.  

Discourse analysis of semi-structured interviews and Facebook pages found that 
identity was not only an important dimension for the people making sense of the 
earthquakes but also for the distinct networked spaces that sensemaking was taking 
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place in. While identity construction on Facebook has been studied extensively, the 
study of Facebook pages to do so, particularly in regard of collective identity, has 
previously only been considered to a limited extent (Rieder et al., 2015; Wilson, 
2012). This thesis argues that the concept of place identity (Lewicka, 2008) can be 
applied to sites where online publics form as well, for example in the case of distinct 
Facebook pages. These pages have characteristic infrastructural features that define 
their identity, similar to architectural characteristics of physical places. Further, 
pages have a specific voice that characterises their communication and shapes the 
whole space. The voice of a Facebook page account is shaped by the administrators 
posting on behalf, whose own identities also become part of the page. This form of 
networked identity is further defined by the bonds that people form with the space, 
through their interactions with other people on the page but also with the page 
account maintaining the site. Most administrators had formed a strong bond to their 
pages and the page audience, which led to an imagined community on the page, 
which in turn also influenced their personal identities.  

 
 

How did discourse in networked publics contribute to collective sensemaking of place? 

 
Space and place were not an initial focus of this project but emerged from the 

data, as the materiality of places in disaster needs to be negotiated during disaster 
response, recovery and rebuild. The prominence of space and place in discourse 
aligns with the importance of materiality and the experience of place in a disaster 
situation (Johnson, 2014), as well as the importance of place attachment for resilience 
and social capital (Cox & Perry, 2011). People used social media platforms to make 
sense of sites that became meaningful during the earthquakes but also for places 
which personally mattered to them. Facebook and Twitter were further used to 
sustain an ongoing negotiation of transitional urban environments as Christchurch’s 
rebuild developed. The multimodal nature of networked environments meant that 
sense was made using visual and textual forms of framing a message. The analysis of 
multimodal discourse in this project showed that visuals became an important 
symbolic centre point of the attempt to reimagine the broken city and the changing 
nature of different zones. Networked environments played an important role in 
developing a sense of place, especially when actual sites in the city were not 
accessible. In providing a space to make sense of the disrupted city of Christchurch, 
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social media platforms supported sensemaking practices of the changing urban 
environment. 

Taken together, these findings paint a particular picture of the communicative 
actions of sensemaking in technologically mediated spaces following disaster and 
highlight the situated use of social media platforms in different phases of the 
catastrophe. Although the contribution of networked environments to sensemaking 
in general and their relation to other social practices that do so is difficult to grasp, 
the results of this thesis add to existing literature in specific ways, which will be 
discussed in the following section. 

 
 

8.2 Contributions to knowledge 

This thesis makes both theoretical and methodological contributions to the literature 
about social media platforms, digital methods, sensemaking theory and disaster 
communication. The following describes the contributions of this project to different 
bodies of literature. 

In stating the ways in which networked environments contributed to the 
sensemaking practices of social media users, this thesis contributes to the growing 
body of literature about the Canterbury earthquakes. It complements other studies 
about other forms of media use in disaster for gathering information, such as 
practices of listening to the radio (Joyce, 2015) or community-led practices of 
organising disaster response through the use of mobile devices (Matheson, 2014). 
This thesis provides insights into the communicative practices of information 
seeking and sharing, emotional and affective messages as cathartic reactions and 
ritualised forms of communication. Ritualised forms of interaction and 
communication can, for example, use the social language of the medium, to squash 
rumours, or bear witness to the construction of the disaster events in networked 
environments. While ritualised affective reactions do not necessarily carry much 
value in the dissemination of information, they provide valuable insights into the 
lived experiences of survivors in the particular situation and show how people 
engaged technology to negotiate them. These findings matter in light of today’s 
network society, and the role technologically mediated communication plays in 
everyday practices of the social. Networked processes of sensemaking offer forms of 
being together to cope with and understand the disaster events better. These 
interactions take place in addition to other sensemaking practices and are highly 
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integrated into the daily lives of people. Their effects can also not easily be separated 
from sensemaking occurring in other forms of communication. However, this thesis 
approaches these practices, as previously suggested by Papacharissi (2015b), by 
focussing on outlining and specifying distinct forms of practices that shape the 
texture of networked discourse instead of juxtaposing the offline with the online. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, analyses of communication often do not span 
different phases of disaster but concentrate on the disaster response and the 
information dissemination practices of media and other institutions following the 
catastrophe. While the role of the community has become more important through 
crowdsourcing techniques for disaster relief, studies are still driven to evalute the 
efficiency of these practices and largely neglect the social aspects of public 
communication in these situations. The importance of a community-led recovery has 
been foregrounded in recent years, and social aspects influencing community 
resilence have become more important, however, studies have been sparse that that 
focus on public communication and community approaches across different phases 
of disaster and particularly on the long-term recovery. By analysing social crisis data 
produced in different phases of disaster, this thesis adds to existing knowledge in 
disaster communication and integrates these different communicative and social 
perspectives. In so doing, this research has emphasised the social aspects and 
different paces of making sense of disruptive events and overcoming trauma by 
sharing personal narratives with others (Herman, 1992, 1998) and collectively 
transforming the experience of shared trauma. This integrated approach generates 
new knowledge as it shows the differences between disaster response and recovery 
but also highlights the problems of recovering communities when interest on an 
international and national level has declined. 

This thesis adds to findings around networked communication patterns on 
Twitter following the Canterbury earthquakes (Bruns & Burgess, 2012; Potts et al., 
2011). It also highlights the contributions of smaller forms of journalism and the 
active role that civic actors have taken by covering disasters in the network society, 
compared with previous tendencies of helicopter journalism (Schechter, 2005) and a 
concentration on institutional perspectives (Button, 2010). However, the calculated 
nature of platform realities and algorithmic structuring can easily overemphasise 
some voices, for example institutional actors that are more central to the network 
(González-Bailón et al. 2014). Therefore, social media platforms have overtaken 
traditional media outlets in privileging some voices in discourse following a disaster. 
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This research applies Weick’s (1995) classic theory of sensemaking in a new 
context and provides insights into sensemaking practices in networked 
environments in the context of disaster, as a new application of this organisational 
theory. In line with more critical sensemaking approaches (Helms Mills et al., 2010), 
this project found that sensemaking practices are situated in a more complex way to 
Weick’s phenomenological understanding, as memories as well as collective visions 
for the future mattered for people coming to terms with post-quake Christchurch in 
networked discourse. The results of this analysis also differ from Qu et al.’s (2008) 
findings, which situate sensemaking in the context of community building through 
emotion-related messages. As described in Chapters 5 and 6, sensemaking does have 
a role in community-building but it also takes place through sharing information-
related and opinion-based content. Qu et al.’s (2008; 2011) framework for the content 
analysis of data from community forums and micro-blogging following two large 
earthquakes in China should be expanded for studying social media content beyond 
the immediate disaster response. Further, Weick’s initial theory does not pay close 
attention to the roles of different people making sense but assumes a normative 
equality of individuals involved. This thesis argues that although different voices are 
present in online discourse, some actors are more prominent than others in 
disseminating information and leading the discussion, which also lets them play a 
more central role in the collective sensemaking process. 

This thesis also makes a contribution in introducing a methodology to study 
digital media by combining digital approaches of data collection and computational 
analysis with digitised approaches of qualitative analysis. It utilises interface 
methods (Marres & Gerlitz, 2015) in gathering data from Facebook and Twitter via 
third party tools and data vendors, and provides insights into the pitfalls of such 
data generation. These pitfalls include the ethical issues of historical Twitter data, for 
example when accounts including their content are deleted after the data has been 
collected and externally stored for research. Further constraints of data include their 
construction in the very specific digital environment of a powerful social media 
platform influencing and compromising data access, structures and analysis 
(Langlois et al., 2015).  

Computational analyses do not provide sufficient results when focussing on the 
emotionally-laden, memory-saturated and contested sensemaking practices of 
people post-disaster, spanning different modes of discourse and forms of mediation. 
This is why a combination of suitable digital and digitised methods has been 
developed for this project. As well as balancing digital methods with qualitative 
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approaches to digital discourse analysis, semi-structured interviews have been used 
as an additional method to validate social media data and situate them in the wider 
social environment of people’s lived experiences. This practice was also helpful to 
foreground the role of the people creating the data used for analysis. This practices 
also allows making a connection and creating a back channel to validate and 
disseminate research results and work with active members of online publics, such 
as the Facebook administrators. This research integrates social data used for 
mapping online publics with data from interviews to make it more meaningful, 
following Croeser and Highfield’s (2015) suggestion.  

As this thesis makes a point in foregrounding communities and the experiences 
of people who lived through the earthquakes, tensions become clear between 
people’s rich and complex experiences and what can be mapped by purely using 
digital methods. The mixed methodological design applied in this project addresses 
these tensions in combining computational analysis with qualitative tools of inquiry. 
The project used digital-born data and integrated computational abilities to search 
and query the data to focus on specific cases and examples led by theory-based 
sampling and iterative analysis strategies building on research practice in grounded 
theory (Charmaz, 2006).  

Instead of replacing social science approaches with digital methods to study 
social media data, this study represents a symbiotic combination of methods. It does 
so by using qualitative approaches to analysis, such as narrative and discourse 
analysis and applying them to texts that are digitally mediated and accessible 
through the social media platforms Facebook and Twitter. Analytical tools from 
discourse analysis were further used that are specifically relevant in the context of 
networked sensemaking practices. These enabled analysis of the discursive 
construction of identity through social practices and building tasks of language (Gee, 
2011), the emergence and hegemony of specific issues (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985), 
intertextuality and decontextualisation of discourses in a networked setting 
(Fairclough, 2005), but also the situated operationalisation that contributes to the 
emergence of specific languages and social practices afforded by the social media 
platforms. In this way, this research accounts for the complexities of multi-layered 
social data in integrating digital and digitised methods with additional interviews 
and provides a methodology for approaching social media platforms, which could 
be used in other contexts as well.  
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8.3 Limitations 

Although the constraints of this project have been discussed in other places in 
this thesis already, this section gives a quick recap of the main points and 
particularly reflects on the decisions that shaped the scope of this study. The choices 
I have made were mainly driven by the data that emerged over the course of this 
project. This study focuses on individual cases and not the full population of all 
online activity concerning the Canterbury earthquakes. Its specific insights 
contribute to further understanding of the issues but are not representative of the 
whole population of survivors and people who took part or consumed the mediated 
coverage of the event. Networked environments were not very accessible within 
Christchurch at particular points in time, when electricity, telecommunications, and 
other infrastructures were disrupted following the February earthquake. This lack of 
connection created vulnerabilities for people in a usually digitally saturated society, 
generating an information vacuum (Sutton, 2012). While this research addressed this 
limitation by focussing on a longer range of data, other aspects skewing the data 
might not have been detected or are not as easy to address. Influences of the 
platform on data access and structures are considered to make the analytical, 
political and structural tensions of studying social media platforms apparent 
(Langlois et al., 2015). However, the practices and social interactions on social media 
platforms are relevant to understanding current network societies, as they are a 
central part of the myth of what people do and see as connective and social 
(Couldry, 2015). 

Although this thesis analyses two social media platforms, it provides only 
limited insights into the connections between those platforms. It cannot give 
indications of virality or the amount of networked cross-platform dissemination of 
news. It also does not track which people are part of multiple publics online. 
Further, language use and practices, for example following aftershocks, are very 
situational and prominent in this context only, so cannot be simply extrapolated into 
other situations. Communicative and social actions have been given a materiality in 
this thesis that makes them less transportable findings, while gaining in interpretive 
depth.  

With the benefit of experience gained in this project, some aspects of the data 
collection could be carried out differently. There is scope, for example, to make the 
search string for Twitter data more sophisticated, to improve the signal noise ratio 
and the amount of required data cleaning. Due to time constraints and the scope of 
this thesis, analysis has been prioritised over cleaning the dataset as a whole, which 
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means that I only thoroughly cleaned data directly relevant to the case studies. 
Cleaning and optimising the data more comprehensively will open further questions 
for the data in the future. The groundwork provided by this study creates room for 
future research to expand upon this project. 

 
 

8.4 Future directions 

 
The findings from this thesis can help to guide future research in different ways. 

The rebuild of Christchurch is still ongoing and sensemaking practices concerning 
the transitional and future Christchurch will continue to be prominent in public 
discourse for the foreseeable future. To expand on the results of this thesis, it would 
be beneficial to revisit the participating groups in a number of years to evaluate 
developments in the communities and groups. This would also allow to grasp 
whether people have made sense of the disruptions posed by the earthquakes and 
integrated them into their self-understanding. A follow-up study could also lead to 
an enhanced understanding of sensemaking practices around the earthquakes 
themselves over time, to examine whether the events of 2010 and 2011 are still 
paramount or a more distant memory once Christchurch is rebuilt.  

The research potential of the Twitter dataset gathered for this study has also not 
fully been explored. This large-scale dataset could conveniently be used to test and 
enhance methodologies that are entirely “born-digital” (Rogers, 2015, p. 4). Network 
analysis, hyperlink analysis or other digital methods, for example topic modelling 
on a more text-based level, could be used for studying the specifics of platform data. 
Explorations of Twitter data could put a stronger focus on network analysis and the 
connections between different accounts and people and give a better idea of the 
community structures and power relations, as well as the role of different actors. 
Network analysis could be especially rewarding when drawing comparisons over a 
longer timeframe. This is an idea that could be realised in future, drawing on the 
already collected datasets. 

Further, studying private publics and access restricted online media forms could 
add to the results of this research and generate a more extensive understanding of 
networked social practices and discursively constructed identities in disaster 
contexts. This could be achieved by studying private messages, personal profiles, 
and status updates but also group conversations, or closed community forums and 
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neighbourhood groups, where people also deal with the negotiation of an event. The 
interplay of private and public in both technologically mediated and face to face 
situations could give a deeper insight into the sensemaking practice as a whole while 
not only focussing on what actors constitute in discourse. 

The evolution of social media platforms towards visual and more mobile 
platforms, such as Instagram or Snapchat, provides further ground for studying 
sensemaking practices of Christchurch as a transitional city, particularly in relation 
to visual framing and the construction of place using visual imagery. Different uses 
of these platforms in long-term recovery could give valuable insights and integrate 
approaches of big and small data, beyond the already common use of these datasets 
for humanitarian response to a disaster (Meier, 2015). Emphasising research with a 
stronger focus on long-term disaster recovery also fosters a more robust integration 
of disaster management and social sciences studies that traditionally focus on 
different periods of disaster. 

This thesis argues for a community-focused analysis of social crisis data, 
integrating both digital and digitized methods. It has highlighted the role of 
participation, identity, and space in the process of collective sensemaking through 
technologically mediated communicative action as central points of focus to 
understand how people navigated the complexities of living through the Canterbury 
earthquakes, and how they pieced themselves and their city together again over an 
extended period of time. Social media platforms as networked spaces played an 
important role in enriching people’s lives and in helping them cope and organise 
themselves in that regard. On this basis, this thesis provided valuable insights into 
the use of social media platforms across disaster response, recovery and 
reconstruction phases on a community level for future research to expand upon. 
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Appendix A - Contact messages to participants, consent forms 
and information sheets for participants 

Contact message to participants 

 
Dear name/admin of page xy, 
 
I am a PhD researcher at the University of Canterbury, studying online environments and 
their use after the earthquakes in Christchurch and Canterbury. I came across your public 
Facebook page and would like to talk to you about it. I am interested in your motivation for 
maintaining the site and how you see your community. 
It would be great if you could find the time for an interview with me, which shouldn’t take 
longer than 60 minutes. 

The	project	is	being	carried	out	as	a	requirement	for	my	PhD	thesis	under	the	supervision	of	Dr.	
Zita	Joyce	who	can	be	contacted	at	zita.joyce@canterbury.ac.nz.	She	will	be	pleased	to	discuss	
any	concerns	you	may	have	about	participation	in	the	project.		
This	project	has	been	reviewed	and	approved	by	the	University	of	Canterbury	Human	Ethics	
Committee,	and	participants	should	address	any	complaints	to	The	Chair,	Human	Ethics	
Committee,	University	of	Canterbury,	Private	Bag	4800,	Christchurch	(human-
ethics@canterbury.ac.nz).		

I am looking forward to your reply and am happy to answer any questions you might have 
beforehand. Your time and efforts would be much appreciated! 
 
 
Best regards, 
Martina Wengenmeir 
 
Martina Wengenmeir 
PhD Researcher 
Department of Media and Communication 
University of Canterbury 
 
Mail to: martina.wengenmeir@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 
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Consent Forms 

College of Arts 

Media and Communication 
School of Social and Political Sciences 
Tel: +64 3 364 2899, Fax: + 64 364 2414 
http://www.saps.canterbury.ac.nz/coms/ 
 
Martina Wengenmeir 
martina.wengenmeir@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 
PhD Student 
 
 
CONSENT FORM  
Social Media (inter-)actions after the earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 – interviewing Facebook 
page founders and administrators 
 
I have read and understood the description of the above-named project. On this basis I agree to 
participate as a subject in the project, and  
 

� I consent to publication of the results of the project with the understanding that 
confidentiality will be preserved, or 

� I consent to publication of the results of the project with the understanding that I will be 
identified in the discussion 

 
I understand also that I may at any time withdraw from the project, including withdrawal of any 
information I have provided.  
 
I note that the project has been reviewed and approved by the Department of Media and 
Communication, University of Canterbury and the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 
Committee Low Risk process 
 
NAME (please print): …………………………………………………………….  
 
Date: 
 
Signature: 
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Martina Wengenmeir 
Media and Communication Department 
Telephone: +64 3 364 2987 3527 
Mail: martina.wengenmeir@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

 

CONSENT FORM 
Project: Social Media (inter-)actions after the earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 – 
Facebook page analysis  
 

I have been given a full explanation of this project and have had the opportunity to ask 
questions. I understand what is required of me if I agree to take part in the research. 

I understand that participation is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time without 
penalty. Withdrawal of participation will also include the withdrawal of any information I 
have provided should this remain practically achievable. 

I understand that any information or opinions I provide will be kept confidential to the 
researcher and that any published or reported results will not identify the participants 
without prior consent. Facebook page contents will not be connected to your real name 
but the page name only. Publically available third party user contents on the Facebook 
page will be anonymised and treated as confidential in any case. I understand that a 
thesis is a public document and will be available through the UC Library. 

I understand that all data collected for the study will be kept in secure facilities and in 
password protected electronic form and will be destroyed after ten years.  

I understand the risks associated with taking part and how they will be managed. 

I understand that I am able to receive a report on the findings of the study by contacting 
the researcher at the conclusion of the project. 

I understand that I can contact the researcher Martina Wengenmeir 
(martina.wengenmeir@pg.canterbury.ac.nz) or supervisor Dr Zita Joyce 
(zita.joyce@canterbury.ac.nz) for further information. If I have any complaints, I can 
contact the Chair of the University of Canterbury Human Ethics Committee, Private Bag 
4800, Christchurch (human- ethics@canterbury.ac.nz) 

By signing below, I agree to participate in this research project. 

 
 
_____________ _____________________ ________________________ 
Date Name Signature 
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Canterbury QuakeStudies Project 
 
 
You are invited to contribute content to the QuakeStudies 

Digital Archive as part of the following project: 
 
 
Project Title: Social Media (inter-)actions after the earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 – 
interviewing Facebook page founders and administrators 
 
Researcher Name: Martina Wengenmeir 
 
Researcher Contact Details: martina.wengenmeir@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

Tel: +64 3 364 2987 3527 
 
UC CEISMIC Digital Archive Contact Details: If you need to contact us about 
content on our website, you can email ceismic@canterbury.ac.nz 
 
Project Description: 
 
This project is part of my PhD thesis, which researches interactions on social media 
after the earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 in Christchurch and Canterbury. You are 
invited to participate in this interview series where Facebook page administrators 
and page founders are asked to talk about their motivations and goals for 
maintaining the pages and about the crowd of users that they want to address.  
 
If you are interested in making your contribution more publicly available, then you 
may also consent to have it stored in the UC CEISMIC QuakeStudies Digital Archive 
https://quakestudies.canterbury.ac.nz, and made available through the UC CEISMIC 
Federated Archive www.ceismic.org.nz and Digital NZ www.digitalnz.org. The 
consent form provided allows you to choose the level of access you would like for 
your content. 
 
 
Please read the QuakeStudies consent form carefully and tick only 

those options you feel comfortable with. 
 
 
If after providing your content, you want to change your consent options, or withdraw 
it entirely, you are free to do so without penalty. Just let us know that you have 
changed your mind. 
 
If you find the process distressing there are people you can talk to. The Quake 
Support and Counselling Services Helpline 0800 777 846 can offer practical support, 
information or advice on quake related issues, including counselling.  
 
If you have any questions about the project please contact the project coordinator 
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using the details provided at the top of this form. 
 
 
The project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human 

Ethics Committee. 
PROJECT TITLE: 
 
QUAKESTUDIES CONSENT FORM  
I have read and understood the description of the above-named project. 
I agree to participate in the project, and I consent to publication of 
research results arising from it. I also understand that I may choose to 
provide the following information (my “content”) for use within the QuakeStudies Digital 
Archive: 
 

• Transcript 
• Audio 

 
I will specify how this content may be used below. I understand that, should I wish, I may 
change these conditions of use, or withdraw from the project without penalty, by contacting 
ceismic@canterbury.ac.nz. I also understand that if I choose to make my content publicly 
available through the UC CEISMIC QuakeStudies Digital Archive, UC CEISMIC website and 
Digital New Zealand, then I can choose to remove it from those archives but neither the 
University of Canterbury nor I will retain control over any copies created or published 
elsewhere on the Internet. 
 
Please read the levels of use below and choose the level of use you are comfortable with.  
 
□ LEVEL 1 
 

My content can be used for research only by researchers approved by the UC CEISMIC 
Programme. It will not be publicly available on the QuakeStudies archive website.  
 
□ Transcript 
□ Audio  

 
□ LEVEL 2  (IN ADDITION TO LEVEL 1) 
 

Excerpts of my content can be accessed by researchers approved by the UC CEISMIC 
Programme and be used in teaching, public lectures or presentations, or presented to 
participants in future research studies.  
 
□ Transcript 
□ Audio  

 
□ LEVEL 3  (IN ADDITION TO LEVELS 1 AND 2) 
 

My content can be made publicly available on the UC CEISMIC QuakeStudies archive, 
the UC CEISMIC website and Digital NZ website. 
 
□ Transcript 
□ Audio  
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The project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human 
Ethics Committee. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
□ I would like my name to be associated with my content: 
________________________________ 

(please print your name 
clearly) 

 Or 
 
□ I would like my identity to be confidential. 
 
 
Signature: 
 
 
 
Date: 
 
 

 
 

GLOSSARY 
 
UC CEISMIC Digital Archive 
UC CEISMIC is a joint project between several of New Zealand’s cultural heritage 
institutions. It is committed to preserving the memories and experiences of people of 
the Canterbury region. Our website www.ceismic.org.nz provides public access to a 
broad range of earthquake-related materials by allowing users to search across 
multiple websites and content sources. 
 
UC QuakeStudies Digital Archive 
UC QuakeStudies is a secure, access-controlled archive for digital content relating to 
the Canterbury Earthquakes. Its service supports the preservation and sharing of 
data and digital objects in order to enable future research. An interdisciplinary 
research committee oversees QuakeStudies. For more information see 
https://quakestudies.canterbury.ac.nz 
 
DigitalNZ 
DigitalNZ is a unit of the National Library of New Zealand who help make New 
Zealand’s digital content easier to find and more useful. In their words, this “includes 
helping people use digital material from libraries, museums, government 
departments, publicly funded organisations, the private sector, and community 
groups”. Please see http://www.digitalnz.org/about for further details. 
 
 
 
 
The project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human 

Ethics Committee. 
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 Information Sheets 

College of Arts 

Media and Communication 
School of Social and Political Sciences 
Tel: +64 3 364 2899, Fax: + 64 364 2414 
http://www.saps.canterbury.ac.nz/coms/ 
 
Martina Wengenmeir 
PhD Student 
martina.wengenmeir@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 
phone: +64 3 364 2987 3527 
 
Project: Social Media (inter-)actions after the earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 – interviewing 
Facebook page founders and administrators 
 
 
INFORMATION  
This project is part of my PhD thesis, which researches interactions on social media after the 
earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 in Christchurch and Canterbury. You are invited to participate in 
this interview series where Facebook page administrators and page founders are asked to talk 
about their motivations and goals for maintaining the pages and about the crowd of users that 
they want to address. I am going to ask you a few questions such as: what motivates you, what 
kind of page you are maintaining, what led to the foundation of the page, how do you see your 
users and how do you engage with them.  
The interview will be recorded and will take up to 60 minutes. After the interview you will be 
able to check a transcript or interview summary of your answers.  
 
The results of the project may be published, but you may be assured of the complete 
confidentiality of data gathered in this investigation: your identity will not be made public 
without your prior consent. A PhD thesis is a public document and will be available through the 
UC Library. All confidential data collected for the study will be kept in locked and secure 
facilities or in password protected electronic form stored in the CEISMIC Archive or on the 
researcher’s computer.  

Participation is voluntary and you can at this point withdraw from the study and all records will 
be destroyed. 
 
The research is being carried out for a PhD Thesis in Media and Communication by Martina 
Wengenmeir under the supervision of Dr Zita Joyce, who can be contacted at 03 364 2436 or 
zita.joyce@canterbury.ac.nz. She will be pleased to discuss any concerns you may have about 
participation in the project.  
 
This project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 
Committee, and participants should address any complaints to The Chair, Human Ethics 
Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-
ethics@canterbury.ac.nz). 

Martina Wengenmeir 
Media and Communication Department 

 



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Appendices 
__________________________________________ 

 289 

Telephone: +64 3 364 2987 3527 
Mail: martina.wengenmeir@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 
Project: Social Media (inter-)actions after the earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 – 
Facebook page analysis  

This project is the second part of my PhD studies and will be looking at the discussion and 
communication on public Facebook fan pages and the changes in communication over the 
last three years. 

Following the personal interview with you I am analysing the publicly available contents of 
your organisation’s Facebook page. The goal of this analysis is to study different topics of 
posts on your page over time to find out which topics where most prominent and triggered 
the most interaction. I will analyse posts and comments within certain time frames, for 
example around the first anniversary of the earthquakes or the announcement of the blue 
print for the rebuild. The analysis is considering different kinds of posted materials, such as 
written posts and comments, likes, shares, images, links and multimedia contents. I will only 
consider contents that are available on Facebook as ‘public’ and will not consider any 
contents that have been deleted or are not available any more due to a change of privacy 
settings. The collection of sensitive information is not an aim of this research. However, if 
sensitive information is encountered in public posts, it will be handled with greatest care and 
further exposure through this research project will be avoided. 
All third party contents on your page will be treated with great care and handled in 
anonymised form and after removal of the timestamp only. They will not be quoted without 
separate prior consent from the copyright holders. Posts that you made on the page will only 
be analysed under the name of your organization and will not be connected to your real 
name. Your personal identity will remain confidential.  
 
This study might be published in an academic journal. Also, a PhD thesis is a public 
document and will be available through the UC Library. All data collected for the study will be 
kept in locked and secure facilities or in password protected electronic form and only 
accessed by the researcher. Stored data will be destroyed after 10 years. I am happy to 
provide you with the results of analysis on your page at the end of the study as they might 
give you interesting insights into your community. Contact me at the provided e-mail 
address. 

Participation is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. If 
you withdraw, I will remove all information relating to you. If you agree to participate in the 
study, you are asked to complete the following consent form. 

The project is being carried out as a requirement for the PhD of Martina Wengenmeir under 
the supervision of Dr. Zita Joyce who can be contacted at zita.joyce@canterbury.ac.nz. She 
will be pleased to discuss any concerns you may have about participation in the project.  
This project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 
Committee, and participants should address any complaints to The Chair, Human Ethics 
Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-
ethics@canterbury.ac.nz).  
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Appendix B: List of Christchurch and earthquake related pages 
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Appendix C: Overview of top 15 posts with most comments for 
pages in sample 

Rebuild Christchurch 

 Topic Comments Posted by 
1. When you think of Christchurch right now, what 

comes to mind? 
792 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
2. Should McLeans mansion stay or go?  322 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
3. Start of Hope and Wire TV programme 311 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
4. Vandalism New Brighton pool 243 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
5. Aftershock 220 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
6. Aftershock 210 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
7. Cashel Mall before and after (photo post) 207 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
8. Aftershock 203 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
9. Separate cycle way and foot path in Kaiapoi 196 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
10. What are your thoughts on the car park dispute? 191 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
11. Demolition of new building for new green belt 190 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
12. Aftershock 178 Rebuild 

Christchurch 
13. Does anyone know about what is going to 

happen with the church rubble on Colombo 
Street?  

176 Rebuild 
Christchurch 

14. Flooding at high tide in New Brighton 163 Rebuild 
Christchurch 

15. Share a picture of the giraffes (photo post) 157 Rebuild 
Christchurch 
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Rise Up Christchurch 

 Topic Comments Posted by 
1. Container design for house in Lyttleton 

(photo post) 
729 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
2. One sided negative media reports 291 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
3. Bob Parker resignation 283 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
4. Heroes of the earthquakes 259 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
5. Aftershock 235 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
6. Aftershock 232 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
7. Aftershock 227 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
8. Aftershock 218 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
9. Aftershock 211 Rise Up 

Christchurch 
10. Aftershock 203 Rise Up 

Christchurch 

11. Found cat 188 Rise Up 
Christchurch 

12. Two year anniversary 178 Rise Up 
Christchurch 

13. Aftershocks 172 Rise Up 
Christchurch 

14. One sided negative media reports 164 Rise Up 
Christchurch 

15. Japan earthquake and tsunami (link to news 
article) 

161 Rise Up 
Christchurch 
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CHCH EQ Photos 

 Topic Comments Posted by 
1. Lightening storm in New Brighton (photo 

post) 
271 Rob Dickinson 

2. Gap Filler Monopoly site Manchester Street 
(photo share) 

176 CHCH EQ 
Photos 

3. Share AMI/Lancaster Park memories 140 Deb Donnell 
4. Sunset in the CBD 2012 60 Justin Stuart 
5. Anglican church in Copenhagen (similar to 

Cathedral, photo post) 
25 CHCH EQ 

Photos 
5. Restored magistrate court (photo post) 25 CHCH EQ 

Photos 
7. Godley Head night skies (photo post) 24 Rob Dickinson 

8. Christchurch from the hills at sunset (photo 
post) 

21 Lukas Gallo 

8. Avon in the residential red zone (photo 
post) 

20 User post 

10. Christchurch by night (photo post)  Lucas Gallo 

10. 2nd earthquake anniversary collage (photo 
post) 

18 User post 

12. Destruction of QEII track&field stadium 
(photo post) 

17 User post 

12. Hereford Street 2010 and 2013 comparison 
(photo post) 

17 User post 

12. Demolition of apartment buildings in 
Ferrymead (photo post) 

17 User post 

12. Destructed building on St Asaph Street 
(photo post) 

17 User post 

12. Holy Trinity Church Lyttleton before the 
quakes  

17 Rowena Laing 
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Gap Filler 

 Topic Comments Posted by 
1. Theatre Royal Chair give away (comment for 

interest) 
63 Gap Filler 

2. Money found under the Pallet Pavilion sweepstake 
(comment with tip) 

48 Gap Filler 

3. Honorary Queen’s service medal for Coralie Winn 
(shared newspaper link) 

48 Gap Filler 

4. 2 year anniversary Book exchange project 46 Gap Filler 
5. Vandalism on Dance-o-mat site (query for 

witnesses) 
37 Gap Filler 

6. Gap Filler critique by PR expert (shared newspaper 
link) 

35 Gap Filler 

7. Missing books in the Book Exchange (plea for 
refill) 

23 Gap Filler 

8. What is in the picture? (guess in comments) 22 Gap Filler 

8. What is this 3D print of? (guess in comments) 22 Gap Filler 

10. Grand design’s host visit to Pallet Pavilion 22 Gap Filler 
11. What is your favourite retro-sport (survey in 

comments) 
21 Gap Filler 

12. Creative NZ grant for Gap Filler 20 Gap Filler 

12. Gap Filler critique by PR expert (shared newspaper 
link) 

20 User post 

12. Golf balls found under the Pallet Pavilion 
sweepstake (comment with tip) 

20 Gap Filler 

15. Pick up Pallet Pavilion project left overs (comment 
for interest) 

18 Gap Filler 

 
  



Networked sensemaking of disaster – Appendices 
__________________________________________ 

 297 

Restart Mall 

 Topic Comments Posted by 
1. Choose a kiwi for prince George (survey in 

comments) 
152 HAPA 

2. Welcome back new Regent Street (photo post) 48 Restart Mall 
3. Favourite food retail at Restart (survey in 

comments) 
42 Restart Mall 

4. Place to go out in town with visiting friends 
(survey in comments) 

35 Restart Mall 

5. Tell us your superhero name (with link to test) 32 Restart Mall 
6. Shop recommendations for Charles & Camilla’s 

visit (survey in comments) 
29 Restart Mall 

7. Lululemon sale (tag a friend in comments to let her 
know) 

28 Restart Mall 

8. Canopy Art installation (photo post) 26 Restart Mall  
8. My one summer fashion must have piece (survey 

in comments) 
26 Restart Mall 

10. Favourite food retail at Restart (survey in 
comments) 

25 Restart Mall 

10. Tag a friend to come into the mall (tag a friend in 
comments) 

25 Restart Mall 

12. Who’s at LUXCITY? (photo post of inner city 
event) 

24 Restart Mall 

13. What are you having for lunch?  23 Restart Mall 
14. I love spring in the Re:START Mall because (finish 

the sentence in comments) 
21 Restart Mall 

15. Johnson’s Grocery (photo post) 20 Restart Mall 
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 Topic Comments Posted by 
1. Opinions about rowing facility 44 ARP 
2. Sighted wood pigeon in the Domain (photo post) 41 ARP 
3. Charge for community organisations to use red 

zoned land 
36 ARP 

3. Tui in Dallington 36 ARP 
5. How to raise money and create revenue for the 

park  
35 ARP 

6. Should mature trees stay or be taken out for 
complete rehabilitation of natural vegetation?  

33 ARP 

6. Notification about deletion of skewed poll entries 33 ARP 
8. Why did people not vote for certain proposals for 

red-zoned land on Eco Space platform?  
32 ARP 

9. Should affordable land prices for red zone 
homeowners be included in AvON’s statute?  

31 ARP 

9. What to do about contractors felling native trees 
from red zone sections 

31 ARP 

11. Art installation as possibility for the red zone 
(photo post) 

30 ARP 

11. Vigilant couple cleaning up and planting the red 
zone (link to news report) 

30 ARP 

11. Fear of cabbage tree removal and advice 30 ARP 
14. What do people think is happening with the red 

zone 
29 ARP 

14. Bexley is disappearing (photo post) 29 ARP 

 


