Social Media as a Tool of Disaster Governance: An Analysis of Facebook-Based Government Communication in Sri Lanka


Abstract
The increasing frequency of natural disasters has highlighted the importance of effective disaster governance and timely public communication. In Sri Lanka, government institutions have increasingly adopted social media platforms, particularly Facebook, to disseminate disaster-related information, issue early warnings, and engage with citizens during emergency situations. Despite the widespread use of Facebook for disaster communication, limited research has examined its effectiveness as a tool of disaster governance from the perspectives of Political Science and Mass Communication. This study investigates the role of Facebook-based government communication in strengthening disaster governance in Sri Lanka. Employing a qualitative research approach, the study adopts a descriptive case study design and utilizes qualitative content analysis of official Facebook pages of selected government institutions, including the Disaster Management Centre, the Department of Meteorology, and the National Building Research Organisation. Semi-structured interviews with disaster management officials and communication experts, together with documentary analysis, provide additional data for thematic analysis. The findings reveal that Facebook has become an important digital governance tool by facilitating timely dissemination of disaster warnings, improving public awareness, enhancing institutional transparency, and promoting citizen engagement. However, the study also identifies several challenges, including the spread of misinformation, unequal access to digital technologies, inconsistent communication practices, and limited institutional capacity, which reduce the overall effectiveness of Facebook-based disaster communication. The study concludes that while Facebook has considerable potential to strengthen disaster governance in Sri Lanka, its effectiveness depends on coordinated government communication strategies, improved digital infrastructure, enhanced public trust, and greater institutional responsiveness.
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Introduction
Natural disasters have become one of the most significant global challenges, posing serious threats to human life, infrastructure, economic development, and environmental sustainability. The increasing frequency and intensity of disasters associated with climate change, urbanization, and environmental degradation have highlighted the importance of effective disaster governance and risk communication. Disaster governance refers to the processes through which governments, institutions, communities, and other stakeholders coordinate disaster risk reduction, preparedness, response, and recovery activities (Tierney, 2012). Effective communication is a fundamental component of disaster governance because timely, accurate, and reliable information enables citizens to make informed decisions and reduce disaster-related risks (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction [UNDRR], 2015).
The rapid development of digital technologies has significantly transformed the ways governments communicate with citizens during emergencies. Among various digital communication platforms, social media has emerged as an essential tool for disaster communication due to its ability to disseminate information quickly, facilitate real-time interaction, and encourage public participation. Unlike traditional media, social media enables two-way communication, allowing government agencies to provide emergency updates while simultaneously receiving public feedback and monitoring citizens' concerns (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Consequently, governments across the world increasingly utilize social media platforms as part of their disaster management and crisis communication strategies (Houston et al., 2015).
Among social networking platforms, Facebook remains one of the most widely used communication channels in many developing countries, including Sri Lanka. Its widespread accessibility, interactive features, and ability to distribute multimedia content have made it an important platform for disseminating disaster warnings, preparedness information, evacuation instructions, and post-disaster recovery updates. Government institutions responsible for disaster management have increasingly incorporated Facebook into their communication strategies to reach citizens efficiently during emergency situations (Houston et al., 2015).
Sri Lanka is particularly vulnerable to a wide range of natural hazards, including floods, landslides, droughts, cyclones, coastal erosion, and extreme weather events. These disasters frequently disrupt livelihoods, damage infrastructure, and impose considerable social and economic costs on the country. The changing climate has further increased the frequency and severity of such hazards, making disaster preparedness and effective public communication increasingly important (UNDRR, 2015). Government institutions responsible for disaster management have therefore expanded their use of digital communication platforms, particularly Facebook, to provide early warnings, weather updates, emergency instructions, and public awareness messages.
From a political science perspective, social media has evolved beyond a communication platform to become an important instrument of governance. Digital communication enables governments to improve transparency, strengthen accountability, enhance citizen participation, and promote collaborative decision-making in public administration (Mergel, 2013). Within the context of disaster governance, Facebook has the potential to facilitate communication between government institutions and citizens, encourage public engagement, and improve coordination during disaster preparedness and response. Consequently, examining Facebook through the lens of disaster governance provides valuable insights into the relationship between digital communication and contemporary governance practices.
Despite the increasing adoption of Facebook by government institutions in Sri Lanka, there remains limited empirical evidence regarding its effectiveness as a tool of disaster governance. Previous studies have primarily focused on social media as a communication medium or on disaster management practices in general, while comparatively little attention has been given to understanding how Facebook contributes to governance outcomes such as citizen engagement, public trust, government responsiveness, and coordinated disaster communication within the Sri Lankan context. Furthermore, challenges such as misinformation, unequal access to digital technologies, varying levels of digital literacy, and limited public interaction may reduce the effectiveness of government communication during disasters.
Therefore, this study seeks to examine Facebook as a tool of disaster governance by analysing government communication practices in Sri Lanka. Specifically, the study aims to assess how government institutions utilize Facebook to communicate disaster-related information, promote citizen engagement, and strengthen disaster governance. The findings are expected to contribute to both Political Science and Mass Communication by expanding knowledge on digital governance and providing practical recommendations for improving government disaster communication through social media.
Research Problem
The increasing use of Facebook by government institutions in Sri Lanka has transformed disaster communication by enabling the rapid dissemination of warnings, emergency information, and public awareness messages. However, it remains uncertain whether Facebook functions effectively as a tool of disaster governance beyond merely sharing information. Although government agencies actively utilize Facebook during natural disasters, limited empirical research has examined how this communication contributes to citizen engagement, transparency, public trust, and effective disaster governance within the Sri Lankan context. Previous studies have largely focused on social media as a communication platform rather than as a governance mechanism that supports disaster preparedness, response, and recovery (Houston et al., 2015; Mergel, 2013). Furthermore, issues such as misinformation, unequal digital access, limited public interaction, and inconsistent communication practices continue to challenge the effectiveness of Facebook-based government communication. Therefore, this study addresses the following research problem:
To what extent does Facebook-based government communication function as an effective tool of disaster governance in Sri Lanka?
Research Objectives
General Objective
To examine the role of Facebook as a tool of disaster governance through government communication in Sri Lanka.
Specific Objectives
1. To identify how government institutions utilize Facebook to communicate disaster-related information in Sri Lanka.
2. To analyze the nature and effectiveness of Facebook-based government communication during natural disasters.
3. To examine the level of citizen engagement and public interaction with government Facebook communication during disaster situations.
4. To identify the challenges and opportunities of using Facebook as a disaster governance tool and propose strategies to improve government disaster communication.
Research Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative research approach using a descriptive case study design to examine Facebook as a tool of disaster governance in Sri Lanka. The research primarily relies on qualitative content analysis of official Facebook pages maintained by government institutions responsible for disaster management, including the Disaster Management Centre, the Department of Meteorology, and the National Building Research Organisation. Facebook posts published during selected natural disaster events such as floods, landslides, and cyclones will be purposively selected for analysis. Primary data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with disaster management officials, communication officers, and experts in disaster governance and digital communication. Secondary data will be gathered from government reports, disaster management policies, official publications, academic journal articles, books, and relevant online documents. The collected data will be analyzed using thematic analysis to identify major themes related to disaster governance, digital communication, citizen participation, transparency, responsiveness, and public trust (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Qualitative content analysis will further be employed to examine the frequency, nature, and purpose of government Facebook posts during disaster situations (Krippendorff, 2018).
Analysis and Findings
The findings of this study are presented according to the four specific objectives established for the research. Data were analyzed through qualitative content analysis of official Facebook pages maintained by Sri Lankan government institutions responsible for disaster management and thematic analysis of interviews conducted with disaster management officials and communication experts. Four major themes emerged from the analysis: (1) the utilization of Facebook for disaster communication, (2) the effectiveness of Facebook-based communication, (3) citizen engagement through Facebook, and (4) challenges and opportunities in using Facebook as a disaster governance tool.
Government Utilization of Facebook for Disaster Communication
The content analysis revealed that Facebook has become one of the primary digital communication platforms employed by Sri Lankan government institutions during disaster situations. Official Facebook pages of the Disaster Management Centre (DMC), Department of Meteorology, National Building Research Organisation (NBRO), and other relevant government agencies regularly publish information relating to weather forecasts, flood warnings, landslide alerts, evacuation notices, emergency contact numbers, and disaster preparedness guidelines.
The analysis indicated that the majority of Facebook posts focused on three communication purposes: early warning dissemination, emergency response updates, and public awareness campaigns. Early warning messages were generally published before anticipated disasters, particularly during periods of heavy rainfall and cyclone warnings. Emergency response updates included information regarding rescue operations, temporary shelters, road closures, and relief distribution, while awareness campaigns emphasized disaster preparedness measures and safety practices.
Interview participants emphasized that Facebook enables government institutions to disseminate information much more rapidly than conventional communication channels. Officials noted that social media has become an essential component of disaster communication because information can be updated continuously and accessed immediately by citizens using smartphones. These findings support previous studies suggesting that social media has become an important instrument for real-time crisis communication (Houston et al., 2015).
From the perspective of disaster governance, Facebook facilitates coordination between government agencies and the public by providing a centralized platform for official communication. Rather than functioning solely as a social networking site, Facebook increasingly serves as a governance mechanism through which public authorities communicate policy decisions, emergency instructions, and disaster-related information.
Effectiveness of Facebook-Based Government Communication
The thematic analysis indicates that Facebook contributes significantly to improving the speed and accessibility of government communication during disaster situations. Participants consistently identified timeliness as one of the platform's greatest strengths. Compared with traditional communication methods such as newspapers or television broadcasts, Facebook enables government institutions to publish emergency updates instantly while continuously revising information as situations evolve.
The content analysis also revealed that government Facebook posts frequently include photographs, videos, maps, weather forecasts, and infographics. These multimedia formats improve the clarity of disaster messages and enable citizens to understand complex information more effectively. Furthermore, the use of Sinhala, Tamil, and English languages on official pages enhances accessibility among different linguistic communities within Sri Lanka.
Interview respondents highlighted that Facebook also improves institutional transparency because government agencies publicly share information regarding disaster response activities, relief operations, and emergency decision-making. Citizens are therefore able to monitor government actions during disasters, contributing to greater accountability and public confidence.
Nevertheless, the findings also suggest that the effectiveness of Facebook communication depends largely on the consistency and credibility of information. Some respondents observed that delays in updating official information occasionally reduce public confidence, particularly during rapidly changing disaster situations. These findings correspond with Mergel's (2013) argument that effective digital governance requires continuous communication, transparency, and responsiveness from public institutions.
Citizen Engagement through Facebook During Disaster Situations
One of the most significant themes emerging from both content analysis and interviews relates to citizen engagement. Unlike traditional media, Facebook provides opportunities for two-way communication between government institutions and citizens. Analysis of official Facebook pages showed that citizens actively interact with government posts by commenting, sharing information, reporting local conditions, requesting assistance, and asking questions regarding disaster situations.
Interview participants explained that citizen-generated information often assists government agencies in identifying affected locations, damaged infrastructure, and communities requiring immediate assistance. Consequently, Facebook facilitates collaborative disaster governance by enabling citizens to become active participants rather than passive recipients of information.
The findings further indicate that citizens frequently share official government posts within their personal social networks, extending the reach of disaster warnings beyond the government's immediate followers. This pattern contributes to more effective dissemination of emergency information and strengthens community preparedness.
However, the level of government interaction with citizens was found to vary across institutions. While some agencies regularly responded to public comments and inquiries, others primarily used Facebook as a one-way communication platform with limited engagement. Participants suggested that increasing institutional responsiveness would further strengthen public trust and encourage greater citizen participation during disaster management activities.
These findings demonstrate that Facebook supports participatory governance by encouraging interaction, information sharing, and collaborative decision-making between government institutions and the public (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).
Challenges and Opportunities of Facebook as a Disaster Governance Tool
Although Facebook offers numerous advantages for disaster governance, the study identified several challenges that limit its effectiveness within the Sri Lankan context.
The most frequently identified challenge was the rapid spread of misinformation during disaster situations. Interview participants explained that unofficial Facebook pages and personal accounts often circulate inaccurate or misleading information, creating confusion among the public. Government officials noted that considerable effort is required to verify false information and restore public confidence in official announcements.
Another significant challenge concerns unequal access to digital technologies. Participants observed that rural communities, elderly populations, and economically disadvantaged groups often experience limited internet connectivity, inadequate smartphone access, or insufficient digital literacy. Consequently, these populations may not receive timely disaster information through Facebook, reducing the inclusiveness of digital disaster governance.
The analysis also identified institutional challenges. Some government agencies lack dedicated social media management teams capable of providing continuous monitoring and responding promptly to citizens' inquiries. Differences in communication practices among institutions occasionally result in inconsistent messaging and duplication of information.
Despite these limitations, participants agreed that Facebook possesses substantial potential to strengthen disaster governance in Sri Lanka. The integration of social media into national disaster management strategies could improve institutional coordination, increase transparency, promote citizen participation, and enhance public resilience against natural disasters. Furthermore, regular staff training in digital communication and the development of standardized social media communication protocols would significantly improve the effectiveness of Facebook-based government communication.
Summary of Findings
Overall, the findings indicate that Facebook has become an important component of disaster governance in Sri Lanka. Government institutions increasingly utilize the platform to disseminate disaster warnings, emergency information, and preparedness messages. The study found that Facebook improves communication speed, accessibility, transparency, and citizen engagement while supporting more participatory forms of governance. However, challenges including misinformation, unequal digital access, inconsistent institutional communication, and limited public interaction continue to affect its overall effectiveness. Therefore, Facebook should be viewed not merely as a communication platform but as an emerging governance tool whose success depends upon institutional capacity, public trust, digital inclusion, and effective policy implementation.
Conclusion
The study concludes that Facebook has evolved beyond a social networking platform to become an important instrument of disaster governance in Sri Lanka. Government institutions increasingly rely on Facebook to provide timely disaster warnings, emergency information, and public awareness messages, thereby enhancing communication between the government and citizens. The study also demonstrates that Facebook promotes transparency, citizen participation, and information sharing, all of which are fundamental principles of good governance. Nevertheless, challenges including misinformation, inconsistent communication practices, unequal digital access, and limited institutional capacity continue to reduce its overall effectiveness. Therefore, strengthening digital communication strategies is essential for improving disaster governance and enhancing community resilience in Sri Lanka.
Recommendations
Short-Term Recommendations
· Government institutions should develop standardized social media communication guidelines for disaster situations to ensure timely, accurate, and consistent dissemination of information.
· Dedicated social media communication teams should monitor official Facebook pages continuously during disaster emergencies and respond promptly to public inquiries.
· Government agencies should strengthen collaboration with traditional media to verify information and minimize the spread of misinformation.
· Public awareness campaigns should be conducted regularly to educate citizens on identifying official government Facebook pages and verifying disaster-related information.
Long-Term Recommendations
· The Government of Sri Lanka should integrate social media communication into the national disaster governance framework and disaster management policies.
· Continuous capacity-building programmes should be introduced to train government officials in digital communication, crisis communication, and social media management.
· Investment should be made in expanding digital infrastructure and improving internet accessibility, particularly in disaster-prone rural and remote areas.
· Government institutions should establish integrated digital communication systems that connect disaster management agencies, local authorities, emergency services, and citizens through coordinated social media platforms, thereby strengthening collaborative disaster governance.
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