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Abstract
Introduction: Media reports on disasters may play a role in inspiring charitable giving to
fund post-disaster recovery, but few analyses have attempted to explore the potential link
between the intensity of media reporting and the amount of charitable donations made.
The purposes of this study were to explore media coverage during the first four weeks of
the 2010 earthquake in Haiti in order to assess changes in media-intensity, and to link
this information to data on contributions for emergency assistance to determine the
impact of media upon post-disaster charitable giving.
Methods: Data on newspaper and newswire coverage of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti
were gathered from the NexisLexis database, and traffic on Twitter and select Facebook
sites was gathered from social media analyzers. The aggregated measure of charitable
giving was gathered from the Center for Philanthropy at Indiana University. The intensity
of media reporting was compared with charitable giving over time for the first month
following the event, using regression modeling.
Results: Post-disaster coverage in traditional media and Twitter was characterized by a
rapid rise in the first few days following the event, followed by a gradual but consistent
decline over the next four weeks. Select Facebook sites provided more sustained coverage.
Both traditional and new media coverage were positively correlated with donations: every
10% increase in Twitter messages relative to the peak percentage was associated with an
additional US $236,540 in contributions, while each additional ABC News story was
associated with an additional US $963,800 in contributions.
Conclusions: While traditional and new media coverage wanes quickly after disaster-
causing events, new and social media platforms may allow stories, and potentially charitable
giving, to thrive for longer periods of time.
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Introduction
Media reporting on disasters and humanitarian responses traditionally has been
characterized by intense amounts of coverage during the early stages of the event,
followed by a rapid reduction in coverage.1,2 From the perspective of informational
accuracy, this places the media in a position of saying the most when the least is known,
and saying progressively less as more is learned. In addition to providing information,
media reports also may serve to motivate people to modify their behaviors. Mass media
campaigns have been linked with increased interest in, and uptake of, vaccinations when
stories are positive,3,4 and a decline in vaccination rates when media reports are negative.5

The Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion (ELM) posits a framework linking
news media coverage and public behaviors that is relevant to understanding the impact of
both traditional (television, radio, print) and new (digital) media methods on public
engagement in humanitarian charitable giving.6 Central to this model is the theory that
attitudes are influenced by peripheral processing based upon superficial analysis and core
processing based upon deeper analysis. This framework asserts that individuals pay more
attention to information that is both easily understood through peripheral processing and
deemed to be relevant to them. Theoretically, new/social media (such as Twitter,
Facebook, online news sites, blogs, and text messaging campaigns) have the potential to
focus users’ attention by bombarding them with easily understood messages that are made
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relevant to the user by the media’s social and interactive character.
When well-deployed, these social media messages often are
viewed as presenting more authentic and honest portrayals than
traditional news media, despite (and in some cases because of)
their lower production value.7

While there is a lack of agreement among humanitarian
responders about the accuracy of media coverage,8,9 or how much
is the right amount, one clear product of media coverage is the
generation of public awareness necessary to inspire charitable
giving.2 The link between reporting and charitable giving is being
established gradually. After the 2004 tsunami-caused disaster in
Southeast Asia, for example, each additional minute of nightly
television news coverage, or each additional print story of
.700 words, was associated with a 16.5% to 20.8% increase in
donations made on the Internet.2

The evolving role of social media, such as Facebook, Twitter
and text messaging, rapidly is changing not only the way that
people are informed about world events, but also how they make
charitable donations.10

The purposes of this study were to explore some metrics of
media coverage of the January 12, 2010 earthquake in Haiti in
order to assess changes in media intensity during the first four
weeks following the event, and to link this information to data
on aggregate and daily contributions to emergency assistance
donors to determine the impact of media upon post-disaster
charitable giving.

Methods
Data on media coverage of the Haiti earthquake were compiled
via a NexisLexis search of US newspapers and wires for the terms
‘‘Haiti’’ and ‘‘earthquake,’’ for the period of January 12 through
February 7, 2010. From this, the total number of ‘‘newswires and
press releases,’’ and ‘‘newspaper stories’’ was noted. The specific
measures of media coverage included:

(1) Number of US newswire reports and press releases;
(2) Number of television stories on ABC News;
(3) Number of words in ABC News television transcripts;
(4) Number of stories and number of words in The New York

Times; and
(5) Percentage of Twitter posts related to Haiti.

The New York Times and ABC News were singled out to
represent examples of major providers of international printed and
television news to US media consumers. Because of the increasing
reliance of newspapers on wire reports, and the possibility that a
single wire report may appear in multiple newspapers, the
NexisLexis figures on newspaper stories and newswire reports
may overstate counts of the total number of different stories
appearing in papers across the US. Nonetheless, such counts are
useful to represent changes in the overall intensity of media
coverage over time. Further, the broad uptake of these articles
represents increased reach of the articles to more communities.

The New York Times and ABC News transcripts were searched
using the same terms and strategy, with the total number of
stories noted, and the total number of words per story totaled for
each day.

Twitter data represented the peak percentage of Twitter
messages (tweets) dedicated to Haiti each day, as measured by
Trendistic.com (http://twitter.com/#!/trendistic). Data from Twitter
were singled out for analysis because of Twitter’s convenience, and
the rapidly-growing nature of this medium.

Information on the uses of other social media was gathered
using the Google search engine and MEDLINE research
database. Search terms included ‘‘Haiti,’’ ‘‘earthquake,’’ ‘‘huma-
nitarian response,’’ ‘‘new media,’’ ‘‘text messaging,’’ ‘‘Facebook,’’
and ‘‘Twitter.’’ The social and digital media tracking service
trendrr.com (http://www.trendrr.com) provided data on Face-
book usage (data not shown).

Data on the total amount of charitable giving to Haiti recovery
efforts were gathered from the website of the Center for
Philanthropy at Indiana University (http://www.philanthropy.
iupui.edu/research/disaster.aspx). The Center for Philanthropy
data reflect US contributions from individuals, corporations, and
foundations to registered 501(c)(3) organizations involved in
Haiti relief efforts. The data do not include aid from the US
government. Data were gathered from reports from recipient
organizations including websites and press releases, reports from
organizations such as The Chronicle of Philanthropy and the
US Chamber of Commerce, and other news stories. Since data
were displayed as an accumulated total, the daily amount was
calculated as the difference in the accumulated total from one day
to the next. Because data on charitable contributions were not
available for all days, a smoothing procedure was undertaken
using the command ‘‘tssmooth’’ in Stata Version 11.0 (StataCorp,
College Station, Texas USA). Smoothed daily contributions were
calculated using two lag terms and three forward terms.
Alternative combinations of lag terms and forward terms also
were applied, though none improved on the original.

Linear regression analysis was used to test associations
between daily charitable contributions and measures of media
coverage of the earthquake.11 Each day during the period from
January 12, 2010 through February 7, 2010 was treated as a single
observation. Four separate models were estimated, focusing in the
first three models on a specific type of medium—newspaper,
television or Twitter—and then including all three measures in a
single model to test for the relative contribution of each medium
to charitable contributions. Specifically, the first three models
regressed daily charitable contributions on: (Model 1) the peak
percentage of Twitter messages (tweets) dedicated to Haiti each
day; (Model 2) the number of newspaper stories about Haiti on a
given day; or (Model 3) the number of ABC News stories on a
given day. Previous-day values of each medium were also
included in the models to account for the possibility that donors
did not respond immediately to news reports. These models also
contained values of charitable contributions lagged from the
previous day and two days prior. Each model was estimated using
the var command for multivariate time series second order vector
autoregressive model.12

Results
Media-intensity, as measured by total newspaper and newswire
stories, reached its peak in the first week after the earthquake
in Haiti, (960 and 688, respectively, both on the third day after
the event) and then declined over the following three weeks
(Figure 1). The intensity of Haiti-related tweets peaked earlier, at
about 8.5% of all Twitter traffic, and declined more quickly,
amounting to less than 1% of Twitter traffic within two weeks
(Figure 1). Coverage of the earthquake on ABC News and
The New York Times followed a similar trend of the overall
coverage, in terms of total number of stories (data not shown).
The average number of words dedicated to each story remained
constant for The New York Times at around 800 words, and for
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ABC News television transcripts, increased slightly from roughly
600 to 700 words per story (Figure 2).

Daily charitable donations also peaked during the first week
after the event at approximately US $43.79 million per day.

By the fourth week, this amount had declined to approximately
US $10.97 million per day. Presenting raw, unadjusted news
coverage as daily averages per week provides easy visual comparison
with charitable donation figures, and reduces dramatic day-to-day

Lobb & 2012 Prehospital and Disaster Medicine

Figure 1. Twitter and Print Media Coverage of the 2010 Earthquake in Haiti
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Figure 2. Number of Words per Haiti-Related News Story, Select Media

Lobb, Mock and Hutchinson 321

August 2012 Prehospital and Disaster Medicine

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049023X12000908 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049023X12000908


fluctuations, which may be influenced by factors such as day of the
week, and by sudden new events within the larger story such as an
after-shock or involvement of a celebrity (Figure 3).

The results from the linear regression analysis (Table 1,
Models 1-4) indicate that daily charitable contributions were
positively correlated with all media (Table 1, Models 1-4). For
example, every additional 10% share of earthquake-related
Twitter posts was associated with a US $181,820 increase in
charitable contributions (although this result is not statistically
significant, Model 1), while each ABC daily news story about the
earthquake was associated with an additional US $686,400 in
charitable contributions on the following day (Model 2, not
statistically significant). In Model 3, with every additional
10 newspaper stories covering the earthquake, charitable contribu-
tions increased by US $291,000 (a statistically significant
result). In the final full model including all of the media
(Model 4), each additional 10% share of Twitter posts relative to
the peak percentage was associated with an additional
US $236,540 in contributions. The effects for television were
considerably larger; each additional ABC News story was associated
with an additional US $963,800 in contributions. Both results are
statistically significant.

Discussion
Previous analyses have reported that charitable giving may be
motivated by news coverage, peaking soon after the event, and then
diminishing over time as stories recede from front pages.1,2 Data
on total newspaper and newswire stories of the earthquake in Haiti
appear to support this assertion, with the most intense coverage
occurring during the week after the quake, then steadily declining.
New media coverage—as represented by Twitter traffic—peaked
earlier and declined quicker. Analyses of the number of words

dedicated to coverage of the Haiti disaster by two major news
outlets, ABC News and The New York Times, suggest that depth of
individual stories may not have increased over time, even though
overall knowledge about the event grew over time.

Charitable donations mirrored the trend of traditional media,
peaking during the first week following the event and declining
thereafter. This association appears to be causal, rather than
mediated by spurious factors. Findings from research of previous
disasters has suggested a causal link, with increased news coverage
leading to increased donations on the same day as the coverage.2

From a theoretical and logical perspective, media generally is the
first and only source of post-disaster information available to
most citizens, although Internet and new/social media sources
increasingly are available and relevant to those who may be
particularly cause-oriented. These findings place a great obliga-
tion on traditional media to adhere to ethical standards with
respect to reporting, including the implications of reporting for
humanitarian initiatives.

Disasters receive more attention from distant populations that
feel affected by the crisis, or somehow are tied to the area or people
directly involved in the event.13 This coincides with the theoretical
underpinnings posited by ELM. Social media may be especially
well-suited to building a sense of personal investment, specifically
because of their informal, social, and interactive nature. Twitter
began carrying disaster-related traffic almost immediately, without
pre-planning or coordination, and was used to provide field updates
on recovery efforts to those outside of Haiti, as a means of
communication among recovery teams on the ground, and as a way
for recovery workers to gather useful information from persons
outside of Haiti. For example, Twitter was used to aid identification
of the deceased (http://bit.ly/twt4haiti). Retrospective analysis
also has found that the volume of traffic on Twitter about H1N1
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Figure 3. Average Daily Charitable Donations for Haitian Recovery, and Average Number of Daily Media Reports,
per Week
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correlated well with disease incidence data during the 2009
H1N1 flu epidemic, and traffic peaks aligned with major news
stories.14 This likely is enabled, in large part, by the media’s
ubiquity and ease of use: in 2010, 175 million Twitter users
posted some 25 billion tweets.15 And while eight percent of
American adults who use the Internet also use Twitter,16 the
findings from this study suggest that Twitter users lost focus on
Haiti sooner than did the traditional media. Thus, Twitter may
not be the best medium for longer-term engagement.

Text messaging was used for the first time as a means of large-
scale fund-raising following the Haiti earthquake. In the first
seven days after the earthquake, US $275 million was donated to
charitable organizations. Of this amount, US $24 million was
raised in US $10 donations by the American Red Cross via a text
messaging effort (by texting to a specific number, the donation
was charged to the donors’ phone bills).10 Among adult American
cell phone users, 11% report making charitable donations via
text message.17

The Haiti-based non-governmental organization, Partners in
Health (PiH), used Facebook to provide ongoing news and

updates about Haiti recovery efforts, in addition to fund-raising
information. Even as mainstream news coverage fell to around
10% of its post-earthquake peak during the early weeks of
February, data from trendrr.com showed that PiH continued to
add new followers on Facebook at a rate of about 1,000 per month
(data from trendrr.com not shown). This suggests that Facebook
may be better-suited for longer-term engagement than other
media. In 2010, the number of Facebook subscribers increased by
250 million, to a total of approximately 600 million.15 Facebook
users spend over 700 billion minutes sharing over 30 billion pieces
of content each month.18

YouTube provides individuals and organizations an inexpensive
outlet for broadcasting video directly to the public. Content can be
linked to Facebook and other websites, and is searchable using
search engines such as Google. Followers also can subscribe to
YouTube channels, and recent upgrades have removed time limits
for video length. The use of YouTube has become mainstream,
with entities such as the White House and the Vatican using it for
official communiqués. Each day, approximately two billion videos
are viewed on YouTube.15

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Twitter
Posts

ABC News
Stories

Newspaper
Stories

Full
Model

Percent of Twitter posts 1.8182 2.3654
b

(1.063) (.881)

Percent of Twitter posts
(previous day)

.7339 .3423

(1.081) (.786)

Number of ABC News stories -.3096 -.4194

(.453) (.420)

Number of ABC News stories
(previous day)

.6864
a

.9638
c

(.057) (.280)

Number of newspaper stories .0291
b

.0073

(.038) (.011)

Number of newspaper stories
(previous day)

-.0001 .0341
b

(.993) (.011)

Previous day’s contributions 0.1882 0.3569
a

0.2844 -0.4200
b

(.230) (.193) (.215) (.181)

Contributions lagged 2 days 0.3228 0.2510 0.1532 0.0684

(.198) (.192) (.179) (.143)

Constant 9.920 9.0746
b

4.7887 15.6340
c

(5.670) (4.160) (2.959) (3.799)

N 19 21 21 19

R-squared .8703 .8527 .8630 .9553

F statistic 31.862 30.401 33.082 50.778

Prob . F .0000 .0000 .0000 .0000

Lobb & 2012 Prehospital and Disaster Medicine

Table 1. Comparison of Models Determining Charitable Contribution
Standard Errors in parentheses. P values denoted by letters: aP , .10, bP , .05, cP , .01.
Note that all models are 2nd order vector auto-regressive models using one- and two-period lagged values for charitable contributions.
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Conclusions
Media coverage of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti spiked during
the first few days after the event, then declined rapidly over the
following three weeks. Charitable giving mirrored this trend.
New/social media, such as Twitter, exhibited a similar, albeit
exaggerated trend that peaked sooner and dissipated more
quickly. Text messaging proved to be a powerful tool for
fundraising, and Facebook may provide a medium for longer-
term engagement.

Humanitarian and development organizations interested in
leveraging social media as a means of informing supporters and
the general public about their efforts and the welfare of the
populations they serve should consider a strategy that utilizes
multiple media. For example, ramping up early engagement
with Twitter, utilizing text messaging for fund-raising, and using
Facebook to continue to tell the story of recovery to interested
people and potential donors around the world, long after the
mainstream news sources have lost interest in covering the story.
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