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Abstract 

Preparing for the challenges of paracrisis in an online world: A case 
study 
  

This thesis is a qualitative case study that explores the emerging concept of 

paracrisis; a phenomenon where organisations are increasingly facing and 

addressing a crisis-inclined, crisis-prone, crisis-like, dormant state where 

reputationally damaging events, triggered or fostered through online 

platforms like social media, are more common and prevalent. This research 

explores the unique features of paracrisis and reveals important 

understandings and considerations for professional communicators who 

are designing strategies and utilising online platforms to communicate.  
 

The thesis draws on three elements, beginning with an integrative 

literature review, followed by a nested case study using discourse analysis 

and, finally, an analysis of interviews undertaken with a small group of pro-

immunisation strategists. 
 

The findings of this case study research are not generalisable, but they do 

provide insights into the nature of paracrisis as an important and emerging 

concept. Paracrisis describes a propensity and orientation towards 

reputationally damaging crisis events that was first articulated by crisis 

scholars Timothy Coombs and Sherry Holladay in 2012. Paracrisis events 

are epitomised by a crisis-like vulnerability courtesy of fast-moving, highly 

visible, revivable and easily accessible digital and social media platforms, 

which can be used as tools or weapons, to express the views of anyone 

with access to a computer or smart phone. 
 

The thesis’ overarching research question is: How are organisations 

adapting to the risk of crisis events in an online society? 
 

A case study has been chosen as the methodological approach for this 

research to allow a minute, focused and rich investigation of a real-world, 

paracrisis-oriented and controversial topic: pro-immunisation messages 

and communication. 

 



IX 

An integrative literature review was chosen to generate a greater 

understanding of the emerging paracrisis concept through the analysis and 

synthesis of the literature to date, exploring online-generated or online-

facilitated crisis scenarios. 
 

This is followed by a nested case study using discourse analysis to 

investigate the pro-immunisation Facebook site, Light for Riley, to provide 

insights into the critical viewpoints of the people posting online about a 

controversial topic. 
 

The thesis also employs phenomenological analysis and representation to 

analyse interview data from a small group of pro-immunisation strategists 

in order to build an understanding of the background and personal 

orientations of those tasked with promoting the immunisation message.  A 

Paracrisis Model has been developed and is also offered to assist 

professional communicators in designing strategies and navigating the 

challenging environment of online communication. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 
 

The availability, accessibility, reach, openness, independence and volatility 

of social media platforms are creating new challenges for those tasked with 

developing strategy and initiatives to connect and build relationships with 

an organisation’s key stakeholders (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Fearn-

Banks, 2011; Jin and Liu, 2010; Kent, 2013; 2010). Through social media 

channels anyone can publish, and anyone can easily and speedily comment 

on what organisations do and the key decisions they make. Frequently 

those posting on social media are not trained journalists or reporters, and 

are not bound by the same checks, balances, filters and ethics as those 

provided by editors, sub-editors, fact-checkers and legal advisers (Pearson, 

2012). All of this dramatically affects what is being said about organisations 

in public communication spaces and has created new challenges for 

communication strategists tasked with responding to or managing any 

critical or damaging commentary in online platforms (Fearn-Banks, 2011). 

As things now are, a fully-blown crisis for an organisation may be only a 

few blog posts, or a dozen tweets away (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Han 

and Zhang, 2009; Pang, et al., 2014). Greater recognition and a better 

understanding is needed of this new level of vulnerability, and of a certain 

precariousness for public reputations, that now exists for organisations.  

In recent times a growing number of organisational crises are being 

generated in online platforms including: #QANTASLuxury disaster from 

2011 (“#QANTASLuxury: a social media disaster in pyjamas”, 2011) the 

#McDStories McDonalds crisis from 2011 (Lubin, 2012), the Heineken dog 

fighting in Mongolia scandal from 2010 (“Dog Fighting in Mongolia”, 2009), 

the United Breaks Guitars scandal involving musician Dave Carroll from 

2009 (“United Breaks Guitars,” n.d., para. 4), and the Starbucks in China’s 

Forbidden City crisis (Han and Zang, 2009). These are the events which 

triggered my interest in the impact of social media on organisational crisis 

events in an era of unprecedented public scrutiny and public capability to 

comment.  
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Online crises of this type are proving capable of causing significant and 

long-lasting reputational damage for organisations and they are continuing 

to occur (Brandhorst and Jennings, 2016; Coombs and Holladay, 2012b; Ott 

and Theinissen, 2015; Mak and Song, 2019; Pang, et al., 2014; Sanderson, 

et al., 2016). For instance, the forced removal of Dr David Dao from United 

Airlines Flight 3411 where images, captured by a number of passengers on 

that flight, were swiftly posted online showing a distressed Dr Dao being 

forcibly removed from the aircraft. One video of this incident was shared 

87,000 times and viewed 6.8 million times in only one day (“United Airlines 

Flight 3411: A Customer Service Meltdown”, 2017, para. 9), highlighting the 

speed with which a social media post can ignite, go viral and explode in a 

highly connected world, causing significant reputational damage. Similarly, 

in the Dave Carroll-United Airlines incident, Carroll wrote and posted a 

song to YouTube in 2009 to expose the response of United Airlines when 

damage was done to his guitar on a flight and the airline refused to pay 

compensation. The video of Carroll’s song went viral, achieving 150,000 

views in one day (by 7 July, 2009), 500,000 views by 9 July 2009, five million 

views just one month later by mid-August 2009, 10 million views by 

February 2011 and 15 million views by August 2015 (“United Breaks 

Guitars,” n.d., para. 4). Since that time, Dave Carroll has become a sought 

after spokesperson on the issue of customer service. He also went on to 

publish “United Breaks Guitars: The Power of One Voice in the Age of Social 

Media”, where he describes the impact of one person’s voice and the role 

social media can play in providing a forum for individuals to protest against 

the behaviour and policies of organisations (Carroll, 2012).  

These examples point to a growing proclivity and preparedness of 

stakeholders to use social media to go public with their complaints and 

hold organisations accountable for any perceived or real poor treatment, 

or any behaviour which does not pass acceptable standards as decided by 

the stakeholders themselves (Pang, et al., 2014). The speed with which 

online criticisms can become crisis events is presenting enormous 

challenges for professional communicators tasked with preparing for and 

managing the fallout when crises do occur (Fearn-Banks, 2011). This 
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growing proclivity and vulnerability towards crisis events has been 

described and defined in a seminal article by Coombs and Holladay (2012) 

as “paracrisis”; a scenario which utilises the prefix “para”, meaning “like”, 

to describe a “crisis like” state of vulnerability where a crisis can be easily 

triggered or facilitated through social media posts or criticisms that are 

reputationally damaging for an organisation (p. 408).  

According to Richard Torraco (2005) an integrative literature review is a 

form of research which reviews, critiques and synthesises new and existing 

literature in order to generate new frameworks and perspectives on the 

topic of paracrisis (Research Project 1). The goal of this project is to 

investigate what propels stakeholders to use online communication 

mediums to voice their opinions and complaints, and to more closely 

examine how social media are impacting crisis response so as to determine 

how to manage developments and possible escalations to a fully-fledged 

organisational crisis event. 

1.2 Research Rationale  
 

The ontological approach taken with this research is social constructionism; 

where groups construct knowledge for one another and in concert, 

developing shared knowledge and meanings (Patton, 2015; Daymon and 

Holloway, 2011). Social constructionism is appropriate for an examination 

of social media paracrisis because constructionists are focused on people 

and how people understand their own world, communication and 

experiences. Constructionism is a particularly appropriate ontology for 

research into social media and online communication because, given the 

relative newness of the platforms, many elements of how social media 

operate and impact are evolving over time; especially the key element of 

how people utilise and engage with social media and how these 

experiences occur in a real-world environment. 

The epistemological approach for this research is interpretivist, where the 

role played by the observer or researcher is recognised, where multiple 

realities and multiple meanings are acknowledged, and it is understood 
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that findings are recognised and distilled through the observer (Yin, 2018). 

Interpretivism is appropriate because, with a background in health 

communication, I have accrued experiences and knowledge about health 

messaging and health issues which will inevitably influence and guide my 

approaches on how to conduct this research and how to analyse and 

interpret the data. Saldaña (2016) writes about the role of interpretive 

thinking, in that it allows a researcher to move past what is tangible and to 

encourage what Saldaña calls “highdeep” (p. 157) forms of reflection and 

writing, that allows conceptual, theoretical and abstract thinking that also 

challenges a researcher to consider how their work can be useful to others. 

Qualitative research methodology has been chosen because of its 

reflective and reflexive orientation which allows a highly contextualised 

approach where “the process of discovery is blended with intuition” 

(Daymon and Holloway, 2011, p. 5). Qualitative research methods allow 

the opportunity to be an “active sense maker” (Daymon and Holloway, 

2011, p. 7), to explore issues in a complicated human environment, in rich 

and revealing detail, and in this instance to hopefully offer an in-depth and 

holistic understanding of the impact of social media on crisis management 

and crisis response. 

Case study research is a qualitative approach which involves an intensive, 

empirical investigation of a complex and contemporary event. The case 

chosen is a contemporary immunisation paracrisis where the pro-

immunisation position in Australia is explored in natural settings, where 

the boundaries between the phenomenon and its contexts are blurred or 

meshed (Yin, 2018). Case study is particularly useful for building 

understandings of complex social phenomena (Yin, 2018) and developing 

rich and detailed understandings, all of which will benefit a study of social 

media, crisis and paracrisis. The issue of immunisation in an Australian 

context was chosen as a purposeful sample for case study research (Patton, 

2015) because immunisation remains contentious and because both pro-

immunisation and anti-immunisation arguments can be readily found in 

social media platforms (Kata, 2010). Immunisation also epitomises a 
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paracrisis scenario for health organisations where a post, a tweet, or 

another type of online comment can trigger a crisis for those tasked with 

promoting and supporting immunisation.  

Leading scholars express caution when considering and assessing the 

findings of case study research projects, and it is emphasised that the 

findings and results will be particular to that case study investigation, in 

those circumstances, using that data, and during that time period 

(Sarantakos, 2005; Stake, 2003; Yin, 2018). Nonetheless, case study 

research is an opportunity to investigate a phenomenon in a natural and 

real-world environment in order to provide insight into the “valued 

particular” (Stake, 2003, p. 140). Consequently, the findings from this study 

can offer further insight into the nature of paracrisis through an 

investigation of the pro-immunisation argument. Research design 

comprises three projects: Integrated Literature Review, Nested Case Study, 

and in-depth interviews. The Integrated Literature Review (Torraco, 2005) 

offers an opportunity to generate new knowledge of the topic under 

review (p. 365). The Nested Case Study is presented in the analysis of a 

pro-immunisation Facebook site Light for Riley (“Light for Riley”, 2015). 

These projects are complemented by a series of interviews with a small 

group of pro-immunisation strategists. The aim of the study is to provide 

some additional insight that is useful to practitioners working on the design 

of communication strategies concerning other contentious issues in social 

media environments (Yin, 2018).  
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Research orientation Approach 

Ontology Social constructionism: Groups constructing knowledge 
for one another, developing shared knowledge and 
meanings (Yin, 2018) 

Epistemology Interpretivist: Acknowledging and embracing the role of 
the researcher as an “active sense maker” (Daymon and 
Holloway, 2011, p. 7) in the research process who can 
observe, analyse and interpret what is happening in a 
particular and unique way (Yin, 2018).   

Methodology Qualitative: Incorporating a wide range of “different 
thinking methods” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 3) in order to 
“ponder the nuances” (p. 5) of the data and allow a 
“customized, inductive, emergent process that permits 
more of the researcher’s personal signature in study 
design, implementation and write up” (p. 3). 

Method Case Study Research: “The distinctive need for case study 
research arises out of the desire to understand complex 
social phenomena” (Yin, 2018, p. 5).  
Data collection and analysis involved Integrative 
Literature Review, Discourse Analysis, In-depth 
Interviews, and Phenomenological Analysis and 
Representation.   

Table 1: Outlining research approach 

 

1.3 Research Aims and Questions 
 

This research begins with consideration of Coombs and Holladay’s (2012) 

concept of paracrisis, describing the volatile situation engendered by the 

nature of social media where publics have a range of instant, easily 

available communication platforms (social media) to voice a complaint, air 

a grievance or share feedback on an experience with an organisation. 

Sometimes an opinion posted to an online platform is positive or neutral, 

but the real challenge for professional communicators is when online posts 

are critical of organisations, their behaviour or practices, and when these 

comments gather a following or build “power, legitimacy and urgency” 

(Coombs and Holladay, 2012, p. 410) and turn into fully fledged crisis 

events, or “online firestorms” (Pfeffer, et al., 2014, p. 117). In our modern-

day, highly connected world (Shirky, 2008), a post or tweet can trigger an 

organisational crisis at any time, often without warning (Fearn-Banks, 
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2011) and escalate at great speed (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Fearn-

Banks, 2011). Disgruntled, unhappy or ignored publics are more than 

prepared to complain or criticise and these complaints can gain traction 

and go viral very quickly when they are responded to and shared by other 

online participants (Han and Zhang, 2009; Pang et al., 2014). Further 

research is essential to expand the understanding of paracrisis, to more 

clearly define this new concept and how it fits into the field of crisis 

communication and response (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). 

Consequently, the overarching Research Question for this thesis is: 

How are organisations adapting to the risk of crisis events in an online 

society?  

1.4 Research Approach 
 

In order to investigate this overarching question, three sub-questions have 

been developed:  

How does paracrisis impact online communication and crisis preparation? 

This first sub-question was addressed through an integrative literature 

review, following a research approach described by Torraco (2005) and 

Shuck (2011). “Integrative literature review is a form of research that 

reviews, critiques, and synthesizes representative literature on a topic in an 

integrated way such that new frameworks and perspectives on the topic 

are generated” (Torraco, 2005, p. 356). Integrative literature review is a 

“research method of choice” (Torraco, 2005, p. 358) for mature topics, in 

need of “potential reconceptualizations” (p. 357) and “new or emerging 

topics that would benefit from a holistic conceptualization and synthesis of 

literature to date” (p. 357).  Integrative literature review involves five 

critical stages: conceptual structuring, outlining how the review was 

conducted, discussion and critical analysis, synthesis of new knowledge on 

the topic, and reflecting on what the review means for further research 

(Torraco, 2005, pp. 361-364). This research follows Shuck’s (2011) specific 

framework of how to approach an integrative literature review; how to 

search for, locate, and delineate the boundaries for the inclusion or 
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exclusion of the literature following a clear, reasoned and replicable 

process that is necessary before analysis. In this integrative literature 

review, five leading communication journals were searched using a 

shortlist of keywords to identify articles for a defined four-year period 

(January 2012 until December 2016) which were then screened for 

relevance and included for analysis if they explored the issue of online or 

social media-generated crisis. The resultant 14 articles were coded, using 

Saldaña’s (2016) first cycle concept coding and second cycle theoretical 

coding, in order to “create new understandings” (Torraco, 2005, p. 357-

358) and conceptual insights into the paracrisis phenomenon from the 

growing body of literature that addresses the unique challenges of 

communication in online platforms. My objective with this first research 

project is to identify new frameworks and perspectives, by integrating 

existing ideas with new ideas, to formulate new ways of thinking about the 

topic (Paracrisis Model). The conceptions proposed by the Paracrisis Model 

are derived directly from the critical analysis and synthesis undertaken (p. 

363). 

  

How is the immunisation paracrisis addressed in an online environment? 

The second sub-question of this thesis involved the investigation of a pro-

immunisation Facebook site, Light for Riley, which was developed as a 

personal initiative by the parents of a newborn baby, Riley Hughes, who 

died from whooping cough in 2015 when he was too young to be fully 

immunised (“Light for Riley”, 2015). Discourse analysis following Gee 

(2014) was employed to interrogate a selection of foundation posts in this 

Facebook site, from Catherine and Greg Hughes, and subsequent reply 

posts from different people with an interest in the immunisation issue. The 

objective with this project was to gain an understanding of the ways in 

which participants are using social media to support, defend or educate 

about immunisation as a public health initiative. Light for Riley is a curated 

Facebook site, so any posts that are anti-immunisation in orientation are 

removed. The focus of this research project was not to explore the 

immunisation debate. It was to interrogate what people were posting in 
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order to better understand their motivations for posting to the site, their 

reasons for sharing their stories, and to gain knowledge about why this 

particular mode and avenue for communication was appealing. The style of 

communication and the different elements used to reveal emotional 

responses, such as passionate support, anger, sadness, sympathy, and 

empathy, were also explored in order to examine the intricacies, 

complexities and sociological aspects of online communication and the 

compulsion to share online (Murthy, 2011).   

 

What motivates pro-immunisation strategists when communicating 

about immunisation as a public health measure?  

The final sub-question of this thesis utilised Creswell and Poth’s (2018) 

phenomenological analysis and representation to explore the motivations 

of a small group of pro-immunisation strategists in order to uncover the 

“essence” (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 201) of their lived experiences as 

epidemiologists, health policy educators and immunisation researchers. 

This final research project deliberately targeted senior level people, with 

long careers as pro-immunisation strategists so that they could offer 

thoughtful and expansive reflections on what drew them to working in the 

public health and pro-immunisation field, what motivated them and 

concerned them, what challenges and opportunities they saw for the 

future, and the role that social media might play in responding to the 

immunisation paracrisis. Interview data was analysed and distilled to 

identify significant statements, which were grouped into meaning units, in 

order to reflect key themes and understandings of what is important to 

these people and why they were drawn to careers advancing immunisation 

and supporting public health initiatives.  

 

The immunisation paracrisis occurs because of the strong opinions and 

advocacy of both the pro- and anti-immunisation positions and because 

social media platforms have been increasingly used by anti-vaccination 

advocates to present their arguments (Leask, 2016; Lee, et al., 2016; Smith 

and Graham, 2017). This research project explores the motivations of some 
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of the people on the pro-immunisation side of the issue. In addition, 

strategists tasked with designing and disseminating pro-immunisation 

messages, from five different sectors, share their lived experiences with 

both pro and anti-immunisation audiences in both online and offline 

environments. 

1.5 Structure of Thesis 

Chapter 1 of this thesis offers context on this research project and research 

journey, to explain my own interest in paracrisis as an emerging and critical 

concept that communication strategists need to understand. It also offers a 

precis of the research approach that has been chosen and briefly outlines 

the methodology that has been used and the case study that has been 

selected. 

Chapter 2 of this thesis comprises a review of the literature, summarising 

the key literature from leading scholars in the field that have guided and 

informed this research project. The literature has been grouped into key 

themes to better represent their value, significance and contribution to the 

research as central and guiding resources. 

Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology that has been chosen to 

explore the overarching research question, and the three sub-questions of 

this thesis. The research approach has also been outlined briefly in  

Chapter 1. 

Chapter 4 presents the first research project, the Integrative Literature 

Review, following Torraco (2005) and Shuck (2011), as well as Saldaña 

(2016) to locate and analyse literature from leading scholars on crisis 

response and paracrisis in online platforms. Pang et al., (2014) describe 

social media as being "breeding grounds for organizational crises" (p. 97) 

and it is this claim, and the emerging paracrisis concept, which is the focus 

for this research project. 

Chapter 5 offers the second research project, a Nested Case Study of the 

pro-immunisation Facebook site Light for Riley (“Light for Riley”, 2015) 

which presented during the course of my field work, and is representative 
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of a paracrisis where both the pro-immunisation and anti-immunisation 

positions have been increasingly presented and argued in social media 

platforms (Leask, 2016; Lee, et al., 2016; Smith and Graham, 2017). Non-

immunisation of children occurs not only from a lack of access, as can be 

the case in countries suffering from war or upheaval (Nnadi, et al., 2017), 

but also from vaccine resistance or vaccine hesitancy. Academics have 

researched and written extensively in recent times about the arguments of 

anti-vaxxers and what they are doing to advance their position with 

parents (King and Leask, 2017; Lee et al., 2016). Discourse Analysis (Gee, 

2014) explores a selection of foundation and reply posts from this 

Facebook site in order to gain insights into the nature of social media 

discourse on pro-immunisation, to better understand how communication 

occurs in social media environments, to reveal some of the unique 

properties of these communication platforms, and, potentially, to create 

knowledge that might reveal new or better ways to support 

communication of the pro-immunisation position in online environments. 

This research also reveals important understandings and considerations for 

professional communicators who are designing strategies and utilising 

online platforms to communicate.  

Chapter 6 presents the third research project of this thesis takes the form 

of a series of in-depth interviews with a group of pro-immunisation 

strategists. A phenomenological analysis and representation (Creswell and 

Poth, 2018) explores the “essence” (p. 201) of their experience in terms of 

their roles in the immunisation debate and how they experience it.   

Chapter 7 presents the findings and conclusions of this research endeavour 

and insights that have emerged from the three research projects 

undertaken for this thesis. This final chapter offers findings that could be 

useful to academics exploring the field of social media, paracrisis and crisis. 

It also offers considerations for communication professionals tasked with 

designing communication strategy that must anticipate and prepare for the 

more crisis-prone, crisis-oriented and crisis-inclined platforms that social 

media have provided. 
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1.5 Summary 

In Chapter 1, I have provided an overview of the thesis including context, 

research aims and questions, research methodology, an overview of the 

three projects and their contribution to practice. 

 

The next chapter comprises the literature review and presents a summary, 

and a classification into themes, of the key reading which has informed and 

guided this research. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 
 

This literature review explores the work of leading scholars in crisis 

communication, social media and technology. A point of focus is the 

emerging concept of paracrisis which Coombs and Holladay (2012) define 

as a “crisis-like” reputational threat to an organisation where certain 

triggers or dangers in the online environment pose the risk of a crisis 

occurring (p. 408). There is a wealth of literature which supports and 

informs an investigation of paracrisis and how organisations are preparing 

for and responding to reputational threats. Some difficult decisions have 

had to be made to delimit the literature review and make this manageable 

for a doctoral research project.  

The literature has been grouped into five broad themes: communication 

and technological change; defining and exploring organisational crisis; 

social media’s impact on democratisation, fragmentation, and dialogue; 

paracrisis and social media’s role in fostering organisational crisis; and 

communicating the pro-immunisation message.  

2.2 Communication and technological change 
 

An examination of technological change is pivotal to any exploration of the 

impact of social media, because it is the speed, breadth, scope and 

inclusiveness of social media communication platforms which have greatly 

changed the way professional communicators approach and design 

strategy (Fearn-Banks, 2011; Gaither and Curtin, 2012; Kaplein and 

Haenlein, 2010; Shirky, 2008; 2010). Shirky (2008) says “we are now living 

in the middle of the largest increase in expressive capability in the history 

of the human race. More people can communicate more things to more 

people than has ever been possible in the past” (p. 105) and this 

observation does not seem exaggerated. Facebook, for example, has over 

2.5 billion monthly active users as at December 2019 (“The Top 20 Valuable 

Facebook Statistics – Updated January 2020”, January 2020) and 500 
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million tweets were posted every day in 2019 (“The number of tweets per 

day in 2019”, n.d., para. 1).  

 

Some academics have reviewed changes in technology and the advent of 

digital media through an historical lens; providing useful and important 

historical perspectives which help to contextualise adaptions to major 

change. Baym (2010) writes about utopian and dystopian schools of 

thought in relation to the development of online communication 

technologies. Baym (2010) describes “dystopians” as those who are 

concerned about increasing isolation for people who spend more time 

online and less time in the real world; with a consequent loss of 

connection, devaluation or limitation to relationships. In contrast, 

“utopians” see the world as being improved by online communication 

technologies, with greater opportunities to build stronger relationships, to 

develop a more diverse group of contacts, to be exposed to broader ideas 

and to be challenged and stimulated by the views of others. Both Baym 

(2010) and Nardi and O’Day (1999) caution against any simplistic or 

judgemental assessment of the consequences of online communication 

technologies along the utopian and dystopian lines. The effect of 

technological change is complex. Three schools of thought have been 

described; technological determinism, social construction of technology, 

and social shaping of technology. Technological determinism assumes 

people are pawns in the process, with the technologies becoming “active 

forces of change which humans have little power to resist” (Baym, 2010, p. 

24). In contrast, the social construction of technology theory places society 

and people at the centre; as drivers and determinants of technological 

change. This theory posits that changes in technology arise from social 

processes and that human investors (either private citizens or 

governments) decide which technologies receive support or development. 

Social shaping of technology is described as a middle ground between the 

determinism and the social construction theories (Baym, 2010). New 

technologies contain a mixture of “affordances”, inherent social 

capabilities that are possible through these new mediums, and social 
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shaping theory acknowledges that people can and do play an important 

role in consciously determining how these affordances are adopted or 

utilised (Baym, 2010).  

Gulbrandsen and Just (2011) align with social construction by arguing that 

online users are contributors, encouraged to post and play an active part in 

the communication process and the way technologies are adopted and 

utlised. By embracing a “collaborative paradigm” (p. 1100) their work 

highlights the “hypertextual” (p. 1100) where active, and even 

exaggerated, contributions are posted in highly accessible, highly available, 

“hyper-public” environments. This is typified by a very open approach to 

communication which blurs boundaries and alters traditional notions of 

what people customarily have been prepared to share in public forums. 

Wang, et al., (2012) build on this thinking with their concept of the phatic 

nature of social media platforms and technology; whereby the primary 

function is to connect individuals, by establishing relationships, for the 

secondary function of exchanging information (p. 85). This is an example of 

the social construction of social media technologies whereby people have 

substantial influence on the way the platforms are adopted and used (p. 

86).    

Tonteri et al., (2011) also take a social construction approach to 

communication technologies by highlighting the sense of virtual 

community, available through online communication platforms and made 

possible through shared interests and shared viewpoints. These authors 

describe cognitive, social, personal and hedonic or personally enjoyable 

“integrative benefits” (p. 2216) from the virtual communities and 

connections that are created through online platforms; with benefits 

derived from both reading and posting.  

Kent (2001) writes about the criticisms levelled at new technologies which 

he says are often viewed with scepticism and that, in evaluating online 

platforms including the internet, some arguments from authors are 

“laments for simpler times” (p. 359). In this article Kent (2001) describes 

the rhetorical and persuasive nature of online communication. He 
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describes this as a focus on “appearance over content” (p. 362), slogans 

rather than substance, images rather than ideas, the increasing importance 

of interpersonal attraction in gaining social influence (rather than the 

strength of an idea), the assumption that well-presented information on 

the internet is accurate information, and that persuasion is achieved 

through “eloquence” (p. 367) and entertainment. Kent (2001) cautions 

against letting the internet “run roughshod over us” (p. 371) and calls for 

greater dialogue, greater democracy, greater discernment and greater care 

in the use of the internet and in preparing information which resides there.    

Regardless of the divide between determinism and social construction or 

social shaping, most scholars agree that social media technologies are 

pervasive and powerful. Shirky (2008) describes digital media as the 

“connective tissue of society” (p.54), where traditional divisions between 

the public and the private are blurring, where people have greater access 

and opportunity to post, and where people display a greater willingness to 

share their views. In fact Shirky (2008) describes the emancipatory features 

of social media and digital platforms with some excitement, noting that the 

ability to write and click “publish” was previously something that required 

permission from an editor, or some other gatekeeper, whereas now that 

power resides in the hands of individuals. Shirky (2010) acknowledges that 

this freedom, where everyone can publish, does diminish the quality of 

what is available to be read, and that this reveals an important caution 

about the veracity and trustworthiness of some of the material that is 

posted online.   

2.3 Defining and exploring organisational crisis 
 

An organisational crisis event is a moment of heightened activity requiring 

careful analysis and assessment to understand what is occurring, and to 

prepare a well-judged response, given the reputational damage which can 

rapidly occur as a result (Coombs and Holladay, 2006; Fearn-Banks, 2011). 

A crisis is defined by Fearn-Banks (2011) as “a major occurrence with 

potentially negative outcomes that affects the organisation, company, or 

industry, as well as its publics, products, services, or good name” (p. 8). 
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Jaques (2014) defines a crisis as “an event or development that can focus 

unwanted visibility on the organisation and is likely to endanger health or 

the environment, or seriously impact reputation or ability to do business” 

(p. 9). Both definitions highlight the breadth and impact of crisis events, 

the damage that can be caused to organisational reputation, and the 

negative impact that a crisis can have on an organisation’s viability and 

future if the damage is not adequately addressed or managed.  

Crisis academic Fearn-Banks (2011), describes five stages and offers 

recommendations on how organisations should prepare for and respond to 

crisis events. Detection is the first stage and encompasses looking for early 

warning signs, noting when a crisis occurs in another company in the same 

industry, and listening to employee discontent and whistleblowers. Early 

detection of issues can prevent a fully blown crisis emerging (p. 5). 

Prevention/preparation involves establishing an open and positive 

corporate culture so that concerns or issues are raised and addressed. The 

prevention/preparation stage also involves the development of a crisis 

communication plan, and nomination of key people to form the crisis team 

(pp. 6-7). Containment involves acting quickly and decisively to limit the 

duration or extent of the crisis. It includes taking responsibility and making 

tough decisions, such as recalling product or shutting down production (p. 

7). Recovery involves efforts to return the company to business as usual 

which may include efforts to restore the confidence of key publics (p. 8). 

Learning is the fifth and final stage and involves a process of self-evaluation 

where the organisation looks at what happened and considers what 

lessons there are for the future. As Fearn-Banks (2011) succinctly puts it, 

“the fact that a company has suffered one crisis is no indication that it will 

not happen again” (p. 8) so she encourages organisations to use past crisis 

experiences to prepare better for future crisis events. 

Fearn-Banks (2011) outlines the importance of public opinion in a crisis 

situation. She says it is the role of the practitioner to address negative 

public opinion during a crisis and that organisations can offer an 

explanation or further key details. If an organisation is actually at fault, she 
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says an honest admission is usually the best approach and that 

engagement is recommended over silence. In this way, Fearn-Banks (2011) 

leads us to a basic truth for practitioners in handling crisis situations which 

is that an organisation, or an individual who works for an organisation, can 

be forgiven for making a mistake. However, they must admit the mistake, 

take responsibility for it, and outline a method for addressing the hurt or 

damage to others (Fearn-Banks, 2011; Coombs and Holladay, 2007).  

Further, in the interest of rebuilding reputation and relationships with 

stakeholders, publics will want to know what an organisation has learned 

from that experience and what will be done to prevent something similar 

happening again. Jaques (2008) outlines what organisations can learn from 

crisis events. “Although well-analysed case studies are a vital instrument 

for prompting and focusing such learning, there is simple evidence to 

support the maxim that the lesson of history is that we don’t learn the 

lesson of history” (Jaques, 2008, p. 200). Jaques (2008) uses the food 

industry as an example, noting the large numbers of food quality and food 

harm cases which have occurred – yet he says many food companies 

continue to repeat the same mistakes. He says all food companies should 

be “ready to deal with such occurrences promptly and proactively” 

because they are an obvious and ready risk for the industry. He poses the 

age-old question that organisations need to address: “Why wasn’t anyone 

prepared?” (Stocker, 1997, in Jaques, 2008, p. 200).  

Coombs and Holladay (2002) developed Situational Crisis Communication 

Theory (SCCT) to describe the range of ways organisations can choose to 

respond, focusing on the distinctive or “situational” (p. 167) details of the 

crisis, in order to make the best decisions about what to do and how to 

frame a response. A list of 13 different types of crisis events are outlined 

including rumours, natural disasters, technical breakdowns, product recalls, 

organisational misdeeds with injuries and workplace violence (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2002, p. 170-171). A range of eight different responses have been 

described by Coombs (1999), from accommodative (accepting 

responsibility for the crisis, apologising, and putting the interests of victims 
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first) to defensive (denying responsibility and putting the organisation’s 

interests first). Central to an organisational response is a careful situational 

investigation of the crisis to ensure that all the details are clear and that 

the decisions made and guided by the facts. Publics may forgive a mistake 

or an error of judgement, but they won’t forgive dishonesty or a cover-up 

(Fearn-Banks, 2011; Coombs and Holladay, 2007), so careful consideration 

of the key situational details should be undertaken when deciding on the 

position an organisation should take and how it should respond.  

Caring for victims and protecting potential victims are overriding and 

ethical priorities in crisis response and management (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2007). Concerns about protecting the organisation’s reputation 

and financial losses are secondary issues, although intertwined, with crisis 

experts arguing that prioritising victim care and protection can reduce the 

damage to an organisation’s reputation from a crisis event (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2002). A communications crisis event is also a moment when 

relationships with key publics come into sharp focus, either through testing 

the strength or value of those relationships or through a quick and brutal 

lesson for an organisation in how quickly public opinion can change (Han 

and Zhang, 2009). 

Some scholars have observed patterns, similarities and common structures 

when reviewing crisis events over time (Sellnow and Seeger, 2013). These 

patterns have helped scholars develop models of organisational crises 

which can help with predicting and preparing for crisis events (Sellnow and 

Seeger, 2013), although “the best crisis is the one that is avoided” 

(Coombs, 1999, p. 125). In order to study and develop theoretical 

frameworks on crisis, many scholars have embraced case study research to 

investigate examples of crisis management practice (Sellnow and Seegar, 

2013). Kent (2010) adds a proviso to this “post hoc” orientation, however, 

when he argues for greater research to build theory that improves 

understanding and, ideally, helps organisations avoid crisis events. Kent 

(2010) invokes Quintillian insight when he argues for more “good 

organization(s), behaving well” (p. 710) in order to avoid the public 
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backlash of crisis. Even with stronger theoretical knowledge of crisis 

events, useful analysis of past crises, and better leadership of organisations 

to prevent crises, communication will remain central in managing these 

damaging events which are often “disruptive, confusing, shocking and 

intense” (Sellnow and Seegar, 2013, p. 14). Consequently, communication 

knowledge and skills will remain critical in order to protect life during times 

of crisis and to best reach and communicate important messages with 

audiences of different backgrounds, experiences and cultures through a 

variety of well-chosen communication channels (Sellnow and Seegar, 

2013). 

Page’s (2019) work introduces another way of considering crisis, 

recommending that “organizations should consider offensiveness and 

virtuousness” (p. 148) when assessing potential damage to organisational 

reputation. Organisations which make others safer, are honest in their 

communication, demonstrate trustworthiness and loyalty to their 

communities are more likely to avoid or be better prepared for crisis 

events. Page (2019) argues that offensive behaviours from organisations 

trigger emotional responses and that these can cause serious reputational 

damage.          

Communications crisis events which occur in the online environment, or 

transfer from online and into mainstream media, differ in a number of 

ways to crises of the pre-internet, pre-social media era. With key features 

of immediacy, wide reach, and accessibility, practitioners are now using 

various types of social media to communicate lots of information to many 

people very quickly – and a speedy response is crucial in a crisis (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2007; Fearn-Banks, 2011). Fearn-Banks (2011) writes of 

“golden minutes” to prepare for an online crisis rather than the traditional 

“golden hour” described by earlier generations (Fearn-Banks, 2011, p. 1). It 

is also important to note that online crisis events have longevity (boyd 

2014), can be easily revived, and will not disappear when the radio or TV 

news is turned off or old newspapers are thrown in the recycling. Because 

information is so accessible through the internet, criticisms can be easily 
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searched for and can resurface very easily. Social media crises, as opposed 

to traditional media forms, are distinguished by their longevity or 

“persistence” (boyd, 2014). Consequently, any resulting reputational 

damage to organisations can be hard to recover from (Fearn-Banks, 2011; 

Solis and Breakenridge, 2009). 

Aula (2010) writes about the issue of “ambient publicity” within the social 

media environment, where the public are aware and participate in a 

“complex narrative web that determines reputation” (p. 47) and describes 

organisations as having four options when facing social media reputational 

risks: “absence, presence, attendance or omnipresence” (p. 48). 

Organisational leaders can proactively decide not to attend to social media 

conversations (absence). They can “attune” their organisation to social 

media postings but only address reputational risks through traditional 

media (presence). Organisational leaders can decide to listen, “collect, 

share and consider information” from social media platforms (attendance) 

or they can become closely “involved in ambient publicity” and “accept the 

blurred boundaries between privacy and publicity, stakeholders and 

media” (p.48).  

Liu, et al., (2011) have researched how audiences “seek out” (p. 188) crisis 

information and the success or otherwise of social media in communicating 

important information during a crisis to key stakeholders and audiences. 

These authors have developed the Social-mediated Crisis Communication 

Model (p. 347) which plots the way Social Media Creatives, Social Media 

Followers and even Social Media Inactives, independently or with 

involvement from Traditional Media, can participate in sharing information 

during a crisis. This research revealed that there is a difference in 

emotional reaction, with lower anxiety, apprehension and fear, if crisis 

information is communicated directly from the organisation involved 

rather than being channelled through a third party such as traditional 

media or social media. It would be interesting to revisit this study, given 

the progression and development of social media in the almost 10 years 

since this study was conducted, to determine whether this finding still 
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remains true. Later research, such as that of Chewning (2015) and Coombs 

and Holladay (2014), describe the multiple narratives of crisis events, 

including the narrative of the organisation, the media’s narrative, and the 

narrative of stakeholders. Chewning’s (2015) work suggests the growing 

involvement of stakeholders in communicating about a crisis event, but not 

necessarily in a dialogic way between the organisation and the 

stakeholders and vice versa. Coombs and Holladay’s (2014) work describes 

a “rhetorical arena” where “multi-vocal” (p. 42) voices are present and 

where social media plays a role in both “fermenting and managing crises” 

(p. 43), highlighting that the people or publics who communicate during a 

crisis event are crisis communicators too and should not be ignored or 

dismissed. Raupp (2019) also describes the importance of moving forward 

from an “organization-centric view” (p. 9) in responding to crisis events, 

recommending the use of rhetorical arena theory and highlighting that 

rhetorical theory, which was previously more synonymous with persuasion, 

is now more aligned with dialogue. Raupp’s research (2019) focuses on the 

reporting of journalists in mass media during crisis events, specifically the 

VW emissions crisis, but his arguments could also have application within 

social media communication environments. He describes the 

“multivocality” of a “crisis discourse”, emphasising that there will be many 

voices and viewpoints that should be heard in addition to the position of 

the organisation.  

Cheng’s (2019) research describes the importance of dialogue in crisis 

events, highlighting that social-mediated dialogue can be important in 

maintaining relationships during crisis events, and that publics will be 

active participants rather than passive audiences and receivers of 

information, as determined by organisations.   

2.4 Social media’s impact on democratisation, fragmentation, and 

dialogue  
 

A number of academics have written about the impact of social media and 

the sociological aspects or affordances of these platforms. Do social media 

fragment or unite (Kent, 2013; Kietzman et al., 2011; Veil, et al., 2011)? Do 
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they support elites or greater democracy (Kent, 2013)? Do they provide 

greater dialogic opportunities or is this potential unrealised (Kaplan and 

Haelein, 2010)? And what other sociological impacts have been observed 

by scholars researching into social media (Murthy, 2011)?  

Pieczka (2011) is critical of the public relations field in general for lacking 

the understanding, will and commitment to build an environment for true 

dialogic communication, saying “despite assertive statements about the 

importance of dialogue to public relations theory and professional practice, 

the field has a very poor understanding of the practice” (Pieczka, 2011, p. 

109). She says areas such as political science, through community 

engagement, and management, through organisational communication, 

have been much more successful in achieving true dialogic communication 

than the field of public relations (Pieczka, 2011).  

Academics Michael Kent and Maureen Taylor have written extensively 

about the unrealised potential of dialogue in public relations, in both 

online and offline platforms. These authors argue that dialogue, rather 

than monologue, is more ethical in public relations because it gives 

everyone a voice and recognises that all parties have value and importance 

in any discussion (Kent and Taylor, 2002). Dialogue involves trust, 

mutuality, empathy, commitment, and an element of risk in sharing 

opinions and thoughts with unknown others, and is essential for building 

true relationships and better understanding between the communication 

parties (Kent and Taylor, 2002). In later work these authors argue that 

dialogue facilitates engagement and that, through engagement, 

organisations and publics create social capital (Taylor and Kent, 2014). 

Dialogue also serves to better balance power relationships, facilitate 

conversation, more inclusive decision making, and greater respect for the 

dignity and self-worth of the participants in the communication process 

(Taylor and Kent, 2014). This is nicely summarised in Veil et al., (2011) 

when quoting a social media supervisor at Toyota who said during crisis 

events being available and listening is crucial, noting: “Even if you do not 
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have the answer, you increase confidence by allowing for the exchange” (p. 

115).  

Pieczka (2011) describes “dialoguing”, as defined by James Grunig, as being 

a “reciprocal, group activity” (p. 113) which occurs between people with 

different views to facilitate an exchange of ideas and convey an 

understanding of how each group thinks. It is not essential to resolve all 

differences, with dialogue’s objective instead aimed at clarifying respective 

positions, without attacking or criticising, and as a productive and valuable 

exercise in itself regardless of outcomes (Pieczka, 2011). Valentini (2015) 

argues similarly, stating that social media is more often used as a tool to 

communicate to, rather than with others. Social media platforms only 

deliver true dialogue if organisations view this as a collaborative process, 

where both the organisation and individuals have the opportunity to share, 

and if what is being shared is actually accepted (Valentini, 2015). 

Adams and McCorkindale (2013) investigated how Twitter was used as a 

tool by US presidential candidates during the 2012 campaign and found 

that Barack Obama and Newt Gingrich were the only candidates who asked 

questions of their followers, in the interests of creating more authentic, 

two-way and dialogic communication between the candidates and voters. 

This study also addressed the issue of transparency, with Obama’s staffers 

the only ones acknowledging that the tweets being posted were drafted by 

themselves on the US President’s behalf. An earlier study by McCorkindale 

(2012) highlighted the importance of transparency and accountability 

which are central to examinations of social media platforms and how they 

are being used. DiStaso and Bortree (2012) have also examined the issue of 

transparency in social media platforms, and their central argument is that 

offering information is not a guarantee of organisational transparency. It is 

only when an organisation has communicated to improve understanding 

that transparency is actually achieved.   

Kent (2013) makes a strong case for the fragmentary impact of social 

media, which contrasts with the case made by Baym (2010), Murthy 

(2012), Shirky (2008), Han and Zhang (2009), and Kietzmann et al., (2011) 
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that social media unites people, helps groups form, and allows voices to be 

heard more easily and readily. The work of Baym (2010), Murthy (2012), 

Wang, Tucker and Haines (2012) and Gulbrandsen and Just (2013) support 

this observation that social media allows people a greater input in 

communication, which is by its nature more democratic and, paradoxically, 

more divisive. It is important to acknowledge that even though more 

people contribute, it does not mean that people will necessarily agree. The 

work of Kent (2013) and, less directly, McCorkindale and Adams (2013), 

point to less democratic outcomes from social media on society suggesting 

that the will of the majority is sometimes lost in the breadth of viewpoints 

and contributions.   

Kent (2013) and Adams and McCorkindale (2013) address the concept of 

dialogic communication in social media, and both articles make a strong 

argument for better utilisation of social media’s dialogic capabilities; and 

for public relations professionals to build stronger and more meaningful 

relationships with key publics. This is illustrated to a large measure by the 

quantitative case studies of Gulbrandsen and Just (2013) and Han and 

Zhang’s (2009) case study research into the criticisms made of Starbucks, 

for its “flashy” and “obtrusive” American presence in Beijing’s Forbidden 

City; which is viewed as a sacred place for the Chinese people. Han and 

Zhang (2009) present an argument for greater engagement and response 

in social media platforms by organisations, particularly in the Starbucks 

crisis situation, where addressing the concerns of stakeholders without 

engaging in dialogue on social media sites where the criticisms were made 

appears to have backfired on Starbucks.  

Kent (2013) explores the way technology and social media platforms are 

changing the source of news, the work of journalists, the work of public 

relations professionals and the shape of democracy. Kent (2013) writes 

that one major impact of technology (the internet and social media) is that 

ordinary people now have unlimited sources and can go directly to interest 

groups and organisations for information. Kent (2013) does not take a 

utopian view of these changes. He describes this new, post-mass media 
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environment as being a place where news is confused with personal 

entertainment and editorial, where important publics are “fragmented and 

harder to reach”, where individuals now can “decide what to pay attention 

to”, and “the burden of learning about important information and weighing 

the sources of information [rests] squarely on the shoulders of the average 

citizen” (Kent, 2013, p. 338).  

Kent (2013) is interested in what effect these changes have on the nature 

of democracy when citizens are able to filter out negative or alternative 

opinions that they don’t want to hear or consider. Kent (2013) exhorts 

public relations professionals to do much more with social media and 

technology and to move beyond using these tools as sales mechanisms. 

Kent (2013) sees enormous potential to use social media as a true dialogic 

communication tool, to build stronger relationships with publics and solve 

real problems. Kent (2013) cautions that true dialogue is not a series of 

tweets or Facebook posts, but rather “a relational give and take that occurs 

between two people, or in small groups, that observe strict rules of 

decorum to maintain fairness, trust, and the opportunity for all to express 

their opinion” (p. 341). Kent (2013) cautions against using social media as a 

cheap and easy way to disseminate messages and encourages public 

relations professionals to go deeper and to use the dialogic potential of 

social media to change how they build relationships with key publics. 

The impacts and orientations of social media are canvassed in a 

sociological analysis of Twitter by Murthy (2012) who describes the social 

media environment as a place where people interact in mutual, “bi-

directional” (p. 1061) and interactive ways, consuming messages and 

media from people they find interesting, but whom they do not know. 

Murthy (2012) describes the way microblogs bring “personalized and 

interpersonal communication into the public domain” (p. 1062) where self-

presentation is central and important. Offering a modern iteration of 

Descartes’ theory on existence through, “I Tweet, Therefore I am” (Murthy, 

2012, p. 1062), this scholar highlights Twitter’s role in providing self-

affirmation, visibility, proof of importance and existence for the ordinary 
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person via a platform to share their own unfiltered viewpoints and 

opinions. Murthy’s (2012) work highlights the erosion of the private in a 

pursuit to share with the public, and also argues that greater honesty and 

candour is available in mediated platforms like Twitter.  

Reitz (2012) describes the more open environments of social media where 

people are tweeting and posting in order to seek information, build social 

capital, share identities, engage in social networking, and fulfil the impulse 

for self-expression. She says social media provide opportunities to study 

the motivations of users and to better understand their needs and 

viewpoints through the greater interactivity these platforms afford and 

that this can help build relationships between stakeholders and 

organisations, higher levels of corporate social responsibility, as well as 

organisational identity.   

This literature explores the achievement or otherwise of democratisation, 

dialogue, union or fragmentation through social media platforms, revealing 

that there are still unrealised opportunities to build greater knowledge and 

greater connection with stakeholders through dialogue, through greater 

openness and acceptance of the unfiltered and unedited nature of social 

media. DiStaso and Bortree (2012) cite one of their interviewees who 

describes bringing “conversation out of the shadows” (p. 512) so that 

communication can be more transparent (because it is more public and 

searchable), less formal, and allow for organisations to communicate in a 

more human way.    

2.5 Paracrisis and social media’s role in fostering organisational crisis 
 

Scholars, Timothy Coombs and Sherry Holladay, describe the volatile and 

crisis-prone environment for businesses and organisations where a social 

media post (that receives support through the number of views, likes, 

retweets, or responses), can escalate into a fully-fledged crisis that causes 

reputational damage (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). The term paracrisis is 

derived from the prefix “para” (meaning like) to describe a “crisis-like”, 

crisis-prone, organisational crisis threat for an organisation. Paracrisis 

encompasses a unique vulnerability for the public reputations of 
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organisations that is born of the openness and accessibility of social media 

platforms. With social media, anyone can publish, and anyone can easily 

and speedily comment on what organisations do and the key decisions 

they make. Individuals, who are not trained journalists or reporters, are not 

bound by the same checks, balances, filters and ethics and the traditional 

gatekeeping roles of editors, sub-editors, fact-checkers and lawyers no 

longer limit what can be written and published in public spaces (Fearn-

Banks, 2011; Jin and Liu, 2010).  

Li (2016) writes about the greater awareness consumers have about the 

social media tools at their disposal to communicate more freely, share 

their opinions publicly and use this power to influence organisational 

decisions. Graham, et al., (2015) write about the impact of social media to 

facilitate a rapid exchange of information and researched the role of these 

platforms during crisis events for local governments. These authors found 

that social media were used more often to communicate important 

information during public health crises than they were in natural disasters 

and other types such as transportation, political, and criminal crises 

(Graham et al., 2015). This reveals a reluctance to embrace social media 

platforms if the messages are complex, likely to be contested, and may 

consequently be less able to be controlled.   

Coombs and Holladay (2012) offer a means to evaluate and assess a 

paracrisis. They advise looking at the power or “trajectory” of the paracrisis 

and its “valency” or attractiveness to inspire stakeholders to take a 

position, post a comment, share the comment and escalate the situation. 

These scholars view the escalation of coverage, from the social media 

environment into the mainstream media environment, as a reflection of 

the valency and trajectory of the paracrisis. The potential to develop from a 

paracrisis to a crisis lies in the strength and contentiousness of the 

situation and the ability to make stakeholders care about what is occurring. 

A true paracrisis requires interest and supporters for it to garner the 

necessary power and impetus to be a crisis threat fostered in an online 

space. Coombs and Holladay (2012) note that individualised negative 
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online commentary does not have the potential for escalation if it does not 

command widespread support, and therefore online criticisms alone do 

not signal or constitute a paracrisis.  

When paracrises do occur, they are challenging, and three social media 

rules are offered: “be where the action is; be there before the paracrisis 

appears; be redundant and sprawl (cast a wide net)” (p. 413). These 

paracrisis response rules highlight an important and central point: that it is 

not wise to not know what your stakeholders are thinking and talking 

about, and it is not wise to abstain and not be part of important online 

conversations when organisational reputations are at stake (Mak and Song, 

2019).  

Pang, et al., (2014) describe social media platforms as being “breeding 

grounds for organizational crises” (p. 97). These authors describe an 

elemental shift in power from organisations to stakeholders, a very 

important change with a major impact on the nature, management and 

response to organisational crises. This journal article analyses five crisis 

events that originated online, gathered momentum in social media 

channels, and then moved into mainstream media including Dave Carroll’s 

“United Breaks Guitars” crisis, the Domino’s Pizza food safety crisis, and 

the crisis for Southwest Airlines when they insulted a well-known 

passenger and insisted he buy two seats for his flight. The authors describe 

the lifecycle of a crisis which can begin in online media, escalate into 

mainstream media, peter out in mainstream media as other stories take 

prominence, continue with less prominence in online forums, and 

eventually peter out in online forums.  

Pang, et al., (2014) stress the importance of response during the crisis 

lifecycle and they write about a lack of response creating a vacuum that 

allows stakeholders to frame issues and set the agenda. Listening to 

stakeholders during a crisis and this viewpoint is supported by a number of 

other academics. Kent (2013) writes about the importance of dialogue and 

listening. Solis and Breakenridge (2009) and DiStaso, et al., (2011) 

emphasise the importance of being part of the conversation and 
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responding in the same social media platform. Kietzmann, et al., (2011) and 

Kent (2013) write about the importance of building closer relationships 

with key stakeholders and creating dialogue. 

The consequence of this ease of commentary and ability to judge, 

condemn or praise organisations, is that organisations and businesses 

today have less control over information about them in online 

environments and, given the breadth of forums and platforms which 

encompass the online space, can find themselves struggling to find, read, 

access and interpret what can be posted (Solis and Breakenridge, 2009). 

Organisations can now be in a position where information or commentary 

on their behaviour, practices, businesses or industry can be posted without 

their consent or knowledge (Han and Zhang, 2009; Kaplan and Haenlein, 

2010; Veil, et al., 2011). This change in control and power between 

organisations and their publics has been recognised by a number of 

academics (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Fearn-Banks, 2011; Kent, 2013; 

Pang, et al., 2014; Shirky, 2008). Organisations need to acknowledge a level 

of vulnerability and a certain precariousness to managing and protecting 

their reputations in online environments. Social media and the internet 

have changed the balance of power and created an environment where a 

fully-blown crisis for an organisation may be only a few blog posts, or a 

dozen tweets away. There is also an appetite for paracrisis, with negative 

messages from stakeholders having more traction and potential to impact 

on reputation than positive messages (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). 

Coombs (2014) sees social media as the “bleeding edge” (p. 1) in crisis 

response and communication, using this medical analogy to describe an as 

yet unmanaged condition where a failure to engage, respond, and give 

attention in online spaces can result in short-term or long-term 

reputational damage to the organisations involved.   

The Han and Zhang (2009) analysis of the Starbucks case in Beijing is a 

revealing example of a social media crisis. The Starbucks coffee franchise 

was seen as epitomising American capitalism and the franchise’s presence 

in the Forbidden City, a revered and culturally significant place for Chinese 
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people, was seen as an insult to Chinese society with its historic tradition 

and culture of tea drinking.  A series of blogs by a well-known television 

presenter raised this concern and criticised Starbucks for its cultural 

insensitivity in having a shopfront in the Forbidden City, gaining substantial 

prominence and public support. Despite concerted attempts by Starbucks 

to address the concerns raised, to modify and reduce the obtrusiveness of 

their coffee store in the Forbidden City, the climate of public opinion was 

so greatly against Starbucks that the Forbidden City outlet eventually 

closed (Han and Zhang, 2009). With technological change as the backdrop, 

blog postings as the core tools of communication, and cultural differences 

as points of division, this particular case study is an investigation of the 

power and impact of social media. Through this case study it can be seen 

that considerable momentum can be created by a few well-placed blogs, 

from a prominent individual, in an online communication channel to ignite 

ill-favour and reputational damage.  

Coombs (2014) says that stakeholders are often the source of paracrises, 

and describes four types of stakeholder generated paracrisis: customer 

service; misuse of social media; venting; and challenge paracrises. An 

example of a customer service paracrisis would occur when an employee 

behaves badly and this becomes publicly known. A solution can be found 

for this type of paracrisis, such as re-training, reprimanding or firing an 

employee, but there remains the potential for damage to the 

organisation’s reputation (Coombs, 2014, p. 8). Misuse of social media 

could include the misrepresentation of vested interests behind social 

media initiatives, such as the Wal-Marting Across America initiative where 

bloggers failed to reveal that they were paid for their promotion by leading 

public relations firm Edelman during a seeming travelogue of an RV trip 

across the United States (Skene, 2014). Venting is the third type of 

stakeholder paracrisis and occurs when a customer posts criticisms about 

the organisation to social media sites or to the organisation’s website. 

Venting paracrises differ from customer service paracrises because there is 

not a straightforward solution to the situation and the person posting is 

more likely to be motivated by anger, a sense of revenge and wanting to 



32 
 

publicly shame the organisation (Coombs, 2014; 2017; Krishna and Kim, 

2015). Coombs (2014) advises that venting paracrises, such as the Qantas 

Luxury Twitter campaign mentioned in Chapter 1 (“#QANTASLuxury: a 

social media disaster in pyjamas”, 2011), is to develop a “sense of humor 

and a thick skin” (p. 8) and to let it play out. Challenge paracrises are the 

most complex of the three types. Challenge paracrises are the most 

difficult to assess and respond to because they often involve social issues, 

such as abortion, same sex marriage, and human rights, where individual 

attitudes and opinions are central and likely to be firmly established. Using 

Coombs’ (2014) definition, immunisation can be seen as a challenge 

paracrisis; a complicated social issue scenario with both pro- and anti-

vaccination voices present within society and where both positions are 

argued in social media environments. 

Regenerative crises are described by Coombs (2017) who offers a model (p. 

283) to reflect the dynamic and regenerative nature of crisis events and 

how they can reoccur or expand as further information and details are 

revealed. The model represents pre-crisis and post-crisis stages on a 

timeline, with the initial crisis and a turning point also plotted to reflect 

how subsequent events can add to or further complicate a crisis event 

(Coombs, 2017).  Mak and Song (2019) outline and analyse the Lancôme 

crisis involving Denise Ho, a singer and activist who supported the Hong 

Kong umbrella movement. The crisis began after Lancôme cancelled a 

scheduled concert which they were sponsoring following pressure from 

pro-China social media netizens, with several recognisable “turning points” 

adding to the complexity of the crisis including pushback from pro-

democracy advocates after Ho was dropped as a brand ambassador and 

again when it was announced that the concert would continue regardless 

of the pro- and anti-Ho sentiment being expressed in social media 

platforms. This case study is an example of a regenerative crisis (Coombs, 

2017) but it is also an example of a paracrisis; a contentious, crisis-like 

challenge where reputational damage can occur (Coombs and Holladay, 

2012). Tension exists between pro-Communist China and pro-democracy 

advocates, and these oppositional groups are using social media platforms 
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to express their viewpoints and opinions. Mak and Song (2019) analyse this 

paracrisis and crisis incident using the social-mediated crisis 

communication model (Austin et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2012) and highlight 

the emotional nature of the posts, responses and contributions from 

interested stakeholders and publics. This case study endorses the position 

of Coombs and Holladay (2012), Taylor and Kent (2014), and other authors 

such as Cheng (2019), Roh (2017), You and Hon (2019), that publics will be 

active crisis participants, and even crisis contributors or crisis instigators. 

These active and motivated publics will make their contributions and post 

in online spaces to share their unfiltered viewpoints as they determine is 

appropriate.  

You and Hon (2019) describe the collective actions which are fostered 

through social media and their function in “interweaving the private life 

and political expression of people” (p. 2). This is particularly evident 

through the Facebook platform because it supports connection between 

people with similar interests, regardless of geographical boundaries, as 

well as through generating “trusting and reciprocal relationships with 

group members” (p. 2), which these authors describe as social ties and 

social capital. You and Hon’s (2019) research revealed that social media is a 

fertile place for building support and productive relationships with 

stakeholders for the purpose of creating shared values and social activist 

causes.  

 

The concept of “adversary publics” is defined by Barlik (2019) as 

stakeholders who “disagree with an organization issue or idea, or resist a 

proposal or policy” (p. 143) and many of the resulting disputes end up as 

crisis situations for the organisations involved. Barlik’s (2019) work 

describes adversary publics as social activists who push back against 

dominant positions taken by organisations and governments, and he 

argues for more inclusive, two-way, open communication strategies that 

counteract “siege syndrome” (p. 147) and embrace engagement rather 

than persuasion. Analysing interview data from Polish crisis managers and 

company heads, his research cites one participant: “Opponents should be 
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treated as partners, even though – at least initially – they are not ready to 

accept it. Then our role is to prove all parties have common interests and 

that rectifying the situation will be beneficial to everyone while kindling the 

conflict is generally harmful” (Barlik, 2019, p. 149). While acknowledging 

that building or maintaining dialogue and relationships with opponents and 

adversaries is not easy, Barlik (2019) recommends that strategic 

communication efforts should address adversary publics before, during and 

after crisis events. He argues that consultation and dialogue is an 

advantage to all stakeholders and that mending or improving relationships 

after a crisis, in a way that avoids recriminations and allows both sides to 

avoid “losing face” (p. 153), is in the interests of all parties. 

 

Gruber et al., (2020) have investigated online firestorms, offering the 

situational theory of problem solving as a lens for exploring the affective 

and emotional nature of this form of online communication that is used as 

a “collective form of protest”. Online firestorms are often waged against 

“perceived injustices, social deficiencies and misconduct”. People are often 

motivated to become involved because of community-oriented and 

collective feeling and because of the social recognition with taking a 

forceful position on an issue (Gruber et al., 2020).  Online firestorms can 

also be appealing because, through the anonymity of online environments, 

there is less likelihood of repercussions and those posting can be more 

forthright and open about what they think.  

2.6 Communicating the pro-immunisation message 
 

Kata (2010) has labelled the internet a “modern Pandora’s Box” (p. 1709) 

because of its role in providing a platform for anti-vaccination advocates to 

disseminate “inaccurate and deceptive information” (p. 1709) and in 

creating a “rhetoric of doubt” (p. 1709) about the safety of vaccination. 

Given that an estimated 75 to 80 per cent of people in the United States 

and Canada search for health information online, Kata (2010) argues that it 

is important to analyse anti-vaccination discourses online in order to 

understand the messages and arguments being presented by anti-
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vaccination voices. One of the primary messages from online anti-

vaccinations sites identified through Kata’s (2010) research was concern 

about the safety of vaccines, and a rejection of scientific, epidemiological 

and clinical studies which demonstrate their safety and effectiveness in 

preventing diseases. Instead, anti-vaccination advocates argue that 

immunisations can cause AIDS, asthma, autism, cancers, diabetes, 

fibromyalgia, leukaemia, Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) and many 

other diseases (Kata, 2010). In one anti-vaccination site, smallpox was 

described as “harmless under proper treatment” by a homeopath and not 

particularly infectious “if infectious at all” (p. 1712). Other arguments 

included that compelling vaccination was a violation of civil liberties and 

parental rights, that alternative medicine is just as effective in preventing 

serious illnesses, that the government and pharmaceutical companies are 

in league and driven by profit and not disease-prevention. Kata’s (2010) 

analysis describes an “us versus them” mindset (p. 1713) among anti-

vaccination advocates and a suspicion for vaccination which has its origins 

with the first vaccination programs in the 18th century.    Kata (2010) 

describes the vehement opinions of “hard core activists” (p. 1715) whom 

she describes as unpersuadable, no matter how much information is 

offered or how these groups are approached. Regardless of the difficulty of 

advocating for immunisation in the face of this resistance, Kata (2010) says 

that education on the benefits of vaccines should continue to be presented 

and that “more relevant and less accusatory dialogue” (p. 1715) should be 

employed to guide this endeavour. 

Research conducted by Leask et al., (2010) investigates claims by anti-

vaccination advocates that immunisation causes a range of conditions and 

diseases including brain damage, epilepsy, attention deficit disorder, 

autism, Alzheimer’s Disease, dyslexia, arthritis, asthma, lupus, HIV/AIDS, 

diabetes, chronic fatigue syndrome, leukaemia, shaken baby syndrome, 

and a rising incidence of sociopathic personality disorders (pp. 3067-3068). 

Leask et al., (2010) argue that in some cases parents may be seeking a 

source of external blame for their child’s condition or disease in order to 

make sense of an emotionally distressing diagnosis that they, 
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unreasonably, believe they should have been able to prevent. Whilst 

acknowledging that vaccine distrust and resistance is highly complex in 

nature, these writers suggest that other factors may come into play such 

as: suspicion about government control; concern for the number of 

vaccinations now included in immunisation protocols; the involvement of 

celebrities in arguing against immunisation; social anxiety from the speed 

of technological change; and the role of social media and internet in 

circulating and disseminating the anti-vaccination position. Leask et al., 

(2010) caution against simplistic explanations for anti-vaccination 

sentiment, and what these authors describe as simplistic explanations such 

as scientific illiteracy and public ignorance. Instead they propose further 

research into the discourses around anti-vaccination scares in order to 

better understand the reasons for parental concerns and vaccine 

resistance.  

In more recent research, Hoffman et al., (2019) analysed 197 anti-

vaccination comments that were posted to a local paediatric clinic’s 

Facebook page. A range of arguments were offered by these anti-vaxxers 

which bear similarities to those uncovered by the Leask et al., (2010) 

research including that vaccines cause autism, SIDS, rashes, cancer, 

seizures and can sterilise those that receive them, that homeopathy is a 

safe alternative, that the chemicals and additives in vaccines are 

dangerous, that people should petition lawmakers, and sharing guides on 

how to report vaccine injuries and reactions to relevant bodies (Hoffman et 

al., 2019). The posts analysed claimed that doctors and pharmaceutical 

companies (Big Pharma) are engaged in cover-ups, that vaccination is 

genocide, that cell cultures from aborted babies are used to grow vaccine 

viruses, that vaccination policy is a violation of civil liberties, and that 

marijuana should be legal so that cannabis oil can be used to treat illness 

(Hoffman et al., 2019). All of these arguments reflect a deep distrust of 

medical and scientific communities, which Hoffman et al., (2019) suggest 

could be one reason why providing scientific information is not always 

successful in convincing parents to immunise their children. To counteract 

the impact of anti-immunisation narratives, Hoffman et al., (2019) 



37 
 

recommend: greater media literacy so that people are in a better position 

to evaluate the trustworthiness of information they find on the internet; 

using health storylines and narratives on television and in other 

entertainment media to increase viewers’ knowledge and understanding of 

the value of immunisation; for clinicians to utilise the social networks to 

better target parents and to frame the immunisation argument as a means 

to stimulate and trigger the natural immune response; and for medical and 

clinical professionals to be more active in social media to counteract the 

growing amount of anti-immunisation information that can be found there.  

Smith and Graham (2017) suggest that anti-vaccination websites and social 

media platforms may be more influential than pro-immunisation ones 

because they create supportive social communities of people and not only 

“repositories” of information (p. 2). These authors also describe the 

development of “consumer autonomy” (p. 3) where people are more 

active in managing their own health and less likely to defer to medical 

experts when it comes to health decisions (Smith and Graham, 2017). This 

research examined six anti-vaccination Facebook pages from Australia and 

North America, discovering that most participants within the anti-

vaccination community are women, and that these women are turning to 

Facebook to find like-minded others who “may reinforce and cement anti-

vaccination beliefs” (Smith and Graham, 2017, p. 14). Facebook, as a 

platform, was found to be extremely important because its structure 

fosters dynamic spread, durability and insulation to build a community 

which is unlikely to be disrupted by external influences, with the capacity 

to share posts and add personal stories helping to reinforce anti-

vaccination positions (Smith and Graham, 2017). Further analysis showed 

attitudes among those posting to these anti-vaccination Facebook sites as 

being “structurally oppressed by seemingly tyrannical and conspiratorial 

government and media” (p. 15), with comparisons made to the persecution 

of Jewish people in the Holocaust. This research supports the findings of 

studies conducted by Leask et al., (2010), and Hoffman et al., (2019) that 

anti-vaccination advocates feel emotional, angry and persecuted, and that 
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their rejection or resistance to immunisation stems from a deep mistrust of 

scientists and the medical community.  

In a France-based study, Stahl et al., (2016) describe the growing 

involvement of social media as a source of information and commentary on 

health issues, with approximately 48,000 elements related to vaccination 

posted every month. These authors point to growing vaccine hesitancy 

among parents which they ascribe to the greater availability and 

accessibility of anti-vaccination information through the web. They also 

describe the growing challenges faced by frontline information sources on 

vaccination, such as general practitioners, in reassuring and restoring 

confidence in immunisation for mothers deciding whether or not to 

vaccinate their children (Stahl et al., 2016). Additionally, they argue that it 

is easier in an internet environment to raise concerns about immunisation 

than it is to deliver the more complex reassurance for parents that 

immunisation is not foolproof, but safe, and far less risky than not 

immunising (Stahl et al., 2016).  

Vaccination hesitation has been aided by vaccine scares and a number of 

significant events have occurred in the past 30 years (King and Leask, 

2017). Most prominently in 1998, Andrew Wakefield published research 

which argued that the measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine caused 

autism. Despite the fact that Wakefield was struck off the medical register 

for falsifying the results of this study (Boseley, 2010), MMR vaccinations 

are still cited by anti-vaccination advocates as causing autism. In an earlier 

vaccine scare from the 1970s, the diphtheria-tetanus-pertussis (DTP) 

vaccine was associated with encephalopathy and, despite later evidence 

that proved this possible association was extremely rare, the public 

confidence in the vaccine was affected and immunisation rates dropped 

from 80% to 30% (King and Leask, 2017). In an investigation of parental 

reactions to a scare involving influenza immunisations in young children in 

Australia in 2010, King and Leask (2017) found it was important for public 

health officials to be more proactive and clear in providing advice and 

support for parents. These authors found that crisis communication 
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strategies should be employed and that respect should be offered to 

parents, acknowledging that the concerns and uncertainty they may be 

feeling as a result were reasonable (King and Leask, 2017). Multiple 

communication channels were recommended and social media were 

proposed as an effective means of reaching a high number of parents with 

straightforward messages, in addition to frontline sources of information 

such as general practitioners and other immunisation providers (King and 

Leask, 2017). Interestingly, this study found that in this case the vaccine 

concern was confined to influenza immunisations that precipitated the 

vaccine scare and did not expand to include broader and long-established 

immunisation programs for other diseases (King and Leask, 2017).  

Leask and Danchin (2017) investigated the impact on childhood 

immunisation rates following the 1 January 2016 introduction of the 

Australian Government’s “No Jab, No Pay” policy, where family childcare 

support payments are withheld for any parents whose children are not up-

to-date with vaccinations. This policy targeted the approximately 1.8% of 

children whose parents had registered as objecting to immunisation as well 

as, more incidentally, the parents of children who may be behind in their 

immunisations or whose immunisations may not have been properly 

accounted for within the Australian Childhood Immunisation Register 

(ACIR). Leask and Danchin (2017) argue that the more common reason for 

non-complete immunisation is that children were born overseas, or may be 

Australian born children who have missed out on immunisations for 

practical reasons that are the consequence of access or disadvantage. 

These children and families may need assistance to catch up with the 

vaccines recommended and required in Australia. Leask and Danchin 

(2017) argue that offering incentives for these families will be more 

effective in raising immunisation compliance than penalising them through 

withholding family support payments. In addressing equity issues that may 

result from the No Jab, No Pay policy, Leask and Danchin (2017) argue that 

the policy runs counter to another Australian government initiative that all 

Australian children should have access to early childhood education. In 

excluding unvaccinated children from early childhood care, some children 
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may miss out on the benefits of this initiative. In summary, Leask and 

Danchin’s (2017) research questions the benefits of the No Jab, No Pay 

policy. These authors instead suggest that greater compliance would occur 

through focusing on engagement and educational approaches to 

encouraging immunisation, rather than a penalty-based approach. 

Specifically they suggest: a change to make it necessary to register 

vaccination objection every year until a child is five years old, making 

obtaining an exemption more inconvenient for objecting parents; 

implementing registration and vaccination record checks for all children in 

child care, primary school and high school, where immunisation may also 

be missed; exclusion of unvaccinated children from child care or school 

during disease outbreaks; greater support and education for frontline 

immunisation professionals to help them communicate more successfully 

and better respond to the arguments or concerns of vaccine hesitant or 

vaccine rejecting parents; continue to offer medical exemptions for true 

contraindicated cases, with latitude for cases where immunisation is not 

possible without general anaesthetic; finding better ways of working with 

communities with higher numbers of vaccine rejectors; introducing a no-

fault compensation scheme for the rare occasions when children are 

injured by immunisation (Leask and Danchin, 2017).  

Facebook communication during the so-called Disneyland measles 

outbreak in the United States in 2014-1015 was analysed by Broniotowski 

et al., (2016) argue that clear communication from doctors and frontline 

immunisation professionals is critical and central to reducing fear of 

vaccination. Approximately 30% of the general population in the United 

States access Facebook for their news, and consequently this social media 

platform was chosen to study how the immunisation message is packaged 

and what types of messages are most effective in encouraging 

immunisation (Broniotowski et al., 2016). This research revealed that 

people respond best to information that has a simple, definitive, “bottom 

line” meaning (p. 3225) which these researchers describe as a “gist”. 

Stories are more likely to be shared through Facebook if they are clear, 

definitive gists, although verbatim, statistical facts alone are unlikely to 
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persuade parents to immunise (Broniotowski et al., 2016). Like Leask and 

Danchin (2017), Broniotowski et al., (2016) recommend that 

communication which effectively targets vaccine hesitants is needed, along 

with better training and support for frontline immunisation professionals 

who need to navigate difficult conversations with vaccine hesitant parents. 

Goldstein et al., (2015) argue that the immunisation message should be 

part of a carefully designed, pro-active communication strategy, which 

allows for two-way communication between parents and health providers 

with an “equal measure of listening and telling” (p. 4213). Goldstein et al., 

(2015) encourage the use of a range of communication tools including 

mass electronic media, digital media, print media and mobile technology 

but caution against social media tools, which they suggest have not been 

properly assessed for their effectiveness. Encouraging the view that 

immunisation is a social norm was also highlighted although it was 

acknowledged that this is a challenging goal, given the complexity attached 

to vaccine hesitance and refusal (Goldstein et al., 2015). 

Betsch et al., (2012) describe the potential and opportunities offered by 

the web for communicating important health information, such as 

messages on immunisation, and highlight the benefits that can be gained 

through reaching large audiences. On the negative side, Betsch et al., 

(2012) acknowledge the growing influence, coordination and lobbying of 

anti-vaccination groups and their success in developing material which is 

“vivid, emotionally arousing and personal” (p. 3729). In countering the 

efforts of anti-vaccination groups, Betsch et al., (2012) recommends 

initiatives where personal narratives are offered in online platforms to help 

make pro-immunisation positions more relatable and to better consider 

the needs and interests of online audiences. These authors also 

recommend establishing public health communicators as relatable online 

experts who may be followed or who offer websites worth visiting because 

they include positive, encouraging and engaging material that supports the 

immunisation message (Betsch et al., 2012). In the wake of the Disneyland 

measles outbreak, Dredze et al., (2016) also argue for a greater role for 

social media in supporting the immunisation message, pointing out that 
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80% of internet users seek health information from online sources and that 

16% of those are inquiring about immunisation (p. 551). Dredze et al., 

(2016) state that social media can be used in two ways: to support and 

share pro-immunisation messages, and to collect data which can be 

analysed in order to better understand the positions and arguments of 

vaccine refusers so that pro-immunisation initiatives can better target 

these insulated groups and communities.  

2.7 Summary 

In order to build foundational knowledge to guide this thesis, this chapter 

examined and reviewed relevant literature on communication and 

technological change, organisational crises, the nature of social media, the 

emerging concept of paracrisis and the challenges of sharing the 

immunisation message in social media environments. The next chapter sets 

out the methodological approaches that have been chosen for this 

research. 
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Chapter 3:  Research Methodology 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter outlines the research approaches that have been chosen to 

investigate the nature and impact of paracrisis, focusing particularly on the 

unique challenges and opportunities of social media environments, 

through the nested case study and lens of the immunisation paracrisis.  

Online crisis communication events differ in a number of ways from the 

organisational crises which occurred in the pre-internet, pre-social media 

era. Online crises can occur very rapidly and Fearn-Banks (2011) writes of 

“golden minutes” to prepare for an online crisis rather than the traditional 

“golden hour” described by practitioners of earlier generations (Fearn-

Banks, 2011, p. 1). Online crises have far greater longevity and capacity to 

“revive” and, because information is so accessible through the internet, 

criticisms can be easily searched for and can resurface. Social media, as 

opposed to traditional media forms, are distinguished by their longevity or 

“persistence” (boyd, 2014). 

A communications crisis event is a moment when relationships and 

connections with key stakeholders come into sharp focus, either through 

testing the strength or value of those relationships or through a quick and 

brutal lesson for an organisation in how quickly public opinion can change 

(Brandhorst and Jennings, 2016). This research investigates the unique 

nature, power and impact of paracrisis and online crisis events, including 

crisis response and crisis preparation, and addresses the overarching 

question of: 

How are organisations adapting to the risk of crisis events in an online 

society? 
 

Three research questions and three research projects have been developed 

to explore this overarching question. 
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Research Question 1: How does paracrisis impact online communication 

and crisis preparation?  

Project 1: An integrative literature review of paracrisis, crisis, dialogue and 

social media and the development of a model of social media paracrisis.  

 

This project will investigate the emerging concept of paracrisis through 

critiquing and evaluating existing literature, and offering new perspectives 

on social media engagement with the view to developing insights, themes 

and a model which outlines the lifecycle of a social media paracrisis. With a 

paracrisis, a post or tweet can trigger an organisational crisis at any time, 

often without warning. Further research is essential to expand the 

understanding of the emerging concept of paracrisis and to better 

understand how it fits into the field of crisis communication and response. 

An integrative literature review has been chosen as a means to explore 

paracrisis because this style of inquiry has the capacity to “yield 

provocative, new perspectives on key issues” in order the “create new 

understandings of the topic” which may lead to “a model or conceptual 

framework” (Torraco, 2005, p. 357-358). I will focus particularly on the 

issue of dialogue and response in relation to social media crisis and 

paracrisis. There is a wealth of literature on the importance of dialogue in 

public relations, and a growing literature on the significance of dialogue 

and response in the social media environment; including some serious 

criticisms levelled at the absence of true dialogic communication in the 

online environment, despite the seeming design and potential of social 

media to foster dialogic communication (Adams and McCorkindale, 2013; 

DiStaso, et al., 2011; Kent, 2013; Pang et al., 2014; Solis and Breakenridge, 

2009; Theunissen and Wan Noordin, 2012). My objective and challenge is 

to develop a better understanding of paracrisis or a model which outlines 

this emerging concept, its interrelationship and correlation with crisis 

response and management, the presence, absence and impact of dialogic 

communication or a commitment to response in the online space, and 

potential implications for the public relations profession in responding to 

the challenges.     
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Research Question 2: How is the immunisation paracrisis addressed in an 

online environment? 

Project 2: A discourse analysis of the pro-immunisation Light for Riley 

Facebook site  
 

Immunisation is an issue which has long been debated in mass media and 

is now debated and discussed in the online media environment. The pro-

immunisation viewpoint is advocated by government health organisations, 

doctors’ organisations such as the Australian Medical Association (AMA), 

medical advisory bodies such as the National Health and Medical Research 

Council (NHMRC), which sets immunisation protocols in Australia, and 

epidemiologists who plot and manage communicable disease outbreaks. 

Given the strength of the views held by both the pro-immunisation and 

anti-immunisation groups, and the fact that immunisable diseases cause 

the deaths of children from time to time, the case for immunisation is 

highly contested and many parents (key publics or stakeholders) may hold 

very firm views either for or against immunisation.  As such, immunisation 

is an excellent example of an issue which will readily move from paracrisis 

to crisis and back to paracrisis, depending on “triggers” such as an outbreak 

of whooping cough, the resulting death of a child, or a prominent person 

weighing into the communication process. Given these factors, the 

immunisation paracrisis was selected for a single case study (Patton, 2015) 

because it has the capacity to reveal insights about the unique features of 

paracrisis, the way social media platforms are being used to communicate 

and express opinions on contentious, paracrisis-oriented issues, and to 

suggest considerations when developing and designing communication 

strategy utilising online platforms. 

I will investigate how pro-immunisation advocates are communicating their 

views in the online space. Is true dialogue occurring (Adams and 

McCorkindale, 2013; Kent, 2013; Pieczka, 2011)? How are pro-

immunisation campaigners using social media to support their messages 

and what does this reveal about the nature of social media and its capacity 

to build true relationships between organisations and key publics (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2012; Kent, 2013; Pang et al., 2014)? What changes, if any, 
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have been made to monitoring commentary about the respective 

arguments, which will be revealing in terms of dialogic capacity, 

opportunity and reality (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Kent, 2013; Pang et 

al., 2014)? Online crises and paracrises can have a prolonged life-span 

(boyd, 2014; Fearn-Banks, 2011), can result in reputational damage, and 

can be hard to recover from, so these aspects will be explored as part of 

this case study.  

A very active Facebook site called Light for Riley was established by the 

parents of Riley Hughes, a newborn baby who died from pertussis 

(whooping cough) in March 2015. This site is closely monitored and 

maintained by the parents and aunt of baby Riley and is an intriguing and 

interesting social media site because it contains regular discourse on the 

importance of immunisation. The family responds to questions about 

immunisation protocols and provides advice and direction for people 

posting questions, sharing experiences and sympathy for the family’s loss. 

It is also a site used by anti-vaccination advocates to post their opinions 

and views. A discourse analysis of the data from this site will provide 

insights into the issue of immunisation and the immunisation debate in 

Australia and will also provide opportunities to interrogate the issue of 

dialogue in a social media platform and, to use Gee’s (2014) approach to 

discourse analysis, the opportunity to “analyse the flow of information 

across time and the ways in which people in conversation co-construct 

(build together) meaning as time unfolds and within a specific context” 

(Gee, 2014, p. 29). What is intriguing about this Facebook site is that it 

supports a great deal of traffic but is not the mouthpiece of the National 

Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC), the Federal government 

body which sets the protocols for immunising Australian children. Nor is 

the site the mouthpiece of epidemiologists from State government health 

departments, which plot and study outbreaks of immunisation preventable 

diseases. Light for Riley is a personal social media site, established and 

maintained by the family of a deceased child. It is worthwhile to analyse 

the discourse in this site in the hope of building understanding and insight 
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into why people are looking to this particular site for advice, direction and 

support on questions surrounding immunisation.  

Research Question 3: What motivates pro-immunisation strategists in 

communicating about immunisation as a public health measure?  

 

Project 3: Phenomenological analysis and representation of pro-

immunisation strategists in Australia to explore their work, motivations and 

use of social media. 

 

The immunisation debate in Australia is a true paracrisis, a dormant social 

media situation which is like a crisis, where a small incident can flare and 

result in a fully-fledged crisis. Consequently, immunisation is highly suitable 

for my research because it remains controversial given that parents are 

heavily invested in either the pro-immunisation or anti-immunisation 

viewpoint and many parents are highly vocal in expressing their opinions 

and arguing their viewpoint. Immunisation as an example of paracrisis is 

also highly current, given the moves by the Australian federal government 

to force immunisation by withdrawing financial benefits for parental 

support and childcare places for non-immunised children. Immunisation is 

an interesting field and both pro-immunisation and anti-immunisation 

lobby groups are very active in social media and online environments. The 

controversy and argument from both sides provides an opportunity to 

critically investigate the phenomena of paracrisis, using immunisation as a 

case study. It can be observed that, despite a great deal of scientific study 

and argument, there continues to be a very vocal group of activists who are 

anti-immunisation. With this third project, I have conducted in-depth 

interviews with a number of pro-immunisation strategists who hold, or 

have held, senior positions as epidemiologists, paediatricians, nurse 

immunisers and educators in order to find out more about their personal 

stories, what motivates them, and what role can social media play in 

advancing the immunisation cause.  
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3.2 A qualitative research approach 
 

Qualitative research allows a close and intricate examination of the key 

aspects of social media, with its capacity to support, sustain or ignite 

organisational crises and the heightened dormant propensity for crisis 

which has been newly defined as paracrisis.  

A qualitative research approach has been chosen because of the “rigorous, 

reflective, reflexive, intuitive, contextualised subjectivity which is 

[qualitative research’s] greatest strength” (Keegan, 2006, p.607, as cited in 

Daymon and Holloway, 2011, p. 7). Daymon and Holloway (2011) explain 

that qualitative research is particularly suitable for research in 

communications and public relations fields because a more “flexible” type 

of research is required where “the process of discovery is blended with 

intuition” (Daymon and Holloway, 2011, p.5).  Qualitative research is 

“problem or question driven, rather than methods driven” (Daymon and 

Holloway, 2011, p. 105), allowing a rich, deep and intricate investigation of 

an issue or question, and is particularly suited to investigations in the 

public relations field (Daymon and Holloway, 2011).  Qualitative research 

will allow me to gain an in-depth and holistic understanding of the impact 

of social media on crisis management and crisis response, to be an “active 

sense maker” (Daymon and Holloway, 2011, p. 7) with the capacity to 

explore these issues in a complicated human environment and in rich and 

revealing detail.  

As an experienced public relations practitioner, my interest in the impact 

and effect of social media on organisations, particularly in relation to crisis 

and paracrisis events, developed from my personal instinct that social 

media has the potential to be both a benefit and a challenge for 

organisations and professional communicators. From this emerging idea, I 

embarked on a research and reading program to develop a better 

understanding of the cultural, technological, sociological and psychological 

aspects of online communication, and relate those new insights to the 

impact of social media on organisations. This reading and research journey 

has produced many intriguing angles and questions worthy of detailed 
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research about the impact of social media; how organisations are engaging 

with social media, the risks and benefits of social media channels, the 

impact on relationships between organisations and key publics, how social 

media has influenced true dialogue between organisations and publics, and 

how social media platforms have affected risk identification, crisis 

management and crisis response, including the emerging concept of 

paracrisis in online environments. 

Many academics have been pursuing concepts and ideas which are 

foundational and integral to my work on the nature of social media and 

how this communication platform is changing crisis management and crisis 

response. Key works which have guided the direction of my research 

include Coombs and Holladay (2012) and Pang et al., (2014), (with their 

work on paracrisis), Kent (2013), Adams and McCorkindale (2013), and 

Pieczka (2011), Theunissen and Wan Noordin (2012) (with their work on 

dialogue) and DiStaso, McCorkindale and Wright (2011), and Solis and 

Breakenridge (2009), (with their work on relationships).  

Key academics have called for further research in key areas to explore the 

impact of social media on public relations practice, confirming that there is 

a need for further investigation of the nature and effects of social media, 

particularly in relation to crisis, dialogue and relationships in the online 

communication environment.   

3.3 Ontological approach: Social constructionism 
 

Ontology refers to the “study of being”, addresses the issue of human 

existence, and poses fundamental questions such as “what can be said to 

exist?” and “what is existence?”(Daymon and Hollaway, 2011, p. 100).  

Creswell (2009) refers to ontologies and epistemologies as the 

“philosophical worldview” (Creswell, 2009, p. 6) which are fundamental to 

a research project and affect the epistemological and methodological 

choices for any study.  The ontological approach taken with my research is 

social constructionism, where groups construct knowledge for one another 

and develop shared knowledge and meanings (Daymon and Holloway, 
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2011). This approach is appropriate because constructionists are focused 

on people and how people understand their own world, communication 

and experiences. “Constructionism argues that people construct their own 

understanding and knowledge of the world through their experiences and 

by reflecting on those experiences” (Weerakkody, 2009, p. 11). Further to 

this, constructionism “involves individuals asking questions and finding 

answers via exploration and assessment of what they already know to 

improve their understanding in a process of interactivity, collaboration and 

negotiation with others” (Weerakkody, 2009, pp. 10 – 11).  

Creswell (2009) explains that social constructionists seek an understanding 

of the world which is acknowledged as being rich in complexity and where 

individuals “develop subjective meanings of their experiences” which are 

“varied and multiple” rather than “narrowing meanings into a few 

categories and ideas” (Creswell, 2009, p. 8). Creswell explains that social 

constructionists use very open-ended questions, “listen carefully” to the 

responses, focus on the “specific contexts in which people live and work” 

and often address “the processes of interaction among individuals”. Social 

constructionists are very comfortable with acknowledging that their 

experiences and background will also be a factor in the research process 

and may shape the direction and outcomes.  

Social constructivism as an ontology is particularly appropriate for any 

research into social media and online communication because, given the 

newness of the platform, many elements of how social media works and 

impacts are evolving over time; especially the key element of how people 

utilise and engage with social media and how these experiences intersect 

in a real-world environment. Social constructivism will allow me to 

investigate complex and multiple views of social media crisis and paracrisis 

and to investigate how organisations and individuals respond in all the 

complicated context of the online communication environment. 
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3.4 Epistemological approach: Interpretivism 
 

The chosen epistemological approach for my research is interpretivist, and 

this approach flows strongly from the social constructionist ontology. 

Interpretivists “express an ontological belief in the existence of multiple 

realities and truths which are open to change because the social world, not 

having a separate existence from the individual, is socially constructed” 

(Daymon and Hollaway, 2011, p. 102). Interpretivists recognise that a role 

is played by the observer or researcher, acknowledge multiple realities and 

multiple meanings, and understand that findings may be “observer 

dependent” (Yin, 2014, p.17).  

“Interpretivists do not seek to predict behaviour or affirm laws that govern 

communication relationships. Instead they attempt to uncover the 

meanings by which people understand their own experiences, behaviours 

and communication. In effect, interpretivist researchers prioritise 

understanding over scientific explanation” (Daymon and Hollaway, 2011, p. 

102). 

Interpretivism is an appropriate epistemology for my study because it 

embraces the complexity of the research and the issue, the influence of the 

individuals and organisations involved, who are both subjects and also part 

of social world and social reality which is being investigated. Daymon and 

Holloway (2011) explain interpretivism further by saying: “Reality is 

constructed by human beings in interaction with each other and the 

meaning they give to their own and others’ actions” (p. 102). Interpretivism 

allows for an involvement from both the subjects and the researcher who 

is clearly acknowledged as being part of the social world being 

investigated. As a public relations practitioner with more than 25 years in 

the field, my own background and workplace experiences will inevitably 

influence and guide my approaches on how to conduct this research 

including what is worthy of investigating, what concerns are most 

intriguing about crisis response in an online space, what fields or industries 

are most likely to experience crisis or paracrisis events, how can data be 
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collected to reveal the most interesting observations and, importantly, how 

can the data be analysed and interpreted.  

3.5 Methodology: Nested case study 
 

Case study has been chosen as the method for this research because it 

involves an intensive investigation of a complex event in a real-world 

context (Daymon and Holloway, 2011) and will link successfully with the 

social constructionist ontology and interpretivist epistemology research 

approaches. Case study research is distinct from other qualitative 

approaches because of its “specific, in-depth focus on a phenomenon in its 

naturalistic setting as an object of interest in its own right” (Daymon and 

Holloway, 2011, p. 114) and because it utilises multiple sources of data or 

evidence relating to a single phenomenon or issue “within its social 

context, which is bounded by time and place” (Daymon and Holloway, 

2011, p. 115).  Yin’s (2014) definitions concur with Daymon and Hollaway’s 

(2011) with Yin (2014) describing case study as examining an issue, event, 

process or problem within a particular context. Yin (2014) writes that case 

study is an empirical enquiry “that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context 

especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context 

may not be clearly evident” (p. 16). Yin (2014) also says: “A case study 

enquiry copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will 

be many more variables of interest than data points, and as a result relies 

on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 

triangulating fashion, and as a result benefits from the prior development 

of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (p. 17). 

Yin (2014) says case study is useful for helping to “understand complex 

social phenomena” (p.4) and this seems an ideal approach for any study of 

social media, crisis and paracrisis, given the complexity of online 

communication channels and the way people are choosing to adopt and 

utilise them. 
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Sarantakos (2005) outlines the key strengths of case study research as 

allowing in-depth research, allowing the researcher to produce first-hand 

information from natural settings, employing methods that encourage 

familiarity and close contact with informants, allowing the employment of 

a variety of interrelated methods and sources, implying long-term contacts 

and personal experiences in the field, focusing on direct and verifiable life 

experiences, producing information that covers the whole unit and not 

only small aspects of it (Sarantakos, 2005). Stake (2003) says the “case 

study method has been too little honoured as the intrinsic study of a 

valued particular, as it is in biography, institutional study, program 

evaluation, therapeutic practice, and many lines of work. Generalisation 

should not be emphasised in all lines of research” (Stake, 2003, p. 140). 

Research into the Australian immunisation issue, and resulting crisis and 

paracrisis events on immunisation, will require in-depth analysis and access 

to a variety of sources of information. A case study approach will require 

multiple sources of data and multiple data collections methods and this 

research will occur within a natural and real-world environment. It can be 

used to provide insight into the “valued particular” (Stake, 2003, p. 140). 

The information collected could provide insights into the issue of crisis 

communication and social media, in particular organisations and in 

particular instances, that will and can be revealing about the nature of 

crisis management and response, in a multi-connected and complex world, 

and the nature of social media and how people are choosing to utilise 

these platforms to communicate their views and respond to the views of 

others. 

3.6 Method: Integrated literature review, discourse analysis, 

phenomenological analysis and representation  
 

3.6.1 Integrative literature review 

In certain fields, such as communication, it can be challenging for scholars 

and researchers to keep up with emerging concepts and ideas and to 

remain as Snyder (2019) says “at the forefront” (p. 333) of significant 

research work in a given field. For this reason, “literature review as a 
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research method is more relevant than ever” (Snyder, 2019, p. 333) and it 

was chosen for this research because of its usefulness in exploring and 

analysing the emerging concept of paracrisis.  An integrative literature 

review (ILR) is a sophisticated research method which “reviews, critiques 

and synthesises knowledge” (Torraco, 2005, p. 356) in order to provide 

new perspectives and insights. ILR researchers choose an emerging issue, 

problem or mature topic and carry out a comprehensive, itemised 

literature search in order to identify and then analyse literature which will 

yield a “holistic conceptualization and synthesis of the literature to date” 

(p. 357) and generate new knowledge. ILRs must be supported by a 

discussion of the importance of the topic or problem and the resultant 

literature review must have a wide applicability within the industry or field 

(Torraco, 2005).  

ILRs must demonstrate a conceptual structuring and the author must 

develop “a guiding theory, a set of competing models or a point of view on 

the topic” (Torraco, 2005, p. 359), and an ILR must also include a clear 

explanation of how the literature has been selected, the reasons it was 

screened for relevance, and where it came from (Shuck, 2011). An ILR 

involves deconstructing a topic into key elements which may include the 

central concepts, the history or foundations of the topic or issue, and 

applications of the topic. Following a careful analysis of these elements, the 

researcher has the opportunity to “create a better understanding of the 

topic through synthesis”, and through integrating “existing ideas with new 

ideas to create a new formulation of the topic or issue” (Torraco, 2005, 

p.362). First cycle concept coding and second cycle theoretical coding, 

following Saldaña (2016), have been chosen as a means of interrogating 

the chosen literature in order to identify critical concepts and build a 

theoretical framework or a model of what emerges.   

ILR has been chosen as a method for project 1 of this thesis because it 

provides the opportunity to interrogate the genesis of paracrisis as 

revealed through the work of scholars. Through careful analysis of existing 

literature via an ILR, it is hoped that a comprehensive picture can be 
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formed of the unique challenges of paracrises and online crises, how 

organisations are preparing for and responding to online crisis events, key 

themes that may be emerging, with the view to utilising “logical and 

conceptual reasoning” (Shuck, 2011, p.361) and proposing a model or 

framework of paracrisis.  

3.6.2 Discourse analysis 

Discourse analysis involves an examination of how meanings are developed 

in the communication process and the analysis of “talk and text”, 

embracing “written, spoken and non-verbal language as well as other 

forms of presentation sourced in interviews, documents and visual images 

such as films, photos and advertisements” (Daymon and Holloway, 2011, p. 

165). The second project, involving the analysis of posts to the Light for 

Riley Facebook site, lends itself to discourse analysis as this will provide an 

opportunity to extend beyond a textual or content examination to 

addressing “how language is used, why, when and by whom” (Daymon and 

Holloway, 2011, p. 168).  

Gee (2014) describes a critical as well as a descriptive approach to 

discourse analysis where the goal is to “speak to and, perhaps, intervene 

in, institutional, social, or political issues, problems and controversies in the 

world” (p. 9). Discourse analysis can “illuminate” and provide support or 

evidence for a new theory which “contributes in terms of understanding 

and intervention to important issues and problems in some area that 

interests and motivates us as global citizens” (p. 11).   

Gee’s (2014) approach will be particularly useful because he describes 

discourse analysis as a means to interrogate language choices in 

communication and, through an interrogation of language, provide a 

means by which people can be known and understood. He says: “we use 

language to build things in the world, to engage in world-building and to 

keep the social world going” (p. 31). The linking of discourse and language-

making as a contribution to “world-building” aligns well with an 

investigation of social media use, and reflects the innate complexity of 

public opinion and how people communicate in online spaces.    
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Discourse analysis will allow me to investigate how and why social media 

communication is occurring in relation to the immunisation issue in 

Australia and address wider “political, social, cultural or economic contexts 

surrounding the discourse under investigation and how these might shape 

the discourse and also be changed by it” (Daymon and Holloway, 2011, pp. 

167-168).   

3.6.3 Phenomenological analysis and representation 

The final research project in this thesis explores the motivations, the 

orientations and the personal stories of people who have dedicated their 

working lives to advancing the pro-immunisation agenda; who are these 

people, what motivates them, how did they become involved in promoting 

or supporting immunisation, and what reflections can they share about 

their work and their views on the role of social media platforms in 

communicating a pro-immunisation message?   

This project draws on phenomenological analysis and representation and 

heuristic enquiry (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen 

1997) to address the research question for this project which is:  

Creswell and Poth (2018) state that a minimum of five participants should 

be used for a research project which follows hermeneutic 

phenomenological analysis and representation. A decision was made to 

approach senior level people in government organisations and hospital 

settings in order to maximise the potential to gain strategic insight into the 

way organisations and individuals promulgate the pro-immunisation 

argument. Searches were undertaken through LinkedIn and Google to 

identify candidates and I also requested help and suggestions from a 

former health department contact. Email, LinkedIn messages and 

telephone approaches were made to approximately 15 people, including 

the five who ultimately consented to be interviewed for the project. It 

should be noted that there was reluctance from some people to participate 

in this research project, particularly from communication specialists in 

health departments. Consequently, the shortlist of possible participants 

self-selected to the five who took part, most of whom have medical or 
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clinical backgrounds. Those who were approached, but decided against 

participating, were not forthcoming about the reasons for their refusal, but 

it can be speculated that the decisions were a consequence of the 

sensitivity that surrounds the immunisation issue and possibly political 

sensitivities with working in government organisations. Those who chose 

to participate are senior level people with long career histories in the fields 

of public health, epidemiology, disease prevention, immunisation delivery, 

or whom have a current role in designing programs which support and 

advocate for immunisation. Each interview session was guided by a series 

of open-ended and semi-structured questions framed to develop an 

understanding of experiences from each person’s point of view, and to 

affirm the importance and value of these views and experiences. A copy of 

the interview guide and the questions posed is included as Appendix 5. The 

interviews with each participant continued for 60 to 90 minutes and all 

interviewees were encouraged to share their own stories in relation to 

public health and immunisation.  

A hermeneutic phenomenological study as described by Van Manen (1997) 

begins with an “abiding concern”, such as the role, significance and 

importance of immunisation in society, and provides an avenue “to 

question the way we experience the world” (p. 5); to build an 

understanding through “description, interpretation, and self-reflective or 

critical analysis” (p. 4) in order to gain a deeper understanding of the life 

experiences or meanings “as we live them in our everyday existence, our 

lifeworld” (p. 11).  

In choosing Creswell and Poth (2018), Moustakas (1994) and van Manen 

(1998) and hermeneutic phenomenological representation and analysis to 

frame this research project, my objective was “to construct an animating, 

evocative description (text) of human actions, behaviors, intentions and 

experiences as we meet them in the lifeworld” (Van Manen, 1997, p. 19). 

In this sense my own background and knowledge about health 

communication was guided the investigation and I became “in a sense the 

guardian and defender of the true nature of the object. He or she wants to 
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show it, describe it, interpret it while remaining faithful to it – aware that 

one is easily misled, side-tracked, or enchanted by extraneous elements” 

(Van Manen, p. 20). This approach supported a level of connectedness 

between the work of building knowledge about the purpose and lifeworld 

of pro-immunisation strategists; to allow opportunities to draw out 

meanings and build a complex and nuanced understanding of the 

phenomenon and scenarios described. In outlining and supporting this 

approach, hermeneutic phenomenology recognises that a researcher can 

be oriented towards a study in “a unique and personal way” (Van Manen, 

1997, p. 20), that phenomenological human science is “discovery oriented” 

(p. 27), and that it is “collected by lived experience and recollects lived 

experience – is validated by lived experience and it validates lived 

experience” (p. 27) in a “validating circle of inquiry” (p. 27). This project is 

aimed at developing a greater understanding of each person’s lifeworlds; 

to examine the reasons why they were drawn to the field of public health 

in order to better understand what motivates them, what challenges they 

face and what they envisage for the future.  

Creswell and Poth (2018), drawing on Moustakas (1997), have developed a 

simplified version of phenomenological analysis and representation and set 

out six key steps in a clear process for inquiry and interpretation of a 

phenomenon in order to recognise its essence; what it is in all its 

complexity and nuance: 

Write a description of the researcher’s own experience of the 

phenomenon; setting out the researcher’s own background with the issue 

being examined in order to acknowledge that all people have histories and 

that it is important to be transparent so the reader is clear about the 

orientation of researcher.  

Develop a list of significant statements from the interviews that show 

how individuals experienced the topic, treating each statement as equal in 

value. 
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Group the significant statements into broader categories, themes or 

“units of information” (Creswell and Poth, p. 201) in order to “create 

clusters” and remove repetition. 

Outline “what” the study participants experienced; what happened, with 

verbatim examples. 

Outline “how” the experiences occurred; reflecting on setting and context 

of the experiences in order to develop a “structural description” of the 

phenomenon in all its rich detail and context (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 

201). 

Write a detailed description of the phenomenon in order to explicate the 

essence of the experience; that incorporates both the “textual and 

structural descriptions” (p. 201) including what the participants 

experienced and how those experiences occurred.  

3.6.4 In-depth interviews 

Interviews provide a flexible and comprehensive means to gather research 

data, allowing great freedom for the subject to consider and reflect on 

their responses and “explore their own thoughts more deeply” (Daymon 

and Holloway, 2011, p. 221) as part of a reflexive and reflective endeavour 

to build insight into personal experiences. Interviewees may react 

spontaneously and honestly to a personal interview with a researcher, can 

answer questions in their own words, using terminology or expressions 

which are familiar to them, and adding a great deal of detail and reflection 

to their responses. The interviewer acts freely in this context, on the basis 

of certain research points, formulating questions as required and 

employing neutral probing. The structure of the interview is flexible and 

the restrictions minimal, in most cases taking the form of guides rather 

than rules (Sarantakos, 2005). This contrasts with the more rigid approach 

of the quantitative questionnaire and will be a fruitful method for Project 3 

to explore personal stories and find the “essence” (Creswell and Poth, 

2018, p. 201) of their lived experiences as epidemiologists, health policy 

educators and immunisation researchers. The great value of using in-depth 

interviews for my research is that this method will guide the interview, to 
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ensure rigour to the research, but will allow some latitude for interviewees 

to tell their story (Stake, 2003) in their own words and in their own way. It 

will also allow reflexivity and the opportunity to expand, explore and 

amplify on themes and ideas which emerge throughout the interview 

experience, from the first person to the fifth person interviewed, as the 

composite story emerges.   

3.7 Limitations of the research 
 

This research thesis employs social constructionist ontology, interpretivist 

epistemology, qualitative methodology and case study research methods 

to explore the emerging concept of paracrisis and the way social media has 

changed the way crisis events occur, as examined through the lens of the 

immunisation paracrisis. While every effort has been made to be rigorous, 

and to analyse the data collected following the methods of the scholars 

chosen (Saldaña, 2016; Gee, 2014; and Creswell and Poth, 2018), the 

research approaches adopted are openly reflexive, socially constructionist 

and interpretivist as conducted by this researcher, given her choices, and at 

this point in time. Consequently the findings of this research will be unique, 

and may reveal insights into the paracrisis phenomenon.   

  



61 
 

Chapter 4:  Crisis, paracrisis and online dialogue: What 

does an integrative literature review reveal? 
 

4.1 Introduction 
 

Online communication platforms have engendered significant new 

challenges for professional communicators, given the breadth and number 

of platforms available for stakeholders to post, comment and generally 

share their experiences or opinions (Shirky, 2008). Online communication 

platforms have provided a range of tools for stakeholders to use if they feel 

disposed to criticise or challenge an organisation’s policies, decisions, and 

even legitimacy, to the point of significant reputational damage (Fearn-

Banks, 2011). Challenges to organisational legitimacy are generated 

through online forums and are much more prevalent, quick to develop, 

long-lasting and likely to impact on an organisation’s future (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2012). The first project in this thesis seeks to explore the 

emerging concept of paracrisis, and the significant challenges for 

organisations in responding to and engaging in online communication with 

their stakeholders in ways that are far more direct, unfiltered, frank and, 

occasionally, explosive and reputationally damaging. Integrative literature 

review has been chosen as a methodology to synthesise the scholarly 

literature in this emerging field and identify, investigate, and analyse ideas 

and themes described by leading academics. This integrative literature 

review addresses the following research question:  

How does paracrisis impact online communication and crisis preparation?  

Torraco (2005) outlines three stages for an integrative literature review, 

beginning with a clear strategy for selecting the literature. The second 

stage involves writing a critical analysis to build a “holistic 

conceptualization and synthesis of the literature to date” (p. 357) that 

could lead to a better understanding of an emerging concept. These first 

two stages set up a foundation for the critique. With strengths and 

deficiencies exposed in the existing literature, the author now contributes 
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their own insights in a “creative activity” (p. 362) of synthesis to distil what 

has been learned and combine their own insights to potentially produce a 

new conceptual model or framework.  

This chapter outlines the process by which the literature was identified and 

chosen for this review, and the decisions that were made regarding 

inclusion and exclusion of literature, following further direction for an 

integrative literature review, as outlined by Shuck (2011). This chapter 

explains the first and second cycle coding methodology that has been 

chosen (Saldaña, 2016) to critically analyse the literature, identify key 

concepts, build a theoretical framework, and then deliver the synthesis 

(Torraco, 2005). The aim with this integrative literature review is to yield 

new understandings of paracrisis and the unique features of organisational 

crisis events which occur in online and digital platforms.  

4.2 Approach: How the integrative literature review was conducted 

Following Shuck’s (2011) and Callahan’s (2010) systematic approach to 

delineating the work chosen for an integrative literature review, a list was 

created of all academic journals which had published articles identified 

through online library-based searches conducted by the researcher over 

the previous three years of reading into this topic. From this list of journals, 

five journals were identified as publishing the majority (95%) of the 

journal-based literature identified by the researcher. Consequently, a list of 

journals used for this integrative literature review comprised: Public 

Relations Review; Journal of Communication Management; Journal of PR 

Research; Corporate Communication: An International Journal; and 

Technology in Society. A list of seven keywords was identified to search for 

in the five journals: crisis management, crisis response, online crisis, online 

reputation, online risk, paracrisis and reputation. Given that the term 

paracrisis was first coined by Timothy Coombs and Sherry Holladay in 2012, 

a decision was made to confine this review to articles published from 2012 

until 2016. 
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Memo 1: 14 November 2016 
Deciding on the parameters 
I decided to review the great pile of journal articles I had been 
reading for the past three years and make a list of all the 
journals which had published work on online crisis events.  
After developing this list I realised that the vast majority of 
articles, about 95%, came from five journals: Public Relations 
Review, Journal of Communication Management, Journal of PR 
Research, Corporate Communication: An International Journal, 
and Technology in Society. I decided that I would limit my 
search to these five journals, given they had the strongest track 
record of publishing articles in this field. 
I developed a list of seven keywords I would search for: 
paracrisis, online crisis, crisis response, crisis management, 
online risk, reputation and online reputation. I also delineated 
the time period I would use as the period from January 2012 
until December 2016. It seemed logical to begin with 2012 and 
continue until December of this year, to keep the period to four 
complete calendar years. 
I am unsure how many articles these search parameters will 
produce, but I am keen to get a comprehensive pool of work 
and confident that these boundaries will ensure I don’t miss 
anything significant in the field. 
 

Using EndNote as a repository for the articles identified within these search 

parameters, searches of databases were conducted for each of the five 

journals, for each of the seven keywords, during the defined period. A 

decision was made to eliminate “reputation” as a keyword in the search as 

a consequence of identifying that this keyword added a large number of 

articles to the review, many of which were not germane to an investigation 

of crisis in online platforms. With this keyword eliminated, a total of 305 

articles were identified for the remaining six keywords which were 

reviewed and screened for relevance to the topic of online communication 

crisis (See Appendix 1). 

Memo 3: 15 January 2017 
Searching for and storing each article in EndNote 
It is a time-consuming process to search for each keyword in 
each journal, download them and store them in EndNote. It has 
taken me several weeks to download them all so that they are 
available and ready for review to include or exclude from my 
dataset. The dataset is very large, so I have decided to exclude 
“reputation” because it brings in too many articles which are 
not covering online reputational issues. There are doubles and 
triples with some of my keywords, but this is reassuring 
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because it shows the keywords I’ve chosen are central to the 
search and suggests I am not missing key literature. 
I’ve built a table of the search parameters so I have a list of how 
many articles I’ve downloaded and the categories for each.  

 

Following Shuck (2011) and Torraco (2005), the 305 articles were screened 

for relevance through reviewing the abstracts and eliminated if they did 

not relate specifically to online crisis, if they related to online crises 

involving or generated by internal stakeholders, or if they related to 

broader organisational factors such as corporate social responsibility. A 

final list of 14 articles was established for coding analysis. 

 
Memo 4: 6 February 2017 
Reviewing the abstracts 
This is challenging! I have a pool of 305 articles which I realise 
now is a very ambitious number and a product of not wanting 
to miss out on key literature, but which makes this quite an 
arduous task.  
In my first review of the abstracts, I only managed to cull to a 
dataset of 64 articles which is still too many for the coding 
process we are planning. I excluded articles which did not 
relate specifically to online crisis, if they related too closely to 
internal organisational events, or if they related to broader 
organisational factors such as corporate social responsibility. I 
had to screen again, which got me to a shortlist of 25 articles, 
which was still too many for coding analysis. 
I printed out these 25 articles and read each article in its 
entirety in order to cull again, using the same exclusionary 
criteria, and which resulted in a final dataset of 14 articles.  

 

Coding of the 14 articles follows Saldaña (2016) by adopting concept 

coding as a first cycle coding method and theoretical coding as a second 

cycle coding method. Coding was chosen as a method of analysis for this 

integrative literature review project because of the power it provides to 

not only label but also to link information, to continually pose the question 

of “What strikes you?” as you read and re-read the materials being coded 

(Saldaña, 2016), and to identify “cherry-picked, dialogic sound bites” which 

can then be more intensively analysed (Sullivan, 2012, as cited in Saldaña, 

2016, p.18).  
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4.3 First cycle coding 
 

A careful reading of the findings and discussion or conclusion sections of 

the 14 articles identified a total of 44 key points which were then 

categorised into 10 first cycle concepts and provide striking initial 

categories of commentary on the nature of social media, the unique 

features of online crises and paracrisis, and the way in which key 

stakeholders and publics choose to engage with and utilise online 

communication mediums (See Appendix 2).  

 

  @RoslynCox  

Key concept: Publics have their own ideas and 

viewpoints 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

5pm, 5 August, 2017 

 

Eight of the 14 journal articles analysed (See Appendix 2) argued that 

publics have their own ideas and viewpoints. This concept reflects and 

emphasises that social media and online platforms now provide a ready 

and available tool for stakeholders to express their own views and 

opinions. In a study done by Johansen, et al., (2016) of the European 

telecommunications company Telenor, the researchers looked at the way 

organisations dealt with crisis in online forums, showing that there are 

many different voices that contribute to an overall narrative in a crisis 

situation. “These voices all contribute to the interpretations of the crisis, 

and they interact not only with the company but also with one another” (p. 

299). Kim et al., (2016) support this assertion about the complexity of crisis 

environments, the many voices which are apparent during online crisis 

events, observing that the details of a crisis are often told by “multiple 

voices, both verified and unverified (p. 2). Johansen, et al., (2016) argue 

that a new and “less organization-centric approach to crisis communication 

is needed, taking into account the complex and multi-vocal communication 

processes found in the rhetorical arena” (p. 299). Sanderson et al., (2016) 
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investigated an online crisis event and backlash in response to a Twitter 

campaign to promote a Florida State University footballer, Jameis Winston. 

Publics reacted very negatively to the promotional campaign, given that 

Winston had faced several serious legal situations including two allegations 

of stealing and one of rape (which was later dropped). The response to an 

invitation to ask Winston questions about his football career via Twitter 

was a swift and negative one from stakeholders and publics, with many 

tweets accusing Winston of using his position to avoid justice in the court 

system. Sanderson, et al., (2016) argue strongly that there is danger in not 

appropriately taking the “pulse” of the audience, to carefully consider 

current and past events before launching a campaign of this type because 

of the power publics have to “turn the tables” and take a campaign in a 

negative direction, and even trigger a crisis as in the #AskJameis situation. 

As Sanderson, et al., (2016) succinctly put it: “The participatory nature of 

social media meshes organizational public relations practices with a 

diversity of voices that can take public relations efforts in unwelcome 

directions” (p.36) so it is imperative to acknowledge the independence of 

stakeholders’ viewpoints in online forums and crisis events, that they 

cannot be suppressed or diluted by more prevalent or powerful 

organisational voices, that stakeholders expect to be heard and receive a 

satisfactory response, and that they are an intelligent group with a long 

memory for controversy and scandal.  

Einwiller and Steilen (2015) explored the way large companies investigate 

complaints. This study shows a preference by organisations to move 

complaints and complaint responses away from social media platforms and 

into private and direct correspondence because online complaints can 

become “contagious” and trigger “online firestorms” through support from 

other disgruntled stakeholders, culminating in “anger, contempt and 

disgust” (p. 196). Further, Einwiller and Steilen’s (2015) research reveals 

that of the 5023 online complaints reviewed in their study, almost half 

(47%) did not receive a corporate response at all. In summary, this study 

found that companies are not fully embracing the potential of social media 

and the opportunities this medium offers to connect with and assist 
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stakeholders. In addition, analysis showed the importance of a speedy and 

timely response which benefits the disgruntled stakeholder as well as any 

third parties who may be monitoring responses online.   

 

   @RoslynCox  

Key concept: Publics are motivated to share their 

views online 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

6pm, 5 August, 2017 

 

The second key concept, identified in 10 of the 14 journal articles analysed, 

noted that publics are motivated to share their views online, that publics 

can be central communicators during crisis events, and at times may create 

uncertainty or be inaccurate in what they post during a crisis. Building on 

the first concept identified through first cycle coding (Saldaña, 2016), Ott 

and Theunissen (2015) describe a series of case studies as examples of the 

power of social media and to demonstrate that stakeholders and publics 

are very ready and prepared to post a comment or criticism in an online 

platform, including budget airline Jetstar which received 10,000 requests 

every month and up to 10,000 enquiries every day during a crisis event. Ott 

and Theunissen (2015) describe a new level of scrutiny with half of all 

social media users saying that at least once per month they express a 

complaint or concern about a product or service on social media. In their 

study Brummette and Sisco (2015) explore the way stakeholder tweets can 

be used during a crisis event as a barometer of public opinion in order to 

monitor emotional reactions and respond better to concerns raised by 

stakeholders. Brummette and Sisco (2015) describe online stakeholders as 

“creators of crisis communication content who directly influence multiple 

followers” (p. 94) and these stakeholders can have a negative effect if the 

information they post is inaccurate or creates uncertainty. Succinctly put, 

“electronic word of mouth is capable of spreading negative emotions 

across geographical boundaries very quickly” (Einwiller and Steilen, 2015, 
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p. 95) so the role of online stakeholders needs to be recognised and 

carefully monitored, especially during crisis events. The work of Krishna 

and Kim (2015) supports these ideas and further expands the 

understanding of paracrisis, through their examination of the posts of Ernst 

& Young employees in India to a Facebook “Confessions” page. The posts 

analysed by this study are a mixture of both positive and negative 

comments about working for Ernst & Young. There are positive posts about 

working in great teams, from people who have left the firm but post about 

the places they have subsequently worked which are not as good as Ernst 

& Young. There are also complaints about policies, specific personnel and 

general management practices. In their study Einwiller and Steilen (2015) 

revealed that responding in any way to the complaints from stakeholders 

enhanced complaint satisfaction, which supports the key concept, that 

publics have their own ideas and viewpoints, are motivated to share them 

online and, as the work of Einwiller and Steilen (2015) identifies, have an 

expectation that their concerns or views will be addressed.  

   @RoslynCox 

Key concept: Social media provide a tool or weapon 

for publics to express their views 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

11am, 6 August, 2017 

 

The next key concept is outlined in 11 of the 14 journal articles analysed, 

where social media can be seen as a tool or weapon for publics to express 

their views. Pang et al.,  (2014) point to the speed with which an 

organisational crisis can be triggered online, facilitated by the sharing 

capability of user-generated content in platforms like YouTube, Twitter, 

Facebook and blogs and the preparedness of publics to like, re-post or re-

tweet an idea or item they support, which then can go viral. Pang et al., 

(2014) describe the Domino’s Pizza crisis from 2009 where two rogue 

employees filmed themselves putting cheese in their noses and pretending 

to put it on pizzas they were making for customers, and this unpleasant 
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display was posted to YouTube, subsequently going viral with 760,000 

views in one day. This online crisis example shows how quickly an 

organisation can move from a neutral state to a full-blown crisis, courtesy 

of the speed and connectedness of online communication platforms. It also 

points to the nature and characteristics of a paracrisis, the dormant 

propensity or risk of a crisis occurring when you combine the ease of online 

posting with a decision made by the two employees to damage the 

company they work for and raise doubts about hygienic work practices in 

the food industry. Pang et al., (2014) also argue that video-based social 

media posts are more likely to gain traction and following than text-based 

postings or updates, pointing to the Dave-Carroll-United Airlines crisis 

described earlier in chapter one, where Dave Carroll’s song criticising his 

treatment as a customer went viral, resulting in 3 million views in 10 days, 

thousands of supportive emails and many requests to “friend” Carroll on 

Facebook. Both of these crises are clear examples of how social media can 

be used as a tool or weapon to express a stakeholder’s views, to upbraid 

or denigrate an organisation for poor practices, and cause a crisis that can 

last until the particular stakeholder is satisfied that adequate action has 

been taken. Krishna and Kim’s (2015) study is another example of 

stakeholders’ preparedness to use social media as a weapon. Posts 

analysed in this study criticise decisions to appoint staff from outside the 

organisation, criticise specific managers and their leadership abilities, 

describe poor planning on projects, and a failure to properly support staff 

who work long hours. A study by Johansen et al., (2016) revealed similar 

findings as the Krishna and Kim (2015) study, with both positive and 

negative Facebook posts made about telecommunications company 

Telenor. Johansen et al., (2016) describe this situation as a “rhetorical 

arena” where the company is forced “to navigate between enemies and 

friends” (p. 289) and where a negative comment from a single person can 

build momentum very quickly and trigger a “storm of likes and comments 

from other customers sympathizing with him” (p.290). The work of 

Sanderson et al., (2016) takes the concept of viewing social media as a tool 

and weapon even further because their study describes the way a planned 
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positive, promotion of a star athlete, Jameis Winston, by the Florida State 

University football team, can turn into a reputationally damaging crisis as a 

result of how key stakeholders and publics choose to respond to an offer to 

chat with the athlete via a social media platform. In this instance, Jameis 

Winston’s personal reputation was under scrutiny and he had been 

accused of stealing from stores on two occasions and a claim of rape had 

been made against the athlete, although the rape charges had been 

dropped through lack of evidence. Social media platforms are truly two-

way communication vehicles and publics are well able to express their own 

opinions and “turn the tables” (p. 32) on organisational narratives if they 

are angry or feel at odds with those narratives. “Organisations no longer 

have sole control over messages and are subjected to a multiplicity of 

voices” (Sanderson et al., 2016, p. 32) and publics are more than prepared 

to use those voices to deliver a sharp and powerful message that will 

negatively impact on an organisation if they feel it is warranted. Building on 

the two previous concepts identified, the concept that social media is both 

a tool and a weapon reflects the power social media provides and that 

many users are prepared and willing to use online communication 

platforms to criticise organisations to quite a serious level, such as 

challenging their business practices and decisions, ethics, and even 

legitimacy, to the point of reputational damage. 

These examples also point to an expectation stakeholders have of 

organisations, described by Ott and Theunissen (2015), who argue that 

users expect organisations to communicate transparently and openly, and 

that the types of crisis incidents occurring with some regularity are a 

reminder that stakeholders also have the ability to search for and uncover 

facts that organisations would prefer to hide or ignore.    
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  @ RoslynCox 

Key concept: Listening is critical 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

12pm, 6 August, 2017 

 

The next key concept identified, that listening is critical when in engaging 

in online platforms, was identified in 11 of the 14 journal articles analysed. 

This literature also raised the importance of adapting messages to suit the 

style and tone of social media environments, and that there is increasing 

public scrutiny of organisations. Coombs and Holladay (2012) emphasise 

that stakeholders are willing to take action and pursue change and 

Brummette and Sisco (2014) advise that monitoring is critical because of 

the speed with which damaging information can spread, suggesting that 

“effective crisis management efforts must incorporate elements of social 

media monitoring” while also being “responsive to trends identified during 

such analysis” (p. 95). Listening to publics and monitoring their views in 

social media platforms is particularly important during crisis events where 

stakeholders expect “an organisation to be fully responsible for a critical 

situation and thus fully engaged in conversations” (Romenti et al., 2014, p. 

28).  Further, one of the most serious criticisms made of organisations and 

the ways in which they interact and engage with online platforms is a 

failure to engage in true dialogue (Kent, 2010; 2013). Ott and Theunissen 

(2015) describe the crisis event where United States restaurant chain 

Applebee’s sacked an employee for breaking the company’s privacy policy 

after posting a copy of a receipt on which a customer had handwritten a 

statement on why he refused to tip the employee. The sacking of the 

staffer was viewed as very harsh treatment and the crisis for Applebee’s 

was dramatically worsened when publics decided the company was not 

only not listening and engaging in online dialogue on the issue but also 

trying to persuade publics to the company viewpoint. Krishna and Kim 

(2015) point to the importance of monitoring key sites and addressing 

issues at early points so they can be properly addressed and Einwiller and 

Steilen (2015) point to the importance of careful listening and responses 
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which actually address the problem rather than “a hasty reaction that still 

leaves the complainant frustrated” (p. 202). The work of Lee and Park 

(2013) also supports the importance of listening and further highlights that 

using the internet and social media platforms for true dialogic 

communication, is a means to build “dynamic and enduring” relationships 

with publics (p. 202). True listening and consequent balanced dialogue, 

without trying to diminish or dissuade stakeholders from the legitimacy of 

their own viewpoints, is seen by these nine authors as central to successful 

online engagement.   

 

  @ RoslynCox 

Key concept: Organisational responses should reflect 

shared values with important stakeholders 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

2pm, 6 August, 2017 

 

Another key concept identified is the importance of organisations sharing 

values with key stakeholders and ensuring that the practices and 

approaches of organisations reflect these shared values. This key concept 

was identified in eleven articles of the literature analysed for this review. 

Coombs and Holladay (2012) argue that managers should build their crisis 

responses and defence around “core values they share with important 

stakeholders” (p. 412). Romenti, et al., (2014) also support this approach 

and talk about a “participant-centered” or “centrifugal orientation” in crisis 

management and response, where organisations “employ transformative 

strategies” which are “appreciated by stakeholders” (p. 27). The work of 

Brandhorst and Jennings (2016) reflects this concept very strongly with 

their research on values advocacy and the response of the Planned 

Parenthood organisation in the United States, which was greatly damaged 

following the release in 2015 and 2016 of a series of 10 videos made by 

anti-abortion advocates. Legal action was taken against the anti-abortion 

group, known as the Center for Medical Progress, and the judgement ruled 

in Planned Parenthood’s favour with the videos described as “deceptive 
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and fallacious” (p. 723). But as a consequence of the release of videos in 

online platforms, Planned Parenthood found itself fighting to repair serious 

damage to its reputation and to protect the $500 million it receives 

annually from the federal government in the United States. Planned 

Parenthood used the idea of values advocacy to highlight the values it 

shares with the American public, such as freedom, truth, the individual’s 

right to choose and a woman’s right to make decisions about her own 

reproductive health, in order to argue for Planned Parenthood’s continued 

right to exist and to be supported by American taxpayers for providing 

legitimate services which society accepts are needed (Brandhorst and 

Jennings, 2016, p. 726). Interestingly, then US President Barack Obama 

spoke on the issue in support of Planned Parenthood saying: “If you don’t 

like birth control, don’t use it. Religious freedom doesn’t mean you can 

force others to live by your own beliefs” (Sullivan, 2012, as cited in 

Brandhorst and Jennings, 2016, p. 727). This statement by Obama reflects 

the mainstream values held by many western societies, including the 

United States, in relation to access to contraception and abortion and 

Planned Parenthood used this widely-held value to support its own claim 

to legitimacy and for its continued funding and existence. Brummette and 

Sisco (2014) describe the importance of developing a crisis response which 

serves “the needs of stakeholders” and restores normalcy as well as 

“reconfirming important values” held by both the stakeholders and the 

organisation (p. 94). 

 

  @ RoslynCox 

Key concept: Dialogue is critical 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

2pm, 6 August, 2017 

 

The importance of dialogue in responding to crises in online environments 

was identified in seven of the 14 articles that were analysed. Romenti et 

al., (2014) talk about the importance of dialogue, the need for more 

research on the best form of dialogic strategy when responding during 
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crisis events, and the need to “pay attention to stakeholders’ suggestions 

and to include them in decisions” (p. 27).  Lee and Park (2013) discuss the 

importance of “actively responding to the public’s comments on 

organizational Web sites and blog sites” (p. 202) and the critical role of 

true dialogue to build relationships with publics. Einwiller and Steilen 

(2015) argue that many companies are “moderately responsive” (p. 201) 

when it comes to stakeholders’ complaints and are not fully utilising the 

opportunities to engage with their stakeholders and publics via social 

media. In their investigation of the Applebee’s social media crisis, Ott and 

Theunissen (2015) point to the problems that arose when the company 

chose to try and persuade online publics to agree with their point of view, 

rather than engaging in true dialogue, which compounded the crisis for 

Applebee’s when infuriated publics copied and posted further 

“denunciatory posts” (p. 100).  In discussing Planned Parenthood’s 

response to the crisis initiated by anti-abortion groups, Brandhorst and 

Jennings (2016) highlight the importance of an ongoing dialogue with key 

publics where an organisation actively work to explain its position, through 

values advocacy, and “build credibility with various publics before, during 

and after a crisis” (p. 731). All 14 authors emphasise that an understanding 

of true dialogue is critical, in that it cannot be an attempt by the 

organisation to drown out the view of publics or to dominate and impose 

the organisation’s position. Dialogue must be a genuine attempt to listen, 

to truly hear, and to create dialogue with other voices which are respectful, 

cognisant that other viewpoints have validity and a right to exist.   

 

  @ RoslynCox 

Key concept: Build a presence and credibility in 

online channels 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

2pm, 6 August, 2017 

 

The concept of building a presence in online channels and establishing 

credibility with online publics was identified in nine of the 14 articles 
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analysed. Coombs and Holladay (2012) write that stakeholders frequently 

scan online channels to search for organisational responses to paracrises 

and that organisations need to establish a voice in social media if they are 

to have any credibility in connecting and responding to their publics. The 

aim for organisations is to be a presence in online media before the 

paracrisis appears (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). Lee and Park (2013) 

describe the value of the connection between organisations and their 

publics, which is facilitated through interactive corporate blogs and 

websites. Pang et al., (2014) argue that it is important in the issues 

management phase to integrate social media platforms into an 

organisation’s stakeholder management plans, to identify relevant social 

media platforms and engage in dialogic communication with stakeholders 

so that connections are established. Ott and Theunissen (2015) argue that 

organisations need to provide forums for discussion and should not be 

trying to sanitise or control the content. “Attempts to manage reputation 

by deleting unfavourable posts or blocking critics are likely to deteriorate 

trust and ignite anger” (Ott and Theunissen, 2015, p. 101), and may create 

the suspicion that the organisation has something to hide or may “prevent 

the opportunity for the organisation to learn what is motivating online 

attacks (Ott and Theunissen, 2015). 

 

Coombs and Holladay (2012) described the importance of being “where 

the action is” and reaching out to stakeholders with organisational 

messages, arguing that it is always worth responding in online forums to 

paracrisis events, even if a post in response to the paracrisis is the first 

entry into that online medium for the organisation. Further, Coombs and 

Holladay (2012) argue that organisations should “be redundant and 

sprawl”, to aim for a large presence across multiple communication 

platforms in order “to reach as many stakeholders as possible” (p. 414). 

Romenti et al., (2014) argue that organisations “need to be proactive and 

actively participate and not only observe stakeholders’ conversations” (p. 

27). Pang et al., (2014) remind professional communicators that “even 

after mainstream media has lost interest in a crisis, conversations do 



76 
 

continue online” (p. 112) so it is important for organisations to continue to 

monitor online platforms, to reach out to stakeholders and participate in 

those conversations. In describing Facebook’s responses to Greenpeace’s 

attacks about energy efficiency, Ott and Theunissen (2015) observe that 

Facebook indirectly countered and addressed these claims through 

focusing on developing renewable energy sources for their new data centre 

in Sweden. In this way, Facebook reached out to their stakeholders with 

their message, while still monitoring and acknowledging the criticisms 

being made against the organisation by Greenpeace and creating a level of 

accountability for their policies and practices that was being demanded 

by online stakeholders. Lee and Park (2013) talk about the importance of 

actively responding to comments posted by stakeholders on websites and 

blogs, arguing that a response has a positive influence on organisational 

reputation.   

 

  @ RoslynCox 

Key concept: Stakeholders expect and demand a 

response 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

2pm, 6 August, 2017 

 

The concept that stakeholders have an expectation that organisations will 

respond to their posts and criticisms, and that a response is critical in 

responding to a paracrisis or crisis event, was identified in six of the 14 

articles analysed. Coombs and Holladay (2012) describe three response 

strategies for a paracrisis where the behaviours and practices of the 

organisation are being challenged by stakeholders. The organisation can 

refute a challenge or criticism made by stakeholders, focusing on defending 

its existing position and making a case for why existing practices should be 

acceptable to publics. The organisation can acknowledge the validity of the 

paracrisis challenge and decide to reform its practices, taking on board and 

addressing the criticisms that have been made. The third response an 

organisation can adopt is to refuse to respond, taking a decision to not 
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reply or address the paracrisis challenge with the belief that the paracrisis 

will go away if it is ignored (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). This final option 

is not recommended by Coombs and Holladay (2012) who provide 

examples of paracrisis challenges where a refusal to engage and respond 

leads to an escalation of the paracrisis. Romenti et al., (2014) agree and 

argue that a refusal to respond or engage is a risky move, particularly in 

crisis situations where stakeholders expect an organisation to be “fully 

responsible for a critical situation and thus fully engaged in 

conversations” (Romenti et al., 2014, p. 28). Further, these authors argue 

that in crisis situations, organisations need to be proactive and that 

dialogue with stakeholders can be effectively used to find “collective 

solutions”, (p. 27) that acknowledge the centrality of stakeholders and 

their right to have their concerns acknowledged and addressed. Lee and 

Park (2013) argue that through being responsive and creating open, two-

way communication, organisations build better relationships with 

stakeholders which improve relationships with publics and enhance 

corporate reputations. The work of Pang et al., (2014) supports these 

assertions and they argue that a failure to respond allows stakeholders to 

frame issues and signals an unwillingness to listen which is highly 

damaging, allowing paracrisis and crisis events to escalate. Pang et al., 

(2014) cite the case of Dell where a number of bloggers made complaints 

about poor customer support, which were not responded to by the 

company. Three weeks after these initial online complaints, Dell went even 

further in its attempts to refuse to respond by shutting down its customer 

care forum, which not only did not end the problem but created a much 

bigger story which escalated into mainstream media including 

BusinessWeek and a number of IT publications (Pang et al., 2014). The 

result was a drop in sales and falling stock prices for Dell, and illustrated 

very strongly that stakeholders are not content to have their complaints 

ignored by organisations and will react very strongly to any attempts to 

shut down communication platforms where they are expressing their 

viewpoints. Brummette and Sisco (2015) argue that an appropriate 

organisational response is an ethical responsibility, particularly during a 
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crisis event, and that a failure to both monitor and respond in social media 

platforms, such as Twitter, is a serious mistake for an organisation because 

of the speed with which damaging information and viewpoints can spread. 

In their study on responding to online customer complaints, Einwiller and 

Steilen (2015) argue that a response of any kind can improve customer 

satisfaction and that a failure to do so generates real and very public risks 

for organisations.   

 

  @ RoslynCox 

Key concept: Favourable publics can signal success 

or failure of responses 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

2pm, 6 August, 2017 

 

Monitoring the comments of favourably disposed publics to a crisis 

response can be a signal of the success or failure of that response, and an 

indication of a need to change tack, and this key concept was identified in 

seven of the 14 articles analysed. In their examination of the Lance 

Armstrong doping crisis, and the resulting fallout for Armstrong’s charity 

Livestrong, Coombs and Holladay (2014) observe: “If favorably predisposed 

publics are reacting negatively, the organization knows its crisis 

communication efforts are failing” (p. 51) and the authors argue that 

monitoring and maintaining a close understanding of these particular sub-

arenas, that is favourably disposed publics, can serve as “barometers [for] 

the effectiveness of an organization’s crisis response” (p.40). In their 

analysis of the crisis affecting the Telenor communication company, 

Johansen et al., (2016) cited some of the positive posts from existing 

customers who came out in support of Telenor and did provide a 

barometer of the progress of the online crisis and the success or 

otherwise of the company’s crisis response. Ott and Theunissen (2015) 

further develop this idea by pointing out that by relinquishing some control 

during a crisis, allowing unfavourable posts and critics to have their say and 

not deleting them, can provide a forum for the voices of loyal fans and 
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supporters to act and post in support of the organisation, which creates a 

more powerful, impartial and authentic position of defence than the 

organisational voice on its own. Wang (2016) supports this concept as well 

and says that when the correct crisis response strategies are used in social 

media communication, the negative effects of a crisis can be “reduced and 

the public’s sympathy for the organization can also be evoked” (Wang, 

2016, p. 69). Sanderson, et al., (2016) argue for careful monitoring of the 

success of the crisis response, saying “careful consideration of the active 

audience is warranted” (p. 35) and that professional communicators should 

properly consider the results of previous campaigns and “prevailing public 

attitudes” (p.35) before embarking on initiatives because there is always 

the risk that a campaign may end in disaster if the climate of public opinion 

is not properly understood as it stands at a particular time.  

 

  @ RoslynCox 

Key concept: More research is needed 

Reply Retweet   Favourite 

2pm, 6 August, 2017 

 

A call for further research on paracrisis is echoed throughout the literature 

reviewed. For example, Coombs and Holladay’s (2012) argue that the 

increasing use of social media will spawn an increasing risk of paracrisis and 

that paracrises deserve the attention of researchers because the 

“effectiveness with which they are managed can have serious implications 

for stakeholder-organization relationships” (p. 414). In their investigation 

of organisations’ conversations and dialogue in social media, Romenti et 

al., (2014) point to the importance of developing a theoretical model in 

order to contribute to the body of knowledge and the unique features of 

online dialogues, and their critical importance in online crisis 

communication. Lee and Park (2013) call for further research on the 

impact of message interactivity in online media and its impact on 

relationship management and organisational reputation. In considering the 

emotional nature of online communication and response, Brummette and 
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Sisco (2015) call for further research to “gain a better understanding of 

how to interpret the emotions displayed by their stakeholders on social 

media” (p. 94). Einwiller and Steilen (2015) call for further research to 

investigate the way companies handle complaints on their social media 

platforms in order to better understand organisations’ procedures, 

constraints and motives in online contexts. Krishna and Kim (2015) call for 

further research on other company websites in order to better 

understand the motivations of employees who choose to post both 

negative and positive comments about the organisations they work for. 

Brandhorst and Jennings (2016) call for further research on values 

advocacy functions and how it can be used in the context of crisis 

management and response, particularly in online contexts. Sanderson et 

al., (2016) argue that further research is needed to explore the 

participatory nature of social media and the impact this characteristic 

feature has on crisis preparation and response. Combined, these calls for 

further research serve to highlight the evolving nature of social media and 

the challenges of a uniquely participatory and uncontrollable 

communication medium, where publics are regularly exercising their right 

to be heard, for their views to be properly considered and addressed, and 

where publics are regularly rejecting any organisational attempts to be 

shut down, softened or silenced.  

 

4.4 Second cycle coding 
 

Second cycle methods “are advanced ways of reorganizing and reanalysing 

data coded through first cycle methods” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 234) in order to 

“develop a sense of categorical, thematic, conceptual and/or theoretical 

organization” (p. 234) which can result in a “smaller and more select list of 

broader categories, themes, concepts and/or assertions” (p. 234). 

Theoretical coding has been chosen as the second cycle approach for this 

project, because it acts “like an umbrella that covers and accounts for all 

other codes and categories formulated thus far” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 250) 

that helps to address the “how” and “why” questions of a certain 
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phenomenon through a process of integration and synthesis in order to 

develop or create a new model or theory which brings a greater 

understanding of a phenomena (Saldaña, 2016).  With theoretical coding, 

“the researcher now reflects on all of the major codes and categories to 

determine the central/core process, theme or problem” (p. 252). 

Consequently, the 10 first cycle concept codes identified in the 14 articles 

analysed for this project were coded into four over-arching “umbrella” 

codes which revealed “major and minor categories in the corpus” (p. 253) 

or the “spine” of the skeleton that was revealed through first cycle coding 

analysis. The four theoretical codes which hold “summative power” (p. 

253), were defined as:  

 

• Having a voice and wanting to be heard  

• Challenging legitimacy  

• Giving full attention; and  

• Responding.  

 
Memo 5: 3 September 2017 
Determining second cycle codes 
Following Saldaña (2016) I have settled on four over-arching, 
umbrella, second cycle codes which condense the ideas and 
revelations of the first cycle concept coding and encapsulate 
what the literature and research reveals. In some cases, the 
first cycle concept coding is identical to the key point identified 
through analysing the findings and discussion or conclusions 
section of each journal article. This “in vivo” style was adopted 
in certain places because in those cases it was the perfect 
summary of that list of key points.  
The second cycle codes were more challenging to determine. 
They needed to be broad enough to be a secondary umbrella to 
each of the first cycle codes and also be capable of being used 
as building blocks for a paracrisis model, following Saldaña’s 
(2016) approach to second cycle theoretical coding. 
1. HAVING A VOICE AND WANTING TO BE HEARD 

A. Publics have their own ideas and viewpoints 
1. Publics have their own ideas and viewpoints 

 
B. Publics are motivated to share their views online 

1. Public are crisis communicators in crisis 
events 

2. Public communicating about crises can 
create uncertainty and inaccuracy. 
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2. CHALLENGING LEGITIMACY  
A. Social media provide a tool or weapon for publics to 

express their views 
1. Social media provide a tool or weapon for 

publics to express their views 
2. Paracrisis result when stakeholders 

challenge legitimacy 
3. Managing meaning is important to crisis 

prevention 
4. Framing is not always appreciated by 

stakeholders 
5. Social media have given power to paracrisis: 

likely to spread, increased likelihood of 
occurrence. 

 
3. GIVING FULL ATTENTION  

A. Listening is critical 
1. Listening is critical 
2. Aligning: the organisations uses the same 

channels as the stakeholders 
3. Adapt messages to suit the style and tone of 

social media environments 
4. The right style and tone is important in 

online spaces 
5. Negative posts are more likely to be re-

posted if they reinforce pre-existing negative 
opinions 

6. Paracrisis and online crisis have longevity 
and revivability 

7. Increasing public scrutiny of organisations: 
reputation damage is more likely, crisis 
response is more visible. 

 
B. Organisational responses: should reflect core values 

shared with important stakeholders. 
1. Organisational responses: should reflect core 

values shared with important stakeholders 
2. Prior attitudes can have an impact on the 

success of crisis response 
 

C. Dialogue is critical 
1. Dialogue is critical 
2. Two-way communication and 

responsiveness is key 
3. Values advocacy can be a crisis response 
4. Lack of response in online platforms 

escalates crises to mainstream media 
5. Contingent message interactivity builds 

relationships 
6. Paracrisis events impact stakeholder-

organisation relationships 
 

D. Build a presence and credibility in online channels 
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1. Build a presence and credibility on online 
channels 

2. “Be where the action is”, reach out to 
stakeholders with your message 

3. Defensive responses lead to more 
dissatisfaction than accommodative ones 

 
4.  RESPONDING 

A. Stakeholders expect and demand a response 
1. Stakeholders expect and demand a response 
2. Responding is both strategic and tactical 
3. Non-response creates a vacuum that allows 

stakeholders to frame issues 

4. Responding is key (refuting, reforming, refusing) 

5. Responding: shows an organisation is legitimate, 

moral, responsible 

6. Responding: Paracrises is legitimised when the 

organisation changes behaviour and reforms its 

practices 

7. "The organisation is learning and improving" (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2012) 

8. Reform: a means to end the paracrisis and the 

stakeholder challenge 

9. Refuse: Ignoring the comments from stakeholders 

escalated the crisis 

10. An understanding of paracrisis improves response 

B. Favourable publics can signal success or failure of 
responses 

1. Favourable responses can signal success or 
failure of responses 

2. Crisis managers need to analyse “sub-arena” 
to monitor public reaction to crisis responses 

3. Sadness and anger are dominant emotions among 

stakeholders during a crisis event 

4. Escalation to mainstream media relies on 

newsworthiness 

C. More research is needed 
1. More research is needed 
2. Paracrisis events will be more common in 

the future 
 
 

Using the four over-arching, umbrella codes, and following second cycle 

theoretical coding, this researcher constructed a model of paracrisis, 

reflecting the complex set of decisions and factors that facilitate and foster 

a paracrisis, allow a paracrisis to develop into a crisis, or to recede back 

into a dormant phase: 
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Figure 1: Paracrisis Model 

The key and central “core” (Saldaña, 2016) which flows from the first and 

second cycle coding processes, is the powerful need for stakeholders in 

Having a voice and wanting to be heard by the organisations they are 

engaging and interacting with. This analysis reveals that this expectation is 

fundamental to what drives and motivates stakeholders utilising online 

platforms; they have their own opinions, they want to be heard, and they 

will not tolerate or react positively to any attempts by organisations to 

diminish stakeholder voices, to drown them out or to remove them from 

organisational sites and forums (Sanderson et al., 2016). This central core, 

Having a voice and wanting to be heard, presents unique challenges for 

organisations which, until the advent and explosion of online 

communication, had been accustomed to communicating in environments 

where they had far more control and influence over what was written and 

said about them. Acknowledging and addressing this change in power 

structure is, consequently, fundamental to communication in an 

increasingly digital world (Shirky, 2008).  
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The next major category or umbrella identified through second cycle 

theoretical coding analysis, Challenging legitimacy, refers to the heart and 

power of what a paracrisis entails; that it is a “publicly visible crisis threat 

that charges an organization with irresponsible or unethical behavior” 

(Coombs and Holladay, 2012, p. 409), and that it is a “reputational threat” 

(p. 409) which results in a challenge to organisational legitimacy which is 

uniquely public in nature. Addressing paracrisis threats presents enormous 

challenges for professional communicators tasked with assessing and 

managing risks because so many messages are posted every day in the 

social media. “The difficulty is in determining which paracrisis messages 

will spread and damage an organization’s reputation” (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2012, p. 409). Assessments have to be continually made as to 

which paracrisis threats have the capacity and potential to challenge 

legitimacy and cause reputational damage to an organisation and, most 

importantly, damage to organisation-stakeholder relationships (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2012). A number of authors also raise the major obstacle in 

managing challenges to legitimacy, and that is that publics do not always 

accept “framing” in crisis or paracrisis situations, which can be seen by 

publics as an attempt by organisations to silence or control dissent (Ott and 

Theunissen, 2015). Many organisations are failing to step up and accept 

the new kind of openness which is inherently a part of the social media 

environment and continue to revert to more established approaches, such 

as persuasion rather than dialogue, when dealing with crisis events (Ott 

and Theunissen, 2015).  

The critical and contingent factors with managing any challenges to 

legitimacy are clearly developing practices whereby organisations are 

actively listening to their publics and stakeholders, which leads to the next 

umbrella identified by second cycle theoretical coding, Giving full 

attention. This second cycle code incorporates the critical ingredient in 

successful communication: listening. True listening is reliant on several 

factors, the first being preparedness on behalf of organisations to actually 

hear negative commentary, to understand and accept that it occurs 

(Johansen, et al., 2016), and to use it to develop more honest and open 
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interactions with critical publics. The first key factor with Giving full 

attention and listening is ensuring that organisations are keeping abreast 

of the attitudes and opinions of stakeholders through monitoring social 

media sites where publics are active and generally being “where the action 

is”, being “there before the paracrisis appears” and establishing a voice 

and presence, or casting “a wide net” and “sprawling” (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2012, p. 413). Giving full attention is about ensuring that 

organisational responses reflect the core values shared with important 

stakeholders. Romenti et al., (2014) describe a “centrifugal” or outward 

and participant-centred orientation for communication during crisis or 

paracrisis events where the focus is on stakeholders and what they think 

and feel and believe. Brandhorst and Jennings (2016) outline the power of 

values advocacy, appealing to stakeholders and reminding them of the 

fundamental core values which both the organisation and critical publics 

share. Dialogue is also critical in Giving full attention and publics have an 

expectation that they can post and share their own viewpoints, that their 

opinions are important and that the organisation will be listening and 

responding in order to create dynamic relationships with publics (Lee and 

Park, 2013). The final umbrella from the second cycle coding analysis is 

Responding. This element forms a critical link in the paracrisis cycle model 

whereby stakeholders expect and demand a response to their online 

comments and posts. Responses can be both strategic and tactical 

(Coombs and Holladay, 2012). Organisations may choose to refute a 

criticism, as in the values advocacy argument utilised by Planned 

Parenthood (Brandhorst and Jennings, 2016), reform organisational 

practices, as in the changes to what the H&M store did with unsold winter 

clothing (Coombs and Holladay, 2012), or refuse to engage and ignore the 

online criticisms, such as was the case with Dell (Pang et al., 2014). The 

literature highlights the inherent risk of refusing to engage, however, and 

creating a “vacuum” that allows stakeholders to frame issues (Brummette 

and Sisco, 2014; Einwiller and Steilen, 2015; Pang et al., 2014) and the 

overarching danger of not listening, monitoring or participating in dialogue 

with stakeholders. Indeed, a number of authors (Brummette and Sisco, 
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2014; Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Einwiller and Steilen, 2015; and Lee and 

Park, 2013) argue that responding shows that an organisation is legitimate, 

moral and responsible. Coombs and Holladay (2012) point to other risks, 

arguing that a refusal to comment and a decision to ignore the opinions of 

stakeholders will provide the avenue for a paracrisis to escalate into crisis. 

4.5 Discussion and critical analysis 
 

According to Torraco (2005) an integrative literature review is a 

sophisticated form of research which “reviews, critiques, and synthesizes 

knowledge from the literature on topics of interest in the field” (p. 356) 

and is particularly useful in “new and emerging fields”, in order to gain a 

“holistic conceptualization” (p. 357) or to build a new model or framework. 

This integrated literature review interrogates literature from leading 

academics in the field of online crisis and draws out, through the coding 

analysis undertaken in this project, a number of key themes, insights and 

pressures which are likely to influence the way organisations prepare for 

and respond to online crisis events and, particularly, organisational 

responses to the greater propensity for online crises showcased through 

the emerging concept of paracrisis (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). Chief 

amongst these key themes and pressures is the notion of the power and 

significance of the voice of stakeholders and their capacity to make their 

voices heard, utilising the array of social media platforms available to 

them. This central concept of having a voice and wanting to be heard is 

key, is showcased in the literature in this review, and forms the central 

element of the paracrisis model developed through second cycle 

theoretical coding of the literature (Saldaña, 2016). Established crisis 

theory has long recognised the importance of response and the importance 

of understanding audiences and stakeholders (Coombs and Holladay, 2007; 

2006; 2002; Fearn-Banks, 2011; Jaques, 2014), but what is highlighted in 

the analysis of literature selected for this review, and through the 

exploration of the new concept of paracrisis, is the power which 

stakeholders now hold to ensure their voices are heard. Stakeholders can 

use social media as a tool or a weapon to wield against organisations if 
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they are dissatisfied with a response or if they feel their views are not 

being adequately addressed (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Pang et al., 

2014). As established crisis academics like Fearn-Banks (2011) point out, 

stakeholders have always had the power to make public criticisms of 

organisations through appeals to journalists and traditional media to cover 

a story, in their role as the fourth estate, and to use public exposure in 

these traditional media forums in order to lobby for change or to make 

organisations accountable for their actions. The critical difference now, in 

the age of social media, is that stakeholders have more direct and 

unfiltered access to a great range of platforms and tools to voice their 

opinions or criticisms (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Fearn-Banks, 2011) 

unhindered by the gatekeeping role played by traditional media. And, as 

Coombs and Holladay (2012) point out in their article and comments on 

scale and trajectory in online crisis events, social media platforms can 

actually provide a means to escalate and expand an organisational crisis 

very speedily, creating “contagious online firestorms”, as Einwiller and 

Steilen (2015) describe it, which can greatly damage organisational 

reputations. Specialist crisis academics such as Fearn-Banks (2011) and Han 

and Zhang (2009), in their earlier exploration of the Starbucks case in the 

Forbidden City, support this position and point out a significant change in 

power away from organisations and towards stakeholders. This has been 

confirmed by the literature analysed for this review and authors like 

Johansen et al., (2016) argue for a less “organization-centric” approach to 

account for the complex voices which occupy the “rhetorical arena” of 

social media platforms. This power shift towards stakeholders and away 

from organisations can be seen as elemental to the paracrisis concept, 

where most organisations are at an increased risk of a crisis occurring 

(Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Pang et al., 2014). Organisations, 

consequently, are under increasing pressure to monitor social media 

platforms in an effort to properly gauge and understand public opinion, to 

be listening (Ott and Theunissen, 2015), to be responding (Romenti et al., 

2014), to be recognising and acknowledging the legitimacy of 

stakeholders’ viewpoints (Brandhorst and Jennings, 2016) in an attempt to 
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better understand the voices of stakeholders and prevent crisis events 

from developing or escalating. 

In terms of advice for practice, this literature review strongly advises 

listening, engagement and response, for paracrisis situations. 

Furthermore, what is apparent here is that publics now have an 

expectation of a higher level of accountability by organisations. In addition, 

publics now have readily available forums to express their dissatisfaction 

and displeasure if organisational behaviour falls short or doesn’t align with 

their own values and expectations (Sanderson et al., 2016), or if 

organisations choose the risky path of failing to engage and respond (Pang 

et al., 2014).  

The fundamental premise of the paracrisis model (Figure 1, Paracrisis 

Model, p. 83) is that it reflects the progression or regression of a paracrisis 

threat, as defined by Coombs and Holladay (2012). Depending on the 

decisions made after the threat becomes public in the online space, 

organisations can choose to act in ways which escalate a paracrisis to a 

fully fledged reputational crisis, or they can respond to a paracrisis in ways 

which satisfy the fundamental need of stakeholders’ criticisms to be heard 

and addressed, satisfy those stakeholders in some form, reduce or 

eliminate their concerns, and return the organisation to a neutral or 

dormant state.  

Other factors for consideration, when organisations are planning for 

paracrisis and crisis events, include shared values, pre-existing negative 

opinions, and values advocacy. Each paracrisis situation is unique and 

complex, but the paracrisis model developed in this project identifies and 

maps critical factors and illustrates some of the factors and pressures 

which impact the escalation or de-escalation of paracrisis and crisis events. 

The Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, Paracrisis Model, p. 83) highlights key 

elements, such as the centrality of stakeholder voice and challenges to 

legitimacy, which professional communicators should be conscious and 

aware of when developing strategies and making critical decisions. An 

inadequate or dismissive approach to the power of stakeholder voice is 
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likely to be very damaging if organisations don’t act in ways which 

acknowledge and reflect the new level of scrutiny and accountability 

afforded in an increasingly online world.    

4.6 Limitations and implications for practice 
 

Integrative literature review as a research methodology can result in a 

number of powerful and intriguing questions that are catalysts for further 

research. One key question identified through this review relates to the 

issue of the changed power dynamic between organisations and key 

stakeholders, which leads to questions of whether organisations and 

professional practice have adequately recognised this significant change. 

The Applebee case study (Ott and Theunissen, 2015), suggests the change 

in power has not been recognised by some organisations. Given the 

evidence that this shift has occurred, are there now greater demands on 

organisations to be more accountable for their actions and behaviours and 

what does this mean for professional practice? It would be interesting to 

investigate these ideas further and ascertain whether organisations have 

recognised the connection between these two elements, and the 

increasing vulnerability and fragility of their own reputations in a 

communication environment which is so open and available for disgruntled 

stakeholders to use to express their views and bring organisations to 

account for their actions. Is it possible for professional communicators to 

guide and navigate their organisations, and avoid the damage of paracrisis 

and crisis events, or is reputational damage inevitable at some point for 

many organisations in an environment dominated by online 

communication tools and the powerful voices of stakeholders? These are 

important questions and challenges for practice as the social media 

phenomenon continues to unfold. 

The clear limitations of this project are that it interrogates a finite body of 

literature, for a set time period, using concept and theoretical coding 

analysis which can be seen as subjective in many regards. Following 

Saldaña (2016), this project has relied on the determinations of the 

researcher to decide what is striking and powerful, what is common across 
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the literature, what is unique and critical, and how the key concepts 

identified can be reconceptualised as a Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, 

Paracrisis Model, p. 83). Online communication is rapidly evolving and 

developing and participants in online communication are having an 

enormous impact in shaping the way technologies are being used to 

convey messages and viewpoints (Baym, 2010). Such rapid evolution 

affects both the online technologies themselves as well as the way people 

are choosing to utilise and engage with them (boyd, 2014).  

4.7 Summary 
 

This integrative literature review of scholarly writing highlights a strong call 

for further research in the field. The findings of this research project 

suggests paracrisis events are likely to be more common in the future and 

that a greater understanding of the key factors and triggers for these 

events will be essential if organisations are to properly and adequately 

prepare for a higher level of scrutiny from active, engaged, more vocal and 

more powerful stakeholders.  The next chapter offers a Nested Case Study 

of the pro-immunisation Facebook site Light for Riley (“Light for Riley”, 

2015). 
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Chapter 5:  Understanding paracrisis: Exploring the 

immunisation issue in an online platform 

5.1 Introduction 
 

The immunisation issue has long been a source of debate and controversy 

within society, dating back to the genesis of this public health innovation in 

1796 when Edward Jenner vaccinated the first child with cowpox virus, an 

experiment Jenner trialled to protect against the devastating smallpox 

disease that is estimated to have killed 400,000 Europeans every year 

during the 18th century alone (Levine, 1960). In his time, Edward Jenner 

was hailed as a hero and “the conqueror of smallpox” (Levine, 1960, p. 

169). But, interestingly, Jenner was also derided and maligned by powerful 

forces within the medical community and wider society who believed 

vaccination was dangerous, that it did not protect, that it actually spread 

smallpox, and that inoculation with cowpox virus would cause children to 

“grow up cow faced, grow horns and learn to low rather than to talk” 

(Levine, p. 154). 

 

The Cow Pock, James Gillray. Public domain via Wikimedia Commons. 

In order to combat these arguments against his research, Jenner fought 

very hard to convince the medical fraternity and wider society of the 

scientific strength and validity of his work (Levine, 1960). The arguments 

and defence of his research and findings played out in personal debates, 

meetings and discussions with medical colleagues, and in newspapers (the 

only mass media of the time). Jenner worked for 25 years to investigate 

and find the scientific evidence to prove his hypothesis that an inoculation 

of cowpox, a relatively benign, infectious virus, could protect against the 
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more serious and frequently fatal smallpox virus, which caused very similar 

symptoms (Levine, 1960). When Jenner’s scientific article on his 

experiments with vaccination was rejected by the Royal Society in London, 

he self-published a detailed, 72-page booklet, complete with illustrations, 

outlining the process of vaccination, a term he gave to the process of 

inoculating a patient with cowpox in order to protect them from smallpox 

(Levine, 1960). The publication of Jenner’s booklet, and two subsequent 

booklets with further findings and research on his work, successfully 

changed the minds of many dissenting forces. Eventually Jenner was 

lauded by “nearly all the sovereigns of Europe” and “many learned bodies” 

(p. 169) including the then President of the United States, Thomas 

Jefferson who said: “Medicine has never before produced any single 

improvement of such utility” (Levine, 1960, p. 169). But Levine’s (1960) 

biography of Jenner also outlines the public derision and the harsh 

personal and professional criticism Jenner endured, and had to combat, 

before his work and the process of vaccination was commonly accepted 

and adopted. 

Fast-forwarding more than 200 years, it is interesting to observe that 

vaccination is still being debated by certain groups in society, despite 

overwhelming scientific evidence of its benefits, and statistics which show 

the number of lives that have been saved because of it (Kata, 2010; Lee et 

al., 2016). In fact, due to the open and interactive nature of the internet, 

the anti-vaccination message is having a revival of sorts with anti-

vaccination websites proving to be a “Pandora’s box” (Kata, 2010, p. 1709) 

of negative information on vaccination, which are “much more effective at 

utilising their social interactivity than pro-vaccine websites” (Smith and 

Graham, 2017, p. 2). The internet has also provided “well-organized anti-

vaccination groups with a rapidly growing international forum for 

communication, networking and coordinating lobbying efforts” (Betsch et 

al., 2012, p. 3729).   

A significant body of recent literature has investigated the impact of the 

internet on attitudes to vaccination and vaccination rates with a number of 
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authors including: Stahl et al., (2016); Dredze et al., (2016); Goldstein et al., 

(2015); Broniatowski et al., (2016); Kata (2012); Sak et al., (2016); and Lee 

et al., (2016). These authors have emphasised the importance of using the 

internet, and social media forums in particular, to support the pro-

vaccination message in order to address “vaccine hesitancy” (Goldstein et 

al., 2015, p. 4212) and to counteract anti-vaccination agendas. 

Within the broad and complex arena of social media and digital 

communication environments, the second research project in this thesis 

explores the pro-vaccination Facebook site, Light for Riley, in order to build 

an understanding of the role and influence of social media in the 

immunisation debate within Australia and the ways in which online 

platforms can facilitate, feed or foster the arguments and controversy that 

perpetuate crisis events or paracrisis states. 

Light for Riley is a dedicated, pro-immunisation, Facebook site established 

by the parents of Riley Hughes, a 32-day-old baby who died from whooping 

cough (pertussis) in Western Australia in March 2015 (“Light for Riley”, 

2015). Riley Hughes was exposed to the whooping cough virus as a 

newborn when he was too young to be immunised and, after several days 

of treatment in the paediatric intensive care unit of a Perth hospital (where 

he was intubated and given painful plasma transfusions), Riley eventually 

died when his lungs filled with mucus and toxins from the whooping cough, 

he contracted pneumonia, and his heart failed. 

Following Riley’s death his parents, Catherine and Greg Hughes, 

established the Light for Riley Facebook site in order to share their story, to 

educate parents and care-givers on the importance of immunisation, to 

provide a human face for the impact of low immunisation rates in 

Australia, to counteract the messages of anti-vaccination proponents, and 

to lobby governments for changes to improve protection for children 

through immunisation (“Light for Riley”, 2015). 

Light for Riley includes primary, foundation-style posts from Catherine and 

Greg Hughes, and allows reply posts from other parents who share their 

experiences and observations on immunisation (“Light for Riley”, 2015). 
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Light for Riley is significant because it is a social media site which has been 

established by laypeople, without medical or clinical health backgrounds, 

with the purpose of educating about the role of immunisation and 

promoting its importance (“Light for Riley”, 2015). Traditionally, the 

promotion and support of the pro-immunisation message has been the 

province of government bodies, State and Federal Health departments, the 

National Health and Medical Research Council (NH&MRC) or industry 

associations such as the Australian Medical Association (AMA) or the Royal 

Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP). Light for Riley is 

fiercely proclaimed by Catherine and Greg Hughes as a completely 

independent and private initiative of the Hughes family (“Light for Riley”, 

2017) receiving no funding from State Health Departments or 

pharmaceutical companies. Private fundraising ventures, from supporters 

and visitors to the site, are the only source of funding beyond that of the 

Hughes family itself. As such, Light for Riley is a unique, privately organised 

communication initiative, undertaken by the parents of Riley Hughes, with 

the proclaimed goal of raising awareness of the importance of 

immunisation, and educating parents and care-givers of the dangers of not 

properly or adequately immunising their children and themselves (“Light 

for Riley”, 2015). 

This particular immunisation issue was chosen because of: its contentious 

nature; the fierce nature of the debate (by both pro-immunisation and 

anti-immunisation groups) that surrounds it; and because of the 

researcher’s interest in public health communication initiatives. 

Using discourse analysis (Gee, 2014) to explore the nature, orientation and 

impact of the immunisation paracrisis in online communication, this 

research project addresses the following research question:  

How is the paracrisis-oriented issue of immunisation addressed in an online 

environment? 

This chapter outlines the identification and selection of the Light for Riley 

site, the process by which “purposeful sampling” (Patton, 2015, p. 46) was 

undertaken to determine a selection of foundation posts and reply posts, 
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and the adoption of Gee’s (2014) discourse analysis approach to analyse 

the data.  

5.2 Approach: How the nested case study was conducted 
 

Research and analysis of the Light for Riley site offers a unique, nested case 

study (Patton, 2015) of a paracrisis-oriented, pro-immunisation endeavour, 

within the social media platform of a dedicated Facebook site. A case study 

investigates the “particularity and complexity of a single case” (Patton, 

2015, p. 383), and a “single case study is likely to be made up of many 

smaller cases, or observational units – the stories of specific individuals, 

families, organizational units, and other groups” (p. 383), providing a 

layering effect which acknowledges the rich detail and complexity of case 

study as a methodology and the complexity of communication initiatives in 

real-world environments. 

The nested case study investigation of the Light for Riley Facebook site 

allows this researcher to interrogate in detail, through discourse analysis, 

the paracrisis-oriented issue of immunisation. Immunisation is a practice 

that is still fiercely debated by pro-immunisation and anti-immunisation 

groups and, as a consequence, an incident or report in either social media 

or mainstream media can quickly turn into a reputationally damaging, crisis 

situation for either party - which are the hallmarks of a paracrisis (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2012).  

This researcher found the Light for Riley Facebook site after conducting 

searches for immunisation information in social media platforms. Light for 

Riley was chosen because it is a unique and independent site that was not 

established by health specialists or people with medical backgrounds, 

because it exhibited the hallmarks of social media platforms in that 

communication was open, two-way, responsive (Kent, 2013; 2010), 

allowed interested parties to post messages and responses to the 

foundation posts of Catherine and Greg Hughes, and because of the unique 

insights likely to be provided by a pro-immunisation message presented by 

ordinary people who had suffered the death of a child. As a consequence 
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of these factors, the information in the site would likely be expressed in a 

more commonplace, egalitarian and unfiltered way when compared to the 

more formal messaging of a pro-immunisation site developed by a State or 

Federal Health department.  

As such, the Light for Riley case study provides an opportunity for a 

“specific, in-depth focus on a phenomenon in its naturalistic setting, as an 

object of interest in its own right” (Daymon and Holloway, 2011). 

After reviewing the Light for Riley Facebook site, and reading all the posts 

from its inception in August 2015 until the end of the data collection phase 

for this project at the end of March 2018, a decision was made by the 

researcher to delineate the sample for analysis to 10 core foundation posts 

from Catherine and Greg Hughes, and reply posts from respondents that 

were sequential and delineated by when the replies petered out or became 

repetitive. The foundation posts and reply posts were chosen through a 

process of purposeful sampling (Patton, 2015), a process of “strategically 

selecting information-rich cases to study, cases that by their nature and 

substance will illuminate the inquiry question being investigated” (p. 265). 

Patton (2015) describes 40 different approaches to purposeful sampling 

and, for this project, the posts were chosen because they are “exemplar[s] 

of a phenomenon of interest” (p. 266). The following table sets out the 

foundation posts that were chosen and the rationale for those choices: 
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Foundation Post Date Addressing 

The Last 24 Hours post March, 16, 2015 The details of Riley Hughes’ 
death and the reason for 
the establishment of the 
Light for Riley Facebook site 
 

Anti-vaxx attack post October 25, 2017 The reported actions, 
attitudes and behaviours of 
anti-vaccination groups 
 

Interview with Kidspot post October 26, 2017 The personal challenges 
faced by the Hughes family 
 

Vaccine reaction post November 16, 2017 The risks of immunisation 
 

Skepticon post November 20, 2017 The public profiling of 
Catherine Hughes as a pro-
immunisation advocate 
 

UK Measles outbreak post November 29, 2017 The wider consequences of 
outbreaks of immunisation-
preventable diseases 
 

Immunisation Foundation 
of Australia post 

February 27, 2018 The work of the 
organisation founded by 
the Hughes family 
 

Types of anti-vaxxers post March 1, 2018 A profiling exercise on anti-
vaccination advocates 
 

94% reduction in 
admissions post 

March 11, 2018 The reported impact of the 
Light for Riley campaign 
 

Declining rates of 
whooping cough post 

March 21, 2018 The reported impact of the 
Light for Riley campaign 
 

 

Table 2: List of 10 foundation posts chosen for analysis 

Discourse analysis was selected as the methodology for this research 

project because it goes beyond content analysis (Gee, 2014) and allows an 

exploration of “problems and controversies in the world” (p. 10), 

“illuminate[s] issues about the distribution of social goods, who gets 

helped and who gets harmed” (p. 10), and contributes “in terms of 

understanding and intervention, to important issues and problems in some 

area that interests us as global citizens” (p. 12). Gee (2014) writes about 

the importance of identity in discourse, and he argues that when we 

“speak or write, we simultaneously say something, do something, are 

something” (p. 20) and reveal complex identities as “particular kinds of 

people, for example, as students, scholars, politicians, gamers, birders, 

women, feminists, anime fans, and so on” (p.20). Gee (2014) also describes 

the importance of context in writing and speaking and the persuasive 
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nature of discourse where a writer may “seek to persuade, motivate, 

change, and even manipulate others” (p. 21) or “write in a way that tries to 

get readers to be more liberal or conservative or more religious or less 

religious than they may actually be” (p. 21). The issue of identity is highly 

significant in social media platforms where the motivations of how and 

why people are using social media sites for communication purposes is of 

interest and this context greatly adds to the shape, design and purpose of 

the messages which appear in this platform (Baym, 2010; boyd, 2014; 

Murthy, 2012; Shirky, 2008).  

This discourse analysis takes the form of a Synopsis of Data (Phase 1), Data 

Analysis (Phases 2 & 3), Synthesis of Findings (Phase 4) and Conclusion, 

following Gee (2014). 

Phase 1 is the Synopsis of the Data, involving the identification of key 

phrases, key images and key icons from the posts and reply posts.  

Phase 2 is the Data Analysis, where three tools were chosen to interrogate 

the data. The first was the Situated Meaning tool, which investigates and 

analyses the context of the specific discourse and addresses what terms 

and concepts are unique here and where these terms derived from. The 

Figured Worlds tool was chosen and describes the groups or connections 

which unite groups of people in understanding and may include cultural or 

social contexts. The Big C Conversation tool was the third tool used and 

describes the values, ideals, and even world philosophies which those 

posting may hold, as revealed through the discourse being analysed.  

Phase 3 is also Data Analysis, in this case applying reflective questioning 

using four building tasks. The first of these, Identities, explores and reflects 

on the core beliefs and key roles those posting may have. For example are 

they mothers, fathers, doctors, nurses, teachers and what is revealed 

about their identities? Relationships explores how those posting may relate 

to each other through their conversations and posts and what relationships 

will form as a consequence of their involvement in the Light for Riley site? 

Politics is the third chosen building task and refers to what is discerned 

from those posting in terms of their broad political worldview. For example 
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are they pro-democracy, pro-vaccination, do they believe in independence 

or greater societal good? Connections is the final building task used and 

refers to the way language can be used, and in this discourse analysis, 

includes emojis and other symbols which show how ideas and key points 

can be made relevant and connected.   

Phase 4 is the Synthesis of Findings where areas of convergence and 

agreement were identified to ascertain what was covered and highlighted, 

to discern repeating themes, to pinpoint any convergence between the 

building task and building tool analysis, and to identify key motifs and 

where they are in evidence across the data.  

5.3 Data analysis 
 

The Figured Worlds tool was initially used to interrogate the data and gain 

insights and understandings into the types of participants, the activities, 

forms of language, environments and values that are revealed by the 

discourse and reflect Gee’s (2014) assertion that identity is central to any 

discussion of discourse. 

Given Gee’s (2014) direction, interrogating the data with the Figured 

Worlds tool revealed the importance of the identities of parenthood and 

motherhood to the Light for Riley discourse, and this was expressed in a 

highly personalised way through individual stories and experiences that 

were shared by the Hughes family, and parents, mothers and interested 

parties who shared their own stories and insights as reply posts. Along with 

expressing empathy and sympathy for Riley’s death from a preventable 

disease, parents and interested parties shared intimate details of their own 

fears and losses. 
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Exemplar 1 

  

 

 

Exemplar 1 is an excerpt from the first foundation-style post from the Light 

for Riley site (The Last 24 Hours), with the photograph of Riley Hughes 

immediately before his death, with his christening gown placed over his 

body because he was too sick and too encumbered with tubes to be 

properly wearing it. The text from Catherine Hughes below the photograph 

is evidence of the Figured World of parenthood; reflecting the goal of 

parents to prevent the suffering of their children, to keep children safe and 

healthy, to share what they know from their experiences to help other 

parents. This discourse is consistent throughout the dataset and strongly 

reflects the parenthood and motherhood identity, and a message for other 

parents and adults to keep their immunisations up-to-date so that 

newborns, who are too young to be immunised, can be protected and so 

that pregnant women can maximise their own immunity to better protect 

their unborn babies.   
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Exemplar 2 

 

Exemplar 2 includes a reply to The Last 24 Hours foundation post from 

Tanya Mcaughtrie and a subsequent reply from Catherine Hughes. Tanya 

Mcaughtrie’s post reflects the emotional, empathic messages of other 

mothers and parents posting to the site, a number of whom have had 

children who became gravely ill and were hospitalised from preventable 

diseases, such as whooping cough. The second reply post in Exemplar 2, 

which we know to be from Catherine Hughes even though the title she 

gives herself here is “Riley’s Mum”, further reflects the strength of the 

Figured World of the legacy of Riley Hughes. Riley Hughes is no longer 

living, but his mother is keeping his memory alive, giving his life meaning 

and purpose by describing her identity in relation to her son, as “Riley’s 

Mum”, and naming her pro-immunisation Facebook site, Light for Riley, in 

honour of her son.  

Exemplar 3 (below) is a reply post from a mother whose daughter died 

from a serious, degenerative disease (subacute sclerosing panencephalitis) 

that can occur later in life if a child contracts measles as a baby. Again this 

post reveals the Figured World of motherhood, and the pain of a mother 

who has lost her child to the complications of a preventable disease. 

Exemplar 4 also reflects the Figured World of motherhood, and gratitude 

expressed by a mother who was very grateful to have been informed about 

a new immunisation protocol that would better protect her unborn baby 

from the risks of infectious diseases such as whooping cough. 
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Exemplar 3 

 

Exemplar 4 

 

Exemplar 5 

 

Other identities are apparent through an interrogation of the data using 

the Figured Worlds tool including that of the immunisation advocate as 

evidenced by Exemplar 5. The dataset for this research project contains a 

number of posts like this one where those posting reveal their identities as 

people with medical backgrounds who are ardent supporters of 

immunisation, and consequently, ardent supporters of the Light for Riley 

initiative. These posts are also strong examples of the two elements Gee 
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(2014) says are central to the goals of discourse analysis: that it should 

illuminate and “help us to explain how and why language works the way it 

does when it is put into action” (p. 12); and that it should “contribute, in 

terms of understanding and intervention, to important issues and 

problems in some area that interests us as global citizens” (p. 12). 

The Situated Meaning building tool is used to reveal the context specific 

nature of the discourse and, in relation to Light for Riley, revealing the 

medical and scientific nature of the discourse, through terms such as “herd 

immunity”,  “pertussis”, “SSPE” (subacute sclerosing panencephalitis), 

hospital-oriented acronyms such as “PICU” (Paediatric Intensive Care Unit), 

and the personal connections of those posting which implies that they 

know the Hughes family, or knew about them because they had been in 

hospital with their own children when Riley was being treated (see 

Exemplars 6, 7 and 8). 

Exemplar 6 

 

Exemplar 7 

 

 

Exemplar 8 
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The Big C Conversation tool was applied to interrogate the issues, varying 

attitudes, positions and debates which underpin the discourse and reveal 

wider historical or social context (Gee, 2014). A wealth of insight is 

revealed through applying the Big C Conversation tool to the Light for Riley 

site, such as the importance of immunisation in protecting vulnerable 

children, as seen in Exemplars 9, 10 and 11, and the advocacy of people like 

the people posting here who are nurses or doctors with medical training 

who are highly supportive of the Light for Riley initiative because of the 

experiences they have had in their professional and personal lives. The Big 

C Conversation tool also reveals the reaction of those posting to the 

opinions of anti-vaxxers (Exemplar 12), and the appeal made by Catherine 

Hughes in her presentation to the Skepticon conference to counter anti-

vaccination rhetoric with kindness, empathy and respect (Exemplar 13). 

Exemplar 9 

 

Exemplar 10 

 

Exemplar 11 
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Exemplar 12 

 

Exemplar 13 

 

What is also revealed through the interrogation of the dataset using the 

Big C Conversation tool (Gee, 2014) is that Light for Riley is an edited or 

highly engineered Facebook site and, whilst the opinions, attitudes and 

positions of the anti-vaccination movement are discussed and alluded to, 

the site does not include direct posts from anti-vaccination advocates. In 

the Anti-vaxx attack foundation post from Greg Hughes (dated October, 25, 

2017), he addresses the accusations made against Light for Riley; that the 

site is not independent, that it is funded by “big pharma” (large 
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pharmaceutical companies with a vested, monetary interest in promoting 

immunisation), and he provides screen shots of an anti-vaccination site 

which calls itself “Light for Riley Fact Checker”, referencing and annexing 

the name of Greg Hughes’ dead child to argue against immunisation. Greg 

Hughes writes directly and angrily about this in his post, defending the 

independence of Light for Riley site, and calling out anti-vaccination groups 

for being dishonest and hurtful in claiming otherwise. Greg Hughes 

explains why posts from anti-vaccination advocates are not present in the 

Light for Riley site and discourse, that they have been removed because in 

his view the science and medical evidence in support of immunisation is 

unequivocal and that this Facebook site will have a clear pro-immunisation 

position (“Light for Riley”, 2017). 

5.4 Reflective questioning 
 

Four building tasks were used in order to examine: the Identities inherent 

or implied for the writers through the discourse; the Relationships that can 

be deduced through titles or the formality or informality of the language 

used; the broad question of Politics, or “social goods” (p. 96),  in the sense 

of what is normal, right, acceptable, valuable or appropriate in society and 

through considering issues such as how people should be treated or 

respected; and the issue of Connections, in the sense of how a piece of 

writing or speech might connect two elements or ideas, make people 

connect with each other, or have an influence on each other (Gee, 2014). 

Within the discourse a range of Identities are apparent; as parents, 

mothers, grandparents, medical professionals, children’s intensive care 

nurses, former conscientious objectors who have changed their opinions 

and are now immunisation supporters (see Exemplar 14), as well as the 

expanding identities of Catherine and Greg Hughes, who are described as 

“remarkable”, “strong” and “brave” people (see Exemplar 15), who are 

willing to take a public stance and open themselves up to attacks from anti-

vaccination groups in order to share their story and be a public face for the 

pro-immunisation message (see Exemplar 16). 

  



108 
 

Exemplar 14 

  

Exemplar 15 
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Exemplar 16 

 

 

Through reflective questioning using the Relationships building task, the 

discourse reveals strong support for Catherine and Greg Hughes, and a 

preparedness by those posting to make friendly, personal overtures 

towards the Hughes family (even though in most instances the two parties 

have not met in real life). These relationships are evidenced through the 

use of informal language, icons of kisses and love hearts, and crying emojis 

to signify sadness or emotional responses to Riley’s story and the suffering 

described by his parents. Also apparent in the discourse are supportive 

relationships between the broader mass media and Light for Riley, such as 

the online Kidspot parenting magazine, which posted a story calling for 
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support for Catherine and Greg Hughes and the Light for Riley campaign 

(see Exemplars 17 and 18). 

Exemplar 17 

 

Exemplar 18 

 

Using the lens of Politics for reflective questioning, the discourse was 

reviewed for evidence of judgement and opinion on what is right, proper, 

appropriate or good, as determined by society (Gee, 2014) and Politics is 

evident throughout the discourse, as would be expected in a Facebook site 

which is openly advocating for immunisation. Many of the posts from 
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Catherine Hughes offer explanations of why immunisation is important and 

valuable: to protect a person’s own children and the children of others; to 

make the wider world safer for babies too young to be immunised; to 

lobby governments to expand immunisation programs and protocols; 

because saving lives of young children is important. In the post about her 

presentation to the Skepticon conference from November 20, 2017, 

Catherine Hughes sets out a case for the importance of treating people 

who are anti-vaccination advocates with respect and empathy, and this 

discourse is also an example of Politics, advocating for “the way things 

ought to be” (Gee, 2014, p. 34-35). Catherine Hughes’ argument is that in 

order to communicate with anti-vaccination advocates, it is important that 

the dialogue be respectful and that vaccination supporters recognise that 

those arguing against vaccination are frightened parents who care about 

their children and are worried about the risks of immunisation (“Light for 

Riley”, 2017). Politics is also evident in the Types of anti-vaxxers post 

(“Light for Riley”, 2018), where Catherine Hughes classifies three different 

groups of people who choose not to vaccinate: the first group are parents 

who she says are afraid and misled by anti-vaccination arguments; the 

second group are ardent anti-vaccination activists who develop and lead 

protest movements against vaccination; and the third group are those who 

are complacent and don’t care enough or know enough about the risks 

involved to keep their own vaccinations up-to-date. This post from 

Catherine Hughes outlines her attempt to better understand these three 

groups and to use the Light for Riley campaign to reach the first and third 

groups and influence them to make better, pro-immunisation decisions for 

the benefit of society and the safety of children. 

Using Gee’s (2014) definition, the prominent Connection in evidence in the 

discourse is the correlation between responsible parenting and support for 

immunisation. This Connection appears throughout the entire discourse 

and is very powerfully argued in the foundation posts from Catherine and 

Greg Hughes as well as many of the reply posts from other parents, 

mothers, grandparents, medical or nursing practitioners, and media 

organisations like Kidspot and the Daily Mail. Connection is also strongly 
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evident in the UK Measles outbreak post from November 29, 2017, where 

warnings are issued from parents to other parents of the risks of the UK 

measles outbreak, providing information on where outbreaks are 

occurring, and sharing the message of an emergency doctor in a UK 

hospital who asks the parent of a child with measles to use her own 

personal communication avenues (such as Facebook) to warn other 

parents of the risks and dangers (see Exemplars 19 and 20). These 

exemplars point to a strong connection between parents, and choices 

parents regularly make to offer advice, to lobby and to exert the influence 

of their own pro-immunisation positions on other parents. 

Exemplar 19 

 
 

Exemplar 20 
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A table of the analysis of the first three phases of the discourse analysis for 

the first five foundation posts, following Gee (2014), can be found as 

Appendix 3. 

5.5 Summary of areas of convergence 
 

Phase 4 of discourse analysis calls for observations on the convergence and 

agreement between the chosen building tasks and building tools, involving 

conclusions on what is covered and highlighted, the identification of 

common and repeated themes and the recognition of areas of divergence 

in order to test the validity of the analysis (Gee, 2014). Phase 4 also 

involves the development of motifs that have emerged from the first three 

phases of the analysis (See Appendix 4).  

There is a strong convergence between the Figured Worlds building tool 

and the Identities building task, with the repeated themes of loving and 

supportive parenthood and motherhood, and support for the Light for Riley 

initiative and the Hughes family, coming through very strongly from both 

these lenses. The convergence between Figured Worlds and Identities is 

also strongly apparent through the emotive images chosen for posting in 

the Light for Riley site and the tragic stories, which are told by both 

Catherine and Greg Hughes and many other people who are posting, in 

order to share the details of their own experiences which are often about 

loss and protection. This is strongly apparent in the Immunisation 

Foundation of Australia post, with the link to a story in the Canberra Times 

of a mother whose son Anakin was born 10 weeks prematurely after his 

mother (Amrita) contracted influenza during her pregnancy. The images of 

Anakin, in intensive care and gravely ill (Motif 4), convey the story of the 

risks of non-immunisation as powerfully as the text in this article and are 

evidence of both the Identity of parenthood and the Figured World of 

parenthood, with the central focus of protection and safety for young 

children.  

The Figured Worlds building tool examination of the Light for Riley 

discourse also provides glimpses of the reported attitudes and reported 
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behaviours of anti-vaccination groups and reveals information on some of 

the tactics and behaviours reportedly used by these groups to influence 

parents (see Exemplar 21). Some of the posts describe the behaviour and 

responses as “bullying”, and anti-vaccination groups as “lying” and 

“unethical” (“Light for Riley”, 2017), but the discourse encourages Greg 

and Catherine Hughes to continue with the Light for Riley campaign despite 

opposition from these groups. These responses reveal much about the 

Figured World of the Light for Riley site and that those posting here are 

highly supportive of the initiative and also that they are highly protective of 

Greg and Catherine Hughes and want their Light for Riley initiative to 

continue. 

Exemplar 21 

 

The Big C Conversation building tool and the Politics and Connections 

building tasks have strong convergence and reveal repeated themes of the 

risks to the safety of children and society through non-immunisation, the 
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advocacy for immunisation as “the way things ought to be” (Gee, 2014, p. 

34), and the societal demand for children to be safe and protected from 

serious, life-threatening diseases. The convergence between the three 

(Phase 4) is particularly apparent when examining the discourse from the 

Vaccine reaction post (“Light for Riley”, 2017). This post has a link to a story 

from the online parenting magazine, Kidspot, which tells the story of a 

young baby who has a serious anaphylactic reaction to her 12-month 

immunisations. The story outlines the decision by baby Amy’s parents who 

chose, after consulting allergy and immunisation specialists, to continue 

with her vaccinations but to conduct them in a hospital environment where 

Amy could be closely monitored (“Light for Riley”, 2017). This discourse 

makes a strong argument that the risks of immunisation are less serious 

than the risks of catching a life-threatening illness, reflect the Big C 

Conversation argument that immunisation has a value to society, and that 

the choices of individuals have an effect on the safety of others. Reply 

posts praise the Light for Riley campaign for sharing this story and not 

hiding the risks of immunisation, providing a way of acknowledging the 

concerns of anti-vaccination groups but keeping those concerns and fears 

in proportion. This post is an example of the convergence of Big C 

Conversation (the value of immunisation in protecting children and 

communities), Politics (safety and protection from disease is a societal 

benefit worth having for everyone), and Connections (that if people or 

parents opt out of vaccinating, it increases the risks of death or disease for 

all, especially newborn babies who are too young to be immunised).  

Several key motifs have been identified from phase 4, flowing from the 

analysis using the chosen buildings tools and building tasks: 

Motif 1: Loving empathic parents;  

Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and LFR admirers;  

Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates;  

Motif 4: Gravely ill children. 
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The names of these motifs have been chosen because they reflect the 

identities, attitudes, core beliefs and imperatives of those posting, the 

“triggers” that motivate them to post, and their responses to the posts of 

Catherine Hughes and others, as shown by the images of gravely ill 

children which are central to Motif 4.  

All motifs can be discerned in the Figured Worlds and Big C Conversation 

building tools as well as all of the building tasks for this analysis: Identities, 

Relationships, Politics and Connections. The Situated Meaning tool elicits 

only Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and LFR admirers. 

The motifs are remarkably consistent (Gee 2014), highly represented and 

strongly convergent among the building tools and building tasks used (See 

Appendix 4). A rich tapestry of experiences is evident in the discourse of 

those posting, with highly personal stories which people have chosen to 

share with each other and with Catherine and Greg Hughes. This is evident 

from the examination of Identities and Politics, revealing that one of the 

motivations of those posting is to build Relationships with each other 

within the site and a central connection between pro-immunisation 

advocacy and the reduction of the risks of serious illness and death for 

newborn children. The data evident from the building task analysis strongly 

converges with the discourse revealed through the examination of Figured 

Worlds (with the centrality of motherhood, parenthood and the protection 

of children), and Big C Conversation (which in this discourse centres around 

the importance of immunisation for the safety of all people, all children 

and society as a whole). The key data resulting from the Situated Meaning 

tool aligns primarily with Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and LFR 

Admirers and Motif 3: Anti-Vaxx advocates. Whilst direct posts from anti-

vaccination campaigners are not found in the Light for Riley site, there is 

evidence in the discourse of the positions and arguments of anti-

vaccination advocates, which are referred to and cited by those posting 

whom have had contact and interactions with anti-vaxxers.  

This research project provides an avenue to interrogate and better 

understand the discourse and the motivations behind the messages in this 
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site: the Identities of Catherine and Greg Hughes as they argue for greater 

education and understanding of the importance of immunisation and the 

impact of vaccine hesitancy or refusal; the Figured World of parents and 

their powerful motivation to protect their children; the Relationships 

between Riley Hughes’ parents and the people sharing their stories and 

experiences through reply posts; the wider context of the role and value of 

immunisation as evidenced through Big C Conversations; the broader 

impact of immunisation or non-immunisation for society as seen through 

the Politics and Connections; and the insights into the technical, medical 

elements of the discourse as revealed through the Situated Meaning tool.  

Given that the Light for Riley Facebook site was established to advocate for 

immunisation and to share information about the importance of 

immunisation, it is not necessarily surprising that the data from the chosen 

building tools and building tasks would be highly consistent and highly 

convergent. The site is authored and managed by Catherine Hughes and 

her family and it is quite clear, from the analysis of the more mainstream 

media coverage which has been reposted to the Facebook site, that the 

materials in the site have been chosen because they support the messages 

the Hughes family want to convey: that immunisation is important, that it 

is critical in saving the lives of vulnerable newborn babies, that people and 

society need to be more aware and less complacent about the risks of 

immunisation-preventable diseases, that much can be learned from 

sharing the stories and experiences of other women, mothers and parents. 

The death of Riley Hughes is a rallying point and a reminder that newborn 

babies can die or suffer horribly from immunisation-preventable diseases, 

that anti-vaccination advocates are extremely active and aggressive in 

pursuit of their objectives, that parents can be swayed by anti-vaccination 

arguments because fear for their children’s safety is a primary concern for 

most parents, and that there is great danger in the promulgation of anti-

immunisation messages because individual choices not to immunise greatly 

reduce herd immunity and can increase the risks for children, like Riley 

Hughes, who are too young to be immunised. 
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5.6 Synthesis of findings 
 

Discourse analysis of Light for Riley has provided an opportunity to 

interrogate a social media site in order to better understand the nature 

and orientation of online discourses on the fiercely debated and paracrisis-

oriented issue of immunisation. This analysis reveals insights into the 

motivations, interests, beliefs and identities of those who participate in 

online communication about immunisation as well as their broader 

objectives, which are all about engagement and participation in the 

immunisation debate discourse. Gee (2014) writes about changes in the 

delineated classifications of discourse participants, arguing that: “Too often 

schools and society convince certain types of people they are primarily 

consumers, not producers, readers, not writers, and spectators, not 

participants. But it is our human birthright to be designers, producers, 

participants, artists, and movers and shakers with language and, now, too, 

with technology” (p. 220). Whilst Gee (2014) is not exclusively discussing 

the nature of online communication and online discourse, he is making a 

point which is highly evident in online communication environments (boyd, 

2014; Shirky, 2008) and which is powerfully evident from this analysis of 

Light for Riley. Scrutiny through the lens of the identity building task, 

particularly, reveals that those posting are very keen to share their 

personal stories and experiences. Those posting are not content to be 

readers and spectators, as Gee (2014) notes. They want to share their own 

personal experiences, their own frightening stories from when their 

children were gravely ill or when they lost their lives. These people are 

mothers, fathers, aunts and grandparents, without clinical or medical 

training, but they are also nurses, doctors and specialists, with greater 

scientific insight and knowledge about the role and value of immunisation. 

Across the board those posting, most staunchly, want to participate in this 

discourse and support the work of Catherine and Greg Hughes (through the 

Light for Riley initiative) in promoting and educating about the importance 

of immunisation. Those posting to this site reveal great passion, great 

emotion, great sympathy and great empathy for the parents of Riley 

Hughes and what they have gone through in watching their son die from a 
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preventable illness. Those posting to this site also reveal their support and 

commitment to the cause of promoting immunisation, to build herd 

immunity in order to make other people’s children safer, so that society as 

a whole can benefit.  

So what does this reveal about online platforms and their role in paracrisis?  

5.7 Conclusions 
 

From a broad perspective, Light for Riley can be seen as an initiative by 

Catherine and Greg Hughes to educate and engage in dialogue with 

parents and interested parties on the issue of immunisation, to provide a 

bulwark against the arguments of the anti-vaccination agenda, and to 

encourage parents to make immunisation a priority in order to protect 

children and save lives. Catherine and Greg Hughes have chosen a highly 

personalised and public forum to achieve these objectives, to share the 

details of the painful story of their son Riley’s death from whooping cough.  

From a communication perspective, Light for Riley can be seen as an 

initiative to manage a paracrisis; to contribute to and influence public 

understanding on the benefits of immunisation, to share the personal 

details of Riley Hughes’ death, to provide convincing pro-immunisation 

arguments in order to negate and refute the arguments of anti-vaccination 

lobby groups and keep the immunisation paracrisis in a dormant state so 

that the benefits of immunisation can be represented, understood and 

accepted. 

The next chapter in this thesis will investigate a group of pro-immunisation 

strategists, whom are tasked with supporting the pro-immunisation 

message through their roles in health organisations and government 

departments, in order to better understand the motivations and 

orientations of these highly experienced pro-immunisation advocates. 
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Chapter 6:  Frontline: Reflections from pro-immunisation 

strategists 

6.1 Introduction 
 

The final research project in this thesis explores the motivations, the 

orientations and the personal stories of people who have dedicated their 

working lives to advancing the pro-immunisation agenda; who are these 

people, what motivates them, how did they become involved in promoting 

or supporting immunisation, and what reflections can they share about 

their work and their views on the role of social media platforms in 

communicating a pro-immunisation message?   

This project draws on phenomenological analysis and representation and 

heuristic enquiry (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen 

1997) to address the research question for this project which is:  

What motivates pro-immunisation strategists in communicating about 

immunisation as a central public health measure?  

This chapter outlines the identification and selection of the five individuals 

who were interviewed for this research project and the open-ended 

questions that were used to draw out participants’ personal stories to 

explore the “essence” (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 201) of their “lived 

experiences” (Van Manen, 1997, p. 4) in relation to immunisation. The aim 

for this project is to gain a deeper understanding of how these people 

understand and address the challenges of the immunisation paracrisis. 

Identifying the sample 

Creswell and Poth (2018) state that a minimum of five participants should 

be used for a research project which follows hermeneutic 

phenomenological analysis and representation. A decision was made to 

approach senior level people in government organisations and hospital 

settings in order to maximise the potential to gain strategic insight into the 

way organisations and individuals promulgate the pro-immunisation 

argument. Searches were undertaken through LinkedIn and Google to 
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identify candidates and I also requested help and suggestions from a 

former health department contact. Email, LinkedIn messages and 

telephone approaches were made to approximately 15 people, including 

the five who ultimately consented to be interviewed for the project. It 

should be noted that there was reluctance from some people to participate 

in this research project, particularly from communication specialists in 

health departments. Consequently the shortlist of possible participants 

self-selected to the five who took part, most of whom have medical or 

clinical backgrounds. Those who were approached, but decided against 

participating, were not forthcoming about the reasons for their refusal, but 

it can be speculated that the decisions were a consequence of the 

sensitivity that surrounds the immunisation issue and possibly political 

sensitivities with working in government organisations. Those who chose 

to participate are senior level people with long career histories in the fields 

of public health, epidemiology, disease prevention, immunisation delivery, 

or whom have a current role in designing programs which support and 

advocate for immunisation. Each interview session was guided by a series 

of open-ended and semi-structured questions (See Appendix 5) framed to 

develop an understanding of experiences from each person’s point of view, 

and to affirm the importance and value of these views and experiences. 

The interviews with each participant continued for 60 to 90 minutes and all 

interviewees were encouraged to share their own stories in relation to 

public health and immunisation.  

6.2 Phenomenological analysis and representation  
 

A hermeneutic phenomenological study as described by Van Manen (1997) 

begins with an “abiding concern”, such as the role, significance and 

importance of immunisation in society, and provides an avenue “to 

question the way we experience the world” (p. 5); to build an 

understanding through “description, interpretation, and self-reflective or 

critical analysis” (p. 4) in order to gain a deeper understanding of the life 

experiences or meanings “as we live them in our everyday existence, our 

lifeworld” (p. 11).  
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In choosing Creswell and Poth (2018), Moustakas (1994) and van Manen 

(1998) and hermeneutic phenomenological representation and analysis to 

frame this research project, my objective was “to construct an animating, 

evocative description (text) of human actions, behaviors, intentions and 

experiences as we meet them in the lifeworld” (Van Manen, 1997, p. 19). 

In this sense my own background and knowledge about health 

communication was guided the investigation and I became “in a sense the 

guardian and defender of the true nature of the object. He or she wants to 

show it, describe it, interpret it while remaining faithful to it – aware that 

one is easily misled, side-tracked, or enchanted by extraneous elements” 

(Van Manen, p. 20). This approach supported a level of connectedness 

between the work of building knowledge about the purpose and lifeworld 

of pro-immunisation strategists; to allow opportunities to draw out 

meanings and build a complex and nuanced understanding of the 

phenomenon and scenarios described. In outlining and supporting this 

approach, hermeneutic phenomenology recognises that a researcher can 

be oriented towards a study in “a unique and personal way” (Van Manen, 

1997, p. 20), that phenomenological human science is “discovery oriented” 

(p. 27), and that it is “collected by lived experience and recollects lived 

experience – is validated by lived experience and it validates lived 

experience” (p. 27) in a “validating circle of inquiry” (p. 27). This project is 

aimed at developing a greater understanding of each person’s lifeworlds; 

to examine the reasons why they were drawn to the field of public health 

in order to better understand what motivates them, what challenges they 

face and what they envisage for the future.  

Creswell and Poth (2018), drawing on Moustakas (1997), have developed a 

simplified version of phenomenological analysis and representation and set 

out six key steps in a clear process for inquiry and interpretation of a 

phenomenon in order to recognise its essence; what it is in all its 

complexity and nuance: 

• Write a description of the researcher’s own experience of the 

phenomenon; setting out the researcher’s own background with 
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the issue being examined in order to acknowledge that all people 

have histories and that it is important to be transparent so the 

reader is clear about the orientation of researcher.  

• Develop a list of significant statements from the interviews that 

show how individuals experienced the topic, treating each 

statement as equal in value (See Appendix 6). 

• Group the significant statements into broader categories, themes 

or “units of information” (Creswell and Poth, p. 201) in order to 

“create clusters” and remove repetition (See Appendix 7). 

• Outline “what” the study participants experienced; what 

happened, with verbatim examples. 

• Outline “how” the experiences occurred; reflecting on setting and 

context of the experiences in order to develop a “structural 

description” of the phenomenon in all its rich detail and context 

(Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 201). 

• Write a detailed description of the phenomenon in order to 

explicate the essence of the experience; that incorporates both the 

“textual and structural descriptions” (p. 201) including what the 

participants experienced and how those experiences occurred.  

Immunisation became an area of interest for early in my career when I 

worked at a children’s hospital and witnessed young children suffering with 

preventable illnesses. My understanding of the importance of 

immunisation was further cemented when I later joined a State 

government health department. In that role I worked both proactively and 

reactively in communicating health messages on a range of issues such as 

sun safety, healthy eating, HIV prevention, organ donation, as well as the 

role and value of immunisation. I worked closely with epidemiologists and 

senior health officials who were tasked with issuing public warnings about 

outbreaks of preventable illnesses as well as plotting their course and 

trying to reduce their spread. During that time I gained an understanding of 

herd immunity; reducing the numbers of people who can be “carriers” and 

potentially spread a preventable disease. Addressing the communication 
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elements of these public health messages was a key focus and I worked 

with clinicians to present messages so that the general public would 

understand, respond and, hopefully, take steps to ensure their children 

were properly immunised. 

In choosing to investigate communication about immunisation for this final 

research study, I acknowledge that my experiences and the things I saw as 

a young person working in a children’s hospital, and working with 

epidemiologists, have influenced me and made me believe that 

immunisation programs save lives and protect people’s health.  

After conducting the interviews and transcribing the data, Creswell and 

Poth’s (2018) approach was followed to highlight the significant statements 

from each person’s transcript. Significant statements were identified and 

chosen because they provided interesting details about a person’s story 

and background, because the selected statement offered details of how 

the person came to be involved in promoting and advocating for 

immunisation, because they offered reflections on experiences of public 

health messaging in both traditional and social media environments, or 

because they offered insights into the challenges of advocating for 

immunisation in online environments.  

The interviews for this project were conducted in the personal offices of 

some of the participants and in office meeting rooms in some instances. 

Each person was asked a series of open-ended questions (See Appendix 5) 

in order to draw out their own story and the interviews were recorded and 

transcribed. The interviews ranged from 60 to 90 minutes in duration. At 

the start of each interview, I provided an overview of my doctoral project 

in an attempt to be clear about the purpose of the research and the way 

the data would be used, as well as to emphasise the serious nature of the 

study, to explain the objective of the research project, and to encourage 

trust, frankness and openness.  

The five participants are all senior people and most of them are doctors or 

nurses with clinical backgrounds as nurse immunisers, paediatricians and 

epidemiologists. Most of the people have worked in the fields of public 
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health, immunisation, or epidemiology for more than 20 years, with one 

person working in the immunisation field for nine years and in HIV/AIDS 

advocacy and support for almost 10 years prior to his current position. The 

roles and positions held are very senior, with the majority heading units or 

departments in their different organisations.   

The anonymity of each person has been protected by redacting identifying 

names of hospitals or the government departments where they work. 

Despite the difficulties already described in locating and locking in five 

people for this project, all participants were remarkably frank and open in 

answering the questions and sharing their personal stories. All participants 

were generous with their time, with several of the interviews continuing 

beyond the 60 minutes originally agreed as a time commitment. All 

participants expressed an interest in this research project and what it 

might ultimately reveal, with several expressing interest in being advised 

about the completion of this thesis. This suggests that these people are 

comfortable and familiar with the research process. It also suggests that 

they are interested in emerging knowledge or understandings which may 

be beneficial in informing or guiding protocols or approaches to building 

pro-immunisation messages in social media platforms, and guidance for 

communication about immunisation with key stakeholders.  

Significant statements 

The transcripts from the five interviews produced 70 significant statements 

(See Appendix 6).The following section opens with illustrative verbatim 

examples of significant statements and outlines what the study participants 

have experienced in relation to each of the five meaning units (Creswell 

and Poth, 2018). 

Impetus to save lives 

“The team I was working with was general and infectious 

diseases… they had the isolation ward and I was there 

during this massive whooping cough epidemic. And you 

know the ward was full of these poor little babies 

coughing their lungs out… And, you know, the parents 
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were petrified. But the staff, you know, the staff were 

petrified as well. I mean the really experienced ones…” 

 
This significant statement describes the human suffering which this person 

saw and witnessed early in his career when he worked in a children’s 

hospital during an outbreak of whooping cough. This statement describes 

fear to the point of being “petrified” by highly experienced hospital staff, 

which offers evidence of the human distress of those caring for babies who 

were gravely ill with whooping cough, as well as an acknowledgement that 

these babies were in a life or death struggle and that not all of them would 

survive. This person is describing the extreme distress of parents and the 

extreme distress of experienced doctors and nurses. Witnessing this 

whooping cough outbreak had a major impact on this person and was a key 

factor in driving his interest in epidemiology, immunisation, and disease 

prevention.  

 
“So in the early middle of the ‘80s there were still 

large outbreaks of measles… and certainly pertussis 

[whooping cough]… and someone realised that we 

weren't vaccinating our children well enough… and 

an ABS survey showed that vaccination rates were in 

the 50 or 60… I think 63 percent or something was 

the ABS data…. so someone came up with the idea 

of having this Bicentennial Measles Campaign which 

basically targeted school-aged children…” 

 

This significant statement highlights the person’s long-term involvement in 

immunisation, dating back to Australia’s bicentenary in 1988, and a 

significant initiative at that time by the Australian government to increase 

immunisation rates, specifically in relations to measles. This statement 

reflects the importance of high immunisation rates, in order to prevent 

outbreaks of measles and pertussis, and speaks to the central role this 

person played in fledgling immunisation campaigns and initiatives which 

were a new approach in 1988. The statement illustrates a personal 

commitment to immunisation and the role it can play in increasing herd 
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immunity and reducing outbreaks of serious and life-threatening illnesses 

in order to make all children safer. 

 

Impetus to save lives reflects the career choices and central orientation of 

the people in this study as well as highlighting their ultimate objective and 

why they were drawn to working in public health. Their responses reflect 

an absolute motivation and conviction that their work improves the health 

of other people, that they must be proactive and avert suffering “before it 

happens”. The people in this study spoke about wanting to be proactive 

and not reactive, and of the role and impact of immunisation programs in 

leading to the ultimate goal of eliminating diseases, as was accomplished 

with smallpox in 1980 (“Smallpox,” n.d. para. 1) and as has almost been 

accomplished with poliomyelitis (“Does polio still exist? Is it curable?” n.d. 

para 1). Their experiences as doctors, as nurse educators, as immunisation 

nurses, created a powerful, personal drive to save lives, to protect children, 

and to minimise the impact of serious diseases which can cause lifelong 

disability or death.  

One person said her interest in public health and immunisation was a 

consequence of an interest in “health message reporting”, public health 

and research. She also spoke about the importance of being objective and 

not allowing emotions to “get too much in the way of how you see things 

because emotions have a really important role and they come up a lot in 

our work”. A number of people described their work as “challenging but 

rewarding” with one person saying that he had worked in public health for 

more than 30 years, almost his whole career, and had no desire or 

intention to leave the field. He described himself as a person “who sticks 

around”, a person who is dedicated to the mission of public health, who 

has stayed focused on the management or prevention of disease for most 

of his career because he saw value in preventing illnesses “before they 

occurred” or before they were transferred to others, especially children. 

Some people spoke about their wish that immunisation would be seen by 

people as an “accepted part of healthy living”, as a normal and non-

contentious part of living a healthy life. One person spoke about his 
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disillusionment with frontline medicine and dealing with acute and serious 

illness in accident and emergency centres as a young doctor, when it was 

sometimes too late to save a patient. This person spoke about the reward 

of preventive health measures to reduce risks and protect people before 

an acute illness occurs. This person began his career as an epidemiologist 

at the Center for Disease Control in the United States and then he returned 

to Australia to work for a State government health department, to design 

and establish localised Public Health Units in that State. This was a 

significant development for state government health departments in 

building public health infrastructure and systems to guide, inform and 

respond to disease outbreaks as well as disease prevention.    

Public Health Units, which respond locally to plot and respond to outbreaks 

of disease, are still in place today and have retained the same design and 

structure so they can be responsive to local outbreaks, local threats and 

local concerns.  

Phenomenal potential of social media health messaging 

“So the potential is enormous. The challenge is how do you 

craft the messages in a way that convinces people, that the 

message about whooping cough or whatever is important? 

Ok, so then now this is another mechanism, you’ve got 

radio, you’ve got papers (which are sliding), you’ve got 

websites… so now we are in a completely different 

environment and I guess that’s where you are, you’re at the 

pointy end…” 

 

All of the people in this research spoke about the phenomenal potential of 

social media to support public health messages which educate and 

encourage immunisation. This significant statement describes the critical 

nature of planning a message about the importance of immunisation and 

about the decisions on the best platforms to share pro-immunisation 

messages. This statement emphasises that social media require a different 

approach from traditional media and describes the importance of carefully 

crafting messages so that parents can be educated and convinced about 

the benefits of immunisation.  
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“And so how do you connect with people, and engage with 

them, and give them a simple clear message and make it as 

easy as possible for them to be immunised, both for their 

children and themselves? That’s the ongoing challenge that 

we are facing. And social media is both a challenge in that 

space, because of the echo chamber effect, and because in 

some ways it is more difficult to engage with them. But in 

other ways it is an extra channel for us to connect with them 

and to target people in particular as well.”  

 

A number of the people spoke about the benefits and the challenges of 

social media. This statement enhanced opportunities to target and directly 

engage with parents as well as the downside where the filtering and 

tailoring mechanism of these platforms, known as the “echo chamber” 

effect, makes it more difficult to reach and communicate with people who 

may be vaccine hesitant or anti-vaccination.  

Phenomenal potential of social media health messaging, addresses the 

impact of social media in providing a platform for parents, and those who 

are the recipients of immunisation, to access information on immunisation 

or share their opinions. It was emphasised that people are looking for clear 

information on immunisation and are going beyond traditional media to 

source that information, which is why “crafting messages is important”. 

One person said his team was “trying to provide information that’s clear, in 

the channels that they [parents of children] actually use”. One person 

spoke about a Facebook post “which got a quarter of a million hits and was 

just sort of incredible”, referencing the enormous potential of social media 

in notifying and warning about outbreaks and supporting pro-immunisation 

messaging. The necessity of responding quickly was also emphasised with 

one person highlighting that it was important “to be as nimble as we can 

be”, “to make sure you are ready to respond at any given time” because 

“sometimes issues just pop up that you are unaware of” and so monitoring 

of key sites is important. Emphasis was also given to ensuring respectful 

answers to questions posed through social media forums, recognising that 

vaccine-hesitant parents are loving parents, and that responses must be 

polite, “evidence-based” and delivered without judgement or aggression. 
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One person argued for a “more constructive, less polarised public 

discussion around vaccination that doesn’t lump all people who raise 

questions, or even are not vaccinating, into the so-called anti-vaxxer 

bucket”. This person warned about the danger of creating a “harsh 

environment” where questioners were too quickly put into an anti-vaxxer 

category when the questioner may only be seeking more information or 

affirmation on their decision to vaccinate.  

It was acknowledged that energy and resources should be directed at those 

that “can be reached”, who are not ardent anti-vaccination advocates, 

because ardent anti-vaxxers are people who are extremely unlikely to 

change their minds about the value of immunisation. One person said it 

was their belief that the act of engagement with anti-vaxxers gives their 

arguments “oxygen” and may “increase people’s exposure to their 

arguments”. Instead the importance of engagement with those who are 

“vaccine hesitant” was emphasised, because people who are unsure and 

afraid may be swayed or influenced by anti-vaccination arguments if anti-

vaccination groups are the only ones who are positively and respectfully 

engaging. The importance of ensuring vaccine-hesitant parents be shown 

empathy was emphasised; acknowledging that the fears of vaccine hesitant 

parents stem from a genuine love and concern about protecting their 

children. One person spoke about the importance of respect, that 

“audiences may not be educated, but they are intelligent”, and that vaccine 

hesitant parents, or even parents in general, are trying to come to a 

considered and informed opinion on a complex issue. It is not possible to 

communicate with, educate or change the minds of vaccine hesitant 

parents if they are not engaged, and they are unlikely to become convinced 

if people are just “shouting science at them”. It is important not to isolate, 

categorise, judge or condemn vaccine hesitant parents and not to 

exaggerate or overinflate the numbers of parents who are actually against 

immunisation, which is estimated to be about 2% of the population. 

The challenges of social media platforms were highlighted by the 

fragmented nature of online forums, and the concern with finding more 
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“universal” or wide-reaching online forums to communicate with parents 

about the role and importance of immunisation. Social media were seen as 

positive because these forums allow greater targeting of pro-immunisation 

messages to parents and an opportunity to communicate directly with 

them without having to go through third parties such as journalists or news 

editors. Social media were also seen as negative because the information 

outlets which key stakeholders (such as parents) may be engaging with are 

dispersed and fragmented; so more effort, more time and more 

communication avenues must be utilised in order to reach parents. Work 

must be done to identify communication channels like Facebook which 

young mothers “actually use” rather than more traditional platforms such 

as mainstream television or newspapers.  

Social media are widely used by anti-vaccination advocates, so this must be 

recognised with one person saying: “There is always going to be an 

element, a group of people who oppose vaccination and who are dedicated 

in their opposition” and these groups can be very active in social media 

platforms. Though one person urged caution and perspective here, saying 

that anti-vaccination voices should not be given “too much air”, because 

focusing on negating anti-vaccination arguments could actually encourage 

“debate” and give prominence to the idea in some parents’ minds that they 

should push against or refuse vaccination.   

Responses must be evidence-based 

“So it’s trying to negate the negative comments without 

being too Big Brother-ish, and saying: “No, you’re wrong”. So 

we don’t feed into the negative comments when someone 

says MMR vaccine causes autism. We wouldn’t reply and say: 

“No, it doesn’t”.  But we would say: “Evidence shows that…” 

So it’s about not giving room for a whole discussion. You have 

to nip them in the bud early, and try to get in early, so timely 

response is important as well.”  

 

Emphasis was given to providing clear, evidence-based arguments in 

support of immunisation which are timely and responsive, especially in 

fast-moving social media environments. The significant statement above 
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describes the importance of not being confrontational or overly 

authoritarian, of adopting a clear, timely and positive approach, and of 

referring to the evidence that supports immunisation as a public health 

initiative.  This statement also refers to a central anti-vaccination 

argument, the supposed link between autism in children and the MMR 

(measles, mumps and rubella) vaccine. This anti-vaccination argument was 

advanced by Andrew Wakefield, a UK doctor who has since been struck off 

the medical register for serious professional misconduct in relation to this 

discredited research (Boseley, 2010).  

“And parents do use Google, you know. And it’s trying to 

refer them to the appropriate resources. And a lot of 

educated parents are using, you know, the internet more and 

more nowadays … and where you would have thought that 

educated parents would have just accepted that vaccination 

is just what you do. But they go off and do their own 

research. So you have to accept that they will do their own 

research but also try and provide them with the evidence-

based information.” 

 

This significant statement highlights that parents are seeking their own 

information on the pros and cons of immunisation, through Google and 

other search engines. It describes the internet-based investigations that 

some parents may make into the role and safety of immunisation and 

acknowledges that this type of online research is commonplace. This 

statement argues that pro-immunisation strategists should accept that 

some parents may question or have concerns about immunisation and that 

evidence-based, pro-immunisation information must be readily available in 

online forums.  

Responses must be evidenced-based addressed the importance of being 

scientific, and not emotional, when discussing the value of immunisation. 

One person argued that “in the rational sense there is no debate” on 

immunisation, with unequivocal scientific support for the value and 

benefits of immunisation programs, and with acknowledgement that any 

“debate was finished decades ago, centuries ago”. The necessity to engage 

with vaccine hesitant parents was emphasised, and it was seen as 



133 
 

important to not exaggerate and to give respectful answers to genuine 

questions, as well as to be “allies” in conversations about immunisation. A 

more constructive, more engaging, less polarised, and less emotional 

public discussion on immunisation was recommended. “If people are being 

shouted down in a social media environment because they’re misdiagnosed 

as being anti-vaccine, then it’s going to be a harsh environment for them” 

and therefore not conducive to building or earning acceptance of 

immunisation. One person spoke about the importance of choosing the 

“right psychological moment” to discuss immunisation with parents, 

suggesting that there are times when vaccine hesitant or vaccine resistant 

parents may not be able to hear, receive or potentially, and optimally, 

accept pro-immunisation messages. Engaging and “spending time” with 

vaccine hesitant parents, building a connection or a dialogue, and 

demonstrating empathy, was seen as a critical first step towards educating 

these parents about the importance and value of immunisation. One 

person also spoke about “general research going on amongst different 

research partners and groups about immunisation and attitudes to 

immunisation which we are involved with”, making “sure that what we are 

doing is evidence-based”, and “trying to understand what they call the 

touchpoints”, the critical and most sensitive elements  in the immunisation 

decision-making process for parents. Another person spoke about 

recognising that “parents do use Google” and that his job is to push back, 

albeit gently, and steer anxious parents towards evidence-based 

information from reputable sites and agencies.  

Honesty and transparency were seen as critical in engagement with vaccine 

hesitant or vaccine resistant parents. The clinical and medical fraternity 

must acknowledge that immunisation has risks and it was argued that it is 

important to be upfront about these risks and explain that “there is a 

chance of local adverse reactions” but that “the risk is low and minimal”. 

Vaccine hesitant parents should not be shielded, and negative information 

on risks must not be withheld, but there is benefit in being frank and 

transparent and in acknowledging that there are risks with immunisation. 

The benefit from a full and frank acknowledgement of immunisation’s risks 
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was believed to be essential in order to, potentially, rebuild trust in the 

medical fraternity. The argument was that if health institutions and health 

educators are more open about the risks of immunisation, they 

demonstrate that they are not hiding the negatives, and neither are they 

exaggerating them. One person spoke about the benefit of social media in 

revealing in more detail what vaccine hesitant parents are concerned 

about, and addressing those concerns in a responsible, measured way, free 

from emotion, threat or condemnation. 

The importance of herd immunity was highlighted in order to keep the 

rates of immunisation high in order to prevent outbreaks, and to ensure 

that fewer people can be exposed, contract a disease, and then pass it onto 

others. One person spoke about the mistake for vaccine hesitant parents to 

rely on herd immunity; a positive consequence of high vaccination rates 

from other parents vaccinating their children, which may mean fewer 

people contract a disease, and a lower likelihood that a disease is prevalent 

in a community. High herd immunity may encourage a vaccine resistant 

parent to abstain and not immunise their own children because they 

believe the likelihood of exposure is lower or non-existent.  

The importance of not being complacent was emphasised, given that 

100,000 babies are born every year in one particular State. The challenge 

created by these birth statistics was described, given that 100,000 sets of 

parents need to be communicated with every year in order to optimise and 

continue strong compliance with immunisation protocols in order to 

increase herd immunity, and to maximise the benefit of immunisation in 

protecting both their own and other people’s children.  

Immunisation is complex 

“It’s just incredibly complex… and it changes regularly… So 

when I started there was a reasonably simple immunisation 

schedule…  and it hadn't changed for a few years… and part 

of the research I did showed GPs hadn't been aware of the 

last change … which was several years earlier which was 

something to do with the place of the DTP vaccine… So 
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there's always things happening so there's annual changes to 

the schedule…” 

 

Immunisation protocols in Australia are complex and there are regular, and 

even annual, changes to the recommended immunisation schedules. This 

statement highlights that doctors must be guided and supported by 

government health departments in order to keep pace with changes to 

immunisation protocols. It also highlights that parents need to be guided 

by their doctors and other experts to keep pace with these changes, to 

ensure that new protocols are adopted and that children’s immunisations 

are up-to-date. This statement reflects the number of immunisations that 

are needed, and the number of visits to the GP which are needed, for 

children to be completely immunised.  

“So education is an ongoing thing … there's going to 

be constant changes to vaccination schedules and 

technology and stuff …  so there'll be a need to keep 

educating the community, other doctors and other 

health professionals, as well as the general public.” 

 

This statement describes the amount of change in immunisation schedules 

and highlights the importance of ongoing education for doctors and other 

immunisation providers as well as for parents.  

Immunisation is complex encompasses statements acknowledging the 

complexity of the current immunisation schedule and the large number of 

vaccinations required at different ages in order for children to be compliant 

with current immunisation protocols; as set out by the National Health and 

Medical Research Council (NHMRC). One person spoke about the growth in 

the number of vaccinations now included in NHMRC protocols, so that 

“when I started there were 10 or 12 components of vaccinations… now 

there is 30 or something”. Up-to-date immunisation of children represents 

a serious time commitment for parents, and there would be benefit in 

simplifying the current immunisation schedule at some future point when 

technology and science make that possible. Immunisation was described as 

being a “victim of its own success”, given that so many people in society 

have never seen first-hand, the suffering, long-term health complications, 
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damage or death that can result from diseases such as diphtheria, measles, 

pertussis or poliomyelitis. “Many younger doctors have never seen cases of 

measles”, so these doctors may be slow to recognise the symptoms of this 

disease which is very easily and quickly spread. It can be much harder for 

young doctors or other professionals to respond and marshal arguments in 

favour of immunisation because younger doctors, and other health 

professionals, cannot draw on their own experiences as witnesses or care-

givers during outbreaks of preventable disease. One participant spoke 

about the importance of developing information kits and other resources 

to help midwives or nurse immunisers to respond confidently, and with 

clear arguments in support of immunisation, if they are asked questions 

about vaccination or if they encounter a vaccine hesitant parent.  

Reflecting on scepticism 

“But there are a huge amount of parents that are hesitant 

because of what they read on the internet, misinformation, 

and we try, and we make it very clear, that providers need to 

spend time with these parents. But providers also need to be 

knowledgeable about how to deal with those parents, so that 

is why we have these resources.” 

 

A number of people spoke about the impact on parents of social media- 

and internet-based information which is negative and anti-vaccination. The 

significant statement above emphasises the importance of “spending time” 

with vaccine hesitant parents and providing information and resources that 

help these parents gain a more evidence-based understanding of the 

benefits and risks of immunisation programs. This statement also 

acknowledges that it is not always easy for clinicians to marshal pro-

immunisation arguments and to properly address the concerns of parents.   

“If you’ve got a bunch of people who are umm… you know, 

questioning vaccination and have genuine concerns, and 

they’re parents, and they are approaching the vaccination 

decision, or they’re pregnant and they’re deciding what 

they’ll do, and all they see are people like them with 

questions who are being shouted down in a social media 

environment because they’re misdiagnosed as being anti-
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vaccine, then it’s going to a harsh environment for them. And 

what we need to do in vaccination is lead a more 

constructive, less polarised, public discussion around 

vaccination that doesn’t lump all people who raise questions, 

or even are not vaccinating, into the so-called anti-vaxxer 

category.” 

 

This statement emphasises the importance of respectful engagement and 

communication with vaccine hesitant parents, and the importance of 

creating an environment for that discussion which is constructive and not 

polarising. This statement describes a harsh and isolating environment for 

parents or parents-to-be who may be hesitant about immunisation, and 

that is not constructive when trying to engage and convince a parent about 

the benefits of immunising their child or children. 

Reflecting on scepticism acknowledges that immunisation “will always be 

controversial” because there are groups within society who will always be 

distrustful of government and “Big Pharma”, who may think that a 

“natural” approach to wellness is the right approach, and who may be 

fearful of injecting substances into their children’s bodies. “There is a clear 

understanding that we can’t hide information about vaccine reactions” and 

“there’s been a very explicit journey in Australia about health agencies 

acknowledging and being upfront about the fact that vaccines aren’t 

perfect”. There are people “who tend to be a little bit paranoid about the 

government”, “who are a little bit fringe in their thinking”, who think 

governments may be “out to poison us”. There “will always be a struggle to 

convince these people” about the benefits of immunisation. But it is 

important that the positive messages about vaccination are consistently 

shared in a balanced, accurate and scientific way, as well as countering the 

negative messages of anti-vaxxers. “I think the campaign where the 

Australian Skeptics took the Australian Vaccination Network [an established 

anti-vaccination organisation] to the Health Care Complaints Commissioner 

was significant” and the Australian Vaccination Network was forced to 

change its name to better reflect that its primary belief was to promote an 
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anti-vaccination viewpoint among parents. That finding against the 

organisation “was really interesting and had a huge effect on that group”.  

Statements were made about the negative impact of the “echo chamber 

effect” of social media, where people only visit sites which “reinforce their 

existing beliefs”. This narrow approach to information gathering, and the 

self-editing of the echo chamber effect, may make it hard to reach parents 

who are anti-vaccination or vaccine hesitant. There are challenges in 

communicating a “simple, clear and encouraging message” about a 

“complex public health policy” that “will always be controversial” to the 

large and growing pool of people who become parents every year. 

However, the stated goal of all people in this study, and the chosen 

response for countering anti-vaccination arguments and anti-vaccination 

activist organisations, was to clearly, respectfully, swiftly and consistently 

respond to all parents in social media and other forums with “evidence-

based”, frank, accurate and verifiable information on the benefits of 

immunisation programs. 

Recognising the essence 

According to Van Manen (1997), essence is an existential concept and “not 

a single fixed property by which we know something”, which could 

incorporate intuition, historical knowledge, experience, insights and a 

“complex array of aspects, properties and qualities” (p. xv). This description 

of a difficult to define and almost intangible quality of learning, through 

observing, intuiting, and analysing, aligns well with the understandings that 

were uncovered during the course of this research project. The transcripts 

themselves provided data, significant statements, which reflected and 

encapsulated the interesting stories and narratives of the pro-

immunisation strategists that were interviewed. Each person answered 

questions and shared insights into their work, their backgrounds, the 

genesis of their support for immunisation, and the ongoing challenges they 

see with immunisation programs; which involves the education of 100,000 

new sets of parents in one Australian State every year, for ever into the 

future. Outlining the essence, the intangible and intuitive, the “cognitive 
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and non-cognitive, gnostic and pathic ways of knowing” (Van Manen, 1997, 

p. xiv) provided a rich landscape for this study that incorporated the 

complexity and depth of the participants’ own life experiences. Through 

conversation and listening to the statements and responses that were 

made, it is impossible not to be struck by how focused these people are on 

their work to save and protect others. A number of the people interviewed 

for this study had delivered medical care to young children who were 

gravely ill or dying from preventable diseases. One person also had to 

counsel and support parents who were facing one of life’s most frightening 

experiences, having a child in intensive care, with the parents now blaming 

each other for their child’s suffering and for the decision that was made 

not to immunise their child.  

Many parents can be anxious about their children’s health and well-being 

and it is interesting that these very concerns, motivated by love, care and 

fear, can either create a pro-immunisation orientation or an anti-

immunisation orientation for a parent. So where does this leave the pro-

immunisation strategists who were interviewed for this study? These 

people expressed dedication to continuing their work of supporting and 

advocating for immunisation; of utilising all of the means and channels at 

their disposal to share pro-immunisation messages and to finding better 

ways to support immunisation initiatives and combat anti-immunisation 

messaging. 

Despite overwhelming scientific evidence of the benefits of immunisation, 

and the acknowledgement that immunisation is the most successful public 

health measure ever implemented in protecting lives (World Health 

Organization, 2005, p. 3.) immunisation remains a contested program by a 

small but vocal and highly active segment of society which has arguably 

had some success in influencing other parents. True anti-vaccination 

advocates have proven highly resistant to what one interviewee described 

as having “science shouted at them” in an attempt to change their opinions 

or argue the benefits of immunisation. The people interviewed for this 

research project, who work for a range of organisations, have all adopted a 
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non-confrontational, respectful, “evidence-based” approach to promoting 

immunisation or countering anti-vaccination arguments. When questions 

arise through questions posed on Facebook or Twitter sites or through 

some other forum about the safety of immunisation for children, they 

might say: “Evidence shows….", or refer a questioner to the website of 

NCIRS (National Centre for Immunisation Research and Surveillance), or the 

NHMRC (National Health and Medical Research Council) or the like. 

Emphasis was placed on engagement, non-judgement, and non-alienation 

of vaccine-hesitant or vaccine resistant parents, as well as the importance 

of responsiveness, of being “nimble” and providing “information that’s 

clear, in the channels that they [parents of children] actually use”.   

Social media was acknowledged as a platform with enormous potential for 

supporting positive, pro-immunisation messages and as a forum to connect 

and successfully communicate with the large numbers of parents with 

children who need to be immunised. Modern day parents are increasingly 

turning to the internet and social media when searching for information on 

immunisation and public health agencies and organisations need to be 

prepared and resourced to supply the need for accurate and evidence-

based online information on immunisation. This is particularly important 

for those tasked with supporting and advocating for the benefits of 

immunisation, particularly given that anti-immunisation voices are very 

active and these groups are also utilising online platforms. 

The pro-immunisation strategists interviewed for this project are 

impressive and intriguing people. They exhibit a strong sense of purpose 

and calmness, of logic, of practicality and rationality. I was struck by the 

strength and commitment of these people who are responsible for building 

public health programs and directing public policy around immunisation. 

The people interviewed for this project are important and senior people, 

but they are humble people. They recognise the challenges of being pro-

immunisation strategists, and the negative impact of anti-vaccination 

groups, but they present as very steadfast and clear in their own 
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commitment to what they are doing, why this is critical, and how it benefits 

society.  

This third research study investigated and addressed the research 

question: What motivates pro-immunisation strategists and how do they 

use social media to advance their cause?  

In answering this question about the motivation for the pro-immunisation 

strategists, the “essence” of their experience reveals itself as an abiding 

motivation to protect lives; to be proactive in preventing illness, rather 

than reactive in treating it. Given that many of the diseases prevented by 

immunisation can cause long-term damage or are not survivable, especially 

for young children, the pro-immunisation strategists have devoted their 

working lives to advancing immunisation programs and maximising the 

number of people who are immunised and who immunise their children. 

All of the people in this study spoke about the importance of engagement 

with vaccine hesitant parents, or parents in general, and of discussing the 

benefits of immunisation in a respectful and non-judgemental way which 

emphasises evidence-based arguments. The importance of sharing 

information that was clear and well-crafted was emphasised, as well as 

ensuring that this information was available in environments and platforms 

which parents actually use. The internet and social media platforms are 

often the primary source of information on immunisation, so it was seen as 

critical to ensure that parents can easily access accurate information which 

describes both the benefits and the risks of immunisation. Social media 

were seen as a benefit and a disadvantage, given the way anti-vaccination 

voices have used these platforms to disseminate fear and anxiety about 

the safety of immunisation programs. The people in this study spoke of the 

importance of countering anti-vaccination arguments in social media 

platforms, but doing so in a non-confrontational and non-judgemental way, 

so that parents are not alienated or too quickly categorised as being anti-

immunisation. Engagement, dialogue and responsiveness were seen as 

critical to the process of restoring the trust and faith of vaccine hesitant 

parents and encouraging them to vaccinate their children. The people who 
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participated in this research project are quiet and calm immunisation 

advocates and strategists, working within government organisations, public 

health units and hospital environments, to communicate evidence-based 

information and provide support for parents as they make critical health 

and immunisation decisions for their children. Their motivation, their 

essence (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 201), is an unwavering dedication to 

use their knowledge and all the platforms available in order to advocate a 

pro-immunisation message in order to protect the lives of children, to 

reduce or eliminate the risk of death from serious and preventable disease, 

and to save families from suffering. 

6.3 Conclusions 
 

This third research project and chapter investigated the motivations and 

personal orientations of a group of pro-immunisation strategists, using 

phenomenological analysis and representation following Creswell and Poth 

(2018), Moustakas (1994), and van Manen (1997), in order to better 

understand their essence; what drew these people to this field and to 

examine their perceptions of the role social media can or does play in 

communicating a pro-immunisation message to parents. Phenomenological 

analysis was chosen here to draw out the richness of the human 

experience, to draw out these people’s beliefs and attitudes to 

immunisation, to look at their work and orientations in all of its complexity 

and nuance, and to gauge their opinions on the role that engagement and 

social media can play in providing information and support for pro-

immunisation initiatives.  

The next and final chapter of this thesis will bring together the findings and 

conclusions of the three research projects in order to examine, through the 

lens of the immunisation issue, the nature of paracrisis. The final chapter 

will also offer insights the role of social media platforms, with 

recommendations for practice on how to best utilise these platforms in the 

communication process.   

 



143 
 

Chapter 7: Conclusions and implications for practice  

7.1 Introduction 

The three research projects of this doctorate have explored the emerging 

concept of paracrisis (Coombs and Holladay, 2012); a phenomenon where 

organisations are increasingly addressing a crisis-inclined, crisis-prone, 

crisis–like, dormant state where reputationally damaging events, triggered 

or fostered through online platforms like social media, are more common 

and prevalent (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Pang et al., 2014). This thesis 

has investigated the paracrisis phenomenon, through the lens of the 

immunisation paracrisis, to build a better understanding of the challenges 

that result from the way controversial topics and positions are 

represented, argued or supported in online environments. The overarching 

Research Question investigated within this thesis is: 

How are organisations adapting to the risk of crisis events in an online 

society?  

Three sub-questions that have been addressed are: 

Research Question 1: How does paracrisis impact online communication 

and crisis preparation? 

Research Question 2: How is the immunisation paracrisis addressed in an 

online environment? 

Research Question 3: What motivates pro-immunisation strategists when 

communicating about immunisation as a public health measure?  

 

This final chapter will reflect on the findings of the research projects 

undertaken in this thesis in order to highlight a number of key research 

findings that have emerged. These key findings will be outlined and 

discussed along with offering insights and important considerations for 

professional communicators in dealing with paracrises.  
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7.2 Key research findings   

Having a voice and wanting to be heard 

Having a voice and wanting to be heard is a critical finding and a key 

element of the Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, page 81) that emerged from the 

concept and theoretical coding analysis undertaken as part of the 

integrative literature review (Research Project 1). This element was also 

evident in the discourse analysis of the Light for Riley site (Research Project 

2), where the analysis of the posts from parents, relatives, friends, doctors 

and other parties reflected a strong desire to share their personal stories 

through the phatic technology (Wang et al., 2012) of Facebook. 

Phenomenological analysis and representation of pro-immunisation 

advocates (Research Project 3) showed that when participants spoke about 

having a voice and wanting to be heard, they emphasised the importance 

of being respectful and listening, of engaging, of being allies with vaccine 

hesitant parents and of having conversations. Social media provide 

platforms for posting and sharing opinions about all kinds of issues and 

what has become increasingly apparent through studies undertaken by 

crisis scholars (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; 2014; Ott and Theunissen, 

2015; Pang et al., 2014; Sanderson et al., 2016) is that groups and 

individuals are no longer satisfied with passive or recipient-oriented 

approaches to communication and information sharing. People want to be 

part of the conversation and they want organisations to acknowledge them 

and hear their viewpoints and opinions. People want to be heard, they 

want organisations to take them seriously, to listen and respond, and this is 

particularly important in crisis or paracrisis scenarios (Brumette and Sisco, 

2014; Romenti et al., 2014). Significantly, having a voice and wanting to be 

heard, appears to be particularly critical in relation to contested topics and 

issues, such as immunisation.  

 

For instance, discourse analysis of Light for Riley, using Gee (2014), 

highlighted the capability of this site to reveal a range of characteristics 

from the posts analysed. Light for Riley is full of posts that reveal nuances 

about the people posting: what happened to them, what happened to their 
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child, their friend, their patient, and how these events shaped their 

thinking and attitudes towards immunisation. These people are wanting to 

be heard and to be part of the conversation Catherine and Greg Hughes are 

instigating about the importance of immunisation. Discourse analysis of the 

posts reveals sympathy and empathy for the suffering of the Hughes 

family, encouragement for the Light for Riley initiative, a wish to share 

their own viewpoints on the merit of immunisation programs, to share the 

pain of their own losses or the dangers their own children have faced from 

preventable illnesses like whooping cough, measles, influenza or 

pneumonia. Analysis reveals these people are reaching out and wanting to 

connect, to share their own identities and to align themselves with the 

Light for Riley pro-immunisation initiative as a means to relate and build 

their own social capital (You and Hon, 2019).  

 

The discourse analysis of the Light for Riley posts can be bracketed under 

several critical motifs (Gee, 2014). The analysis of postings showed a series 

of participant motifs: Loving, empathic parents (Motif 1) and Immunisation 

advocates and LFR admirers (Motif 2) who declare support for the Light for 

Riley initiative and eagerness to add their voices to the pro-immunisation 

arguments and to combat the influence of the Anti-vaxx advocates (Motif 

3) in order to support and protect Gravely ill children (Motif 4). These 

motifs highlight strong support for the immunisation cause, which is 

unsurprising given that Catherine and Greg Hughes openly acknowledge 

that the posts are curated and any anti-immunisation posts or messages 

are removed. What is revealed by the discourse analysed from the Light for 

Riley site are the clear and sometimes strident messages, from strong 

voices that want to be heard, which are strongly pro-immunisation, and 

which reference experiences they want to share about being undermined, 

and even attacked in some instances, by anti-vaccination advocates. 

Through the analysis it was possible to determine what these people 

thought about a range of topics through the prism of their Figured Worlds; 

they were united by their wish to protect their own children, to keep 

communities safe from outbreaks, to make choices that protected the 
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children of other parents, to do what they could to prevent the suffering or 

deaths of all children, to communicate and raise awareness about the 

importance of immunisation, and to gently, sensitively and respectfully 

educate those who might be vaccine hesitant or opposed to vaccination. 

That is quite a substantial amount of information to glean from Facebook 

posts where those posting are telling their own narratives and stories. The 

highly personal nature of the posts to the Light for Riley site also reveals an 

impetus to share and a frankness which is quite unguarded and open. 

Those posting were often sharing painful stories of their own, relating 

strongly with the suffering of Catherine and Greg Hughes, and the posts 

reflect a high level of connection where the people contributing to the site 

are communicating like friends and not like strangers. 

 

All of this highlights the way Facebook has been used to provide a very 

personalised forum for Riley’s parents to share their story and to advance 

the pro-immunisation message which they want to be Riley’s legacy. Light 

for Riley is being used by other parents, care givers or clinicians in a very 

emotional way, involving photographs of children, positive emojis, and 

personalised encouragements to continue immunisation advocacy, which 

are not present in the social media sites of health departments or other 

government bodies. Light for Riley appears to be offering a more 

personalised forum where those posting are freely sharing their stories and 

experiences, their opinions and their positions. The openness of Catherine 

and Greg Hughes may also be setting the tone and eliciting a similar 

openness and frankness from those replying and posting. Ultimately, this 

suggests that those posting want readers to know who they are; that they 

are loving parents and care givers, that they are immunisation advocates 

and admirers of the Light for Riley initiative. The posts analysed reflect an 

impetus to share, to connect, to empathise, to learn, to encourage, and to 

praise. Through photographs, applause emojis, love hearts, and the actual 

discourse, these posts praise and applaud Catherine and Greg Hughes for 

their bravery in choosing to publicly share their highly personal and painful 

story on Facebook about Riley’s death. They praise the Light for Riley 
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initiative and the contribution being made by the site to educating parents 

and the wider community about the risks of low immunisation rates, the 

damage that can be caused by a relaxed attitude to adult boosters which 

maintain immunity, to lobby for or promote changes in immunisation 

protocols to better protect pregnant women and newborns, and to 

highlight the risks to others when anti-vaccination proponents decide not 

to immunise their own children.  

 

The analysis of the Light for Riley site supports a central argument made by 

communication scholars which is that people often choose to post on 

social media because they want to be known and understood (Kent, 2015; 

Krishna and Kim, 2015; Murthy, 2012). Although it was not possible within 

the scope of this research to undertake first-hand analysis of the way anti-

vaccination advocates present their arguments online, the reading from 

scholars who have undertaken this analysis on anti-vaccination posts 

(Dredze et al., 2016; Goldstein et al., 2015; Hoffman et al., 2019; Lee et al., 

2016) suggests that anti-vaccination advocates are also driven by a wish to 

be known, heard and understood. Murthy (2012) writes about the 

sociological function of social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook, 

arguing that people post in order to announce and prove their existence as 

unique individuals with opinions and viewpoints. Murthy (2011) cites 

Rosenthal (2008) and says social media and other forums bring 

“personalized and interpersonal communication into the public domain” 

(p. 1062) and this can be seen strongly in the Light for Riley case study. 

Through reading the posts of Catherine and Greg Hughes it is possible to 

“know” these people, to understand very personal things about them as 

parents (that protecting children is paramount), about what matters to 

them as human beings (they are dedicated to educating others on the 

value of immunisation and saving other families from suffering as they 

have), that they are people who respond to criticism with compassion and 

respect (through urging others not to be disrespectful or condemning of 

anti-vaccination advocates and lobbyists), that they value the role of 

dialogue (Taylor and Kent, 1998) and education in promoting immunisation 
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(through their statements about connecting and engaging with vaccine 

hesitants and anti-immunisation advocates). Catherine Hughes signs her 

posts with heart emojis, conveying that her messages and statements 

come from a place of love and compassion, despite the tragedy of losing 

her baby as a result of the decisions made by others not to immunise and 

which ultimately put Riley at greater risk of catching the disease which 

caused his death. Others posting to the site recognise these personal 

qualities in Catherine and Greg Hughes too and there are many reply posts 

in the Light for Riley Facebook site which praise the bravery of Riley’s 

parents. This reveals an admiration for the strength Riley’s parents 

demonstrate in sharing their story, for making themselves a target for vocal 

and active anti-vaccination lobby groups, for actively promoting 

immunisation, and for having the strength to regularly speak in public 

about their baby who died. This is a brave and selfless position to take and 

a risky enterprise as it has certainly made Catherine and Greg Hughes the 

target of online trolls (Young, 2017). Many parents would acknowledge 

that remaining private about their loss and their suffering would be an 

easier option for Catherine and Greg Hughes. So the fact that they are 

willing to be public pro-immunisation advocates, to regularly share their 

painful story, and to become the targets of anti-vaccination advocates 

(Santos Rutschmann, 2019) in order to help and protect other people’s 

children, reveals a great deal about them as people.   

 

Having a voice and wanting to be heard is also highly evident as a finding 

from the phenomenological analysis and representation of the pro-

immunisation advocates (Research Project 3). Advocates spoke about the 

enormous potential of social media environments to connect and better 

understand vaccine hesitance. They also spoke about the importance of 

not judging and not directly confronting vaccine hesitant or vaccine 

refusing parents. They spoke about engagement, conversation, and 

choosing the “right psychological moment” for discussions about 

immunisation with parents. They emphasised the importance of evidence-

based materials, of acknowledging the risks of immunisation (however 
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minimal), so that parents would not feel their concerns were being 

minimised, dismissed or brushed aside by a pro-immunisation position that 

didn’t allow their voice or their concerns to be heard. They also spoke about 

the importance of equipping general practitioners, nurse immunisers, and 

younger hospital-based doctors with the right materials and capability to 

“spend time with” vaccine hesitant parents, to allow them to have a voice 

and share their concerns. Pro-immunisation advocates spoke about the 

unlikelihood of changing the view of a vaccine hesitant parent if that 

parent’s concerns were not being heard and acknowledged as 

understandable and even reasonable. One pro-immunisation advocate 

emphasised this through saying that vaccine hesitant parents “love their 

children too”. Indeed vaccine hesitance was acknowledged by a number of 

the pro-immunisation advocates as likely to remain for a percentage of 

parents, given that immunisation does have risks and that anti-

immunisation voices are prevalent and persuasive (Kata, 2010; Kirkner, 

2019. The advocate role was also viewed as parent support; to engage with 

parents through taking the time to hear concerns and respond with 

evidence-based information of a pro-immunisation case for their 

consideration. This is a significant shift from over-riding, dominating, or 

disparaging the voice of vaccine hesitant parents and speaks to the 

acknowledgement of the independence of that voice that wants and 

deserves to be heard.  

 

Murthy (2012) writes about the innate Cartesian orientation of social 

media, summarising this idea through his own iteration of Descartes’ 

famous quote: “I tweet, therefore I am” (p. 1062). Murthy (2012) argues 

that people are posting in order to be known and to be heard, and this 

approach of presenting the self in social media forums is highly evident in 

the Light for Riley Facebook site (Research Project 2). People reveal their 

own identities, relationships, figured worlds, opinions and even political 

positions (Big C Conversations) through their posts (Research Project 2). If 

we are paying attention, truly listening and recognising the import and 

nature of the discourse (Romenti et al., 2014) in what we read and see, we 
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can find out a great deal about who these people are. This comprehensive 

and detailed knowledge about the communication participants, and the 

targets for initiatives to support or promote immunisation, increases the 

likelihood of establishing the connection, the knowledge, the trust, and the 

understanding that leads to successfully communicating a message (Lee 

and Park, 2013). 

 

With Light for Riley it is clearly evident who is sharing the story of this 

tragedy, and we can deduce this through the style of writing, the personal 

narratives, the photographs, the emojis, giving the impression of reading a 

letter or email from a close friend (boyd, 2014). This is what is remarkable 

and noteworthy about this Facebook site; that readers have an opportunity 

to “know” those posting in a highly personal way, despite the fact that 

most of the readers and those posting have clearly never met. Both parties 

are seeking connection, support and understanding. Those posting are 

signing their notes to the Hughes family with heart emojis and applause 

emojis. They are reaching out to the Hughes family to encourage the Light 

for Riley initiative and also to demonstrate that they are real people, that 

they exist (Murthy, 2012), and that they also have an important story to 

share which will bring benefits to others.  

 

The pro-immunisation advocates (Research Project 3) also highlight this 

notion of voice, of participation, of partnership, of listening, of 

engagement, of discourse, and of spending the time needed to connect 

and converse about the complex decisions around immunisation. Both the 

discourse analysis (Research Project 2) and the phenomenological analysis 

and representation (Research Project 3) point to the heart of what 

communication is all about and why human beings are using social media 

platforms to access information on immunisation or to discuss their fears 

about these programs. The findings from both research projects reflect a 

fundamental human impulse: we want to be heard, we want to be 

acknowledged, we want to be understood, we want to share our own 

stories, and we want to be known (boyd, 2014; Murthy, 2012). 
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Changing communication power relationships 

Another significant finding is the change in communication power 

relationships that has occurred courtesy of communication environments 

like Facebook and other social media. Building on having a voice and 

wanting to be heard, people engaged in communication in social media 

environments now have the power to ensure they are listened to and 

attended to by the organisations and groups they are attempting to 

communicate with, bearing in mind that communication only occurs if both 

parties are listening and understanding each other (Macnamara, 2016). 

Critically, through social media, people have the significant ability and tools 

to make organisations listen and to exact a toll if they feel they are not 

receiving the response or attention they believe is deserved and required 

(Han and Zhang, 2009; Johansen et al., 2016; Sanderson, et al., 2016). 

  

The Paracrisis Model (as shown in Figure 1, page 81) reflects and supports 

this fundamental change in the communication power relationship, 

showing the way people and communities will challenge the legitimacy of 

organisations (Coombs and Holladay, 2012) if they are not being listened to 

or if they receive an inadequate response to the comments and opinions 

they are posting. Listening, responding and addressing the concerns of key 

publics provides an opportunity for a crisis to be averted or for an 

emerging crisis to return to a dormant paracrisis state (Figure 1, page 81). 

 

It is a fundamental premise that professional communicators must build 

relationships with those they want to connect and communicate with 

(Macnamara, 2012). In this thesis’ examination of the immunisation 

paracrisis, particularly in the discourse analysis of the Light for Riley 

Facebook site (Research Project 2) and the phenomenological analysis and 

representation of leading pro-immunisation strategists (Research Project 

3), it is evident that hearing and attentively listening to critical publics is 

essential to building those relationships. In the discourse analysis of Light 

for Riley, one foundation post from Catherine Hughes spoke about the 

necessity of engaging with parents that are vaccine hesitant or anti-

vaccination, recognising that all parents love their children and that those 
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who are concerned about vaccination are unlikely to be convinced to 

immunise if an aggressive and confrontational approach is taken to the 

communication process. In the phenomenological analysis and 

representation undertaken for this thesis (Research Project 3), one pro-

immunisation strategist spoke about the importance of being “allies in the 

conversation” with those that are being targeted by pro-immunisation 

messages and refraining from “shouting science” at those that may be 

reluctant to immunise or may be refusing to immunise their children. This 

immunisation strategist argued that some parents are seeking more 

balanced, more respectful, non-judgemental communication and 

conversations on immunisation. This speaks to a more balanced and more 

equal power relationship between those who have a message to 

communicate, via social media and other platforms, and those that are 

being targeted by these messages.  

 

In describing discourse in general, Gee (2014) writes about the importance 

of participation and traditionally within the communication field those 

being targeted by messages have been seen as passive objects in the 

communication process (Sanderson, et al., (2016). Social media have 

changed that position substantially and provided platforms now where 

publics and community members have a more composite and even role in 

the process; they must now be recognised as producers, writers and much 

more equal participants in online discourses (Raupp, 2019). Recognising 

this communication power shift is particularly critical and evident in crisis 

situations and the literature supports the contention that publics and 

communities are now participants in the crisis development process as well 

as the crisis response (Einwiller and Steilen, 2015; Pang et al., 2014; Raupp, 

2019). Macnamara (2016) writes about the critical role of listening in 

relation to the communication process and the findings of this research 

support and acknowledge the critical role of listening in online 

communication; further amplified and highlighted by listening’s inclusion 

as a key element of the Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, page 81). In 

acknowledging and adapting to the increased volatility of online 
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communication environments, which have been described as “breeding 

grounds for organisational crises” (Pang et al., 2014, p. 97), organisations 

must be monitoring and properly responding to what is being said about 

them online (Brandhorst and Jennings, 2016; Johansen et al., 2016; Ott and 

Theunissen, 2015).  

 

In considering the power and impact of digital platforms and social 

networking sites, it is valuable to recognise that not all users are active 

proponents and contributors. For example Kent (2010) argues that the vast 

majority of people limit their involvement to the passive roles of reading 

blogs and monitoring Twitter, describing these people as “lurkers” (p. 646) 

rather than active contributors prepared to state their positions or views. 

For different reasons, Shirky (2010) also cautions about the impact of 

online posts, arguing that unlimited access to publishing and an explosion 

of online platforms diminishes the significance, value and importance of 

what is posted. Shirky’s (2010) argument is that in previous times when 

publishing was more difficult and there were more arduous processes for 

vetting and selecting what was published, the quality of the work which 

was selected was greater and more worthy of attention. The key points of 

both these scholars (Kent, 2010; Shirky, 2010) is that caution and 

judgement is needed when monitoring digital platforms like social media 

and considering the actions in response. Listening, paying attention and 

appropriately responding to important targets, who have a voice and need 

to be heard, will remain critical, but there are some voices which can safely 

be ignored or even dismissed. This is the approach which has been adopted 

by the pro-immunisation strategists in relation to the ardent anti-vaxxers of 

the immunisation paracrisis. They argue there is no point for pro-

immunisation strategy to attempt to engage directly or even target these 

groups, because they cannot be influenced and their viewpoints are 

unlikely to be changed. Energy and resources will be better directed at 

vaccine neutral parents and care-givers, and particularly vaccine hesitant 

parents, who are open enough to engage in a balanced and less-partisan 

communication process on immunisation.  
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The central role of narratives  
 

Professional communicators have long understood the power of 

storytelling (Kent, 2015) and this has been highlighted in traditional mass 

media where the stories of individuals or families have been used to 

interest and engage readers and viewers. With a catastrophic weather 

event, such as a bushfire, after the key details of what has happened have 

been reported, where it has happened and when, readers and listeners are 

drawn to want to know more about who has been affected, about what 

happened to a specific person or a family, to their homes, animals and 

belongings (Chia and Synnott, 2012). It is the unique and highly personal 

stories of individuals that intrigue, that engage, that elicit sympathy and 

empathy, and which cause people to read on or to listen. Social media have 

provided the means, and readily accessible platforms, where people are 

more active participants who can both read the narratives of others as well 

as contribute their own stories on topics or issues of interest. This 

orientation and compulsion to hear about and learn the stories of others is 

apparent in the discourse analysis of Light for Riley (Research Project 2) 

and is, perhaps incidentally, also apparent through the phenomenological 

representation and analysis methodology chosen to investigate the work of 

the pro-immunisation strategists (Research Project 3). When reading on 

the Light for Riley site we hear from people who, like Catherine and Greg 

Hughes, have lost a child to a preventable disease, or who have almost lost 

a child to a preventable disease, who are seeking more information or 

advice on immunisation protocols, who are responsible for administering 

vaccinations to children and parents, or who have been affected by hearing 

the story of Riley’s death and want to make their own contributions to 

promoting immunisation. Many of the people posting are laypeople, like 

Catherine and Greg Hughes. Many are not doctors or nurses with scientific 

backgrounds and knowledge about immunisation, so why do people 

choose Light for Riley as a place to go to learn about immunisation and why 

it is important? The discourse analysis (Research Project 2) suggests that 

people are drawn to Light for Riley because of the power of the narratives 

it contains. The highly personalised stories make this site powerful, 
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interesting and appealing, and help create the connection which allows the 

possibility of successful communication about the importance of 

immunisation to occur. It is the fact that Riley’s story is true, that his 

parents are laypeople and not clinically trained doctors or nurses who are 

paid to support pro-immunisation initiatives, and the fact that we learn the 

story of Riley’s death as told by his own mother, that provide power to this 

narrative and this message about the dangers of immunisation-preventable 

illness. Personal narratives have impact and are a major part of the appeal 

of social media environments, and people are engaging with this rhetorical 

style of communication for important messages (Raupp, 2019). 

 

DiStaso et al., (2011) and Kent (2010; 2013) have written about the 

democratisation of communication within social media environments, the 

level of communication and level of access which is available to those who 

feel compelled to post and to share their story or narrative. This is also 

apparent from the discourse analysis of the Light for Riley site. If you have 

a story to tell, or you want to ask a question of Catherine and Greg Hughes, 

you can post and the Hugheses will respond to you suggesting that they 

believe sharing information on immunisation is important and that you 

matter (Murthy, 2012). This focus on narratives and stories is what has 

emerged through the way people have determined that social media will 

be used, following the social construction of technology orientation (Baym, 

2010). The impetus to share and to hear the narratives and personal stories 

of others speaks to the unique features of social media communication, 

where storytelling is at the centre and the personal, people element is in 

ascendency in the communication process (Kent, 2013; 2015; Raupp, 

2019). 

 

With the phenomenological analysis and representation of pro-

immunisation strategists (Research Project 3), the power of storytelling is 

also evident, although this is a consequence of both the methodology that 

has been chosen for this final project along with what these strategists 

have shared about the power and role of social media to support a pro-

immunisation message. The pro-immunisation strategists who took part in 
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this final research project shared their own stories, experiences and 

orientations, spoke about the importance and usefulness of social media in 

targeting parents and sharing pro-immunisation messages, and through 

connecting with people in platforms “which they actually use”. The point 

was made that social media is both a tool and a weapon for communicating 

(Sanderson, et al., 2016); in the sense that engaging communication in 

online platforms can be a great advantage in supporting a targeted pro-

immunisation message, but social media is also used by active anti-

immunisation groups, often involving bots and trolls, who also want to be 

heard and want to spread their messages of fear to parents about the 

dangers of immunisation (Hoffman et al., 2019; Kata, 2010; Sak et al., 2015; 

Santos Rutschman, 2019; Smith and Graham, 2017).  

 

In examining the essence of pro-immunisation strategists (Creswell and 

Poth, 2018), the final project (Research Project 3) revealed the steadfast 

commitment of these people to immunisation as a public health measure 

that saves lives. Strategists spoke about the importance of engagement 

(Ott and Theunissen, 2015), of offering evidence-based arguments at every 

opportunity to advance the pro-immunisation message, but to do so in a 

way that is positive, honest, forthcoming and respectful. Strategists spoke 

about “spending time” with vaccine hesitants and “choosing the right 

psychological moment” when parents are able to listen and be open to the 

scientific arguments that support immunisation. The essence of pro-

immunisation strategists, their personal narrative, is that they are 

dedicated people who are committed to saving the lives of children and 

others, and that their work in supporting immunisation and preventing or 

minimising outbreaks of preventable disease are how they can achieve 

their goals (Research Project 3). Their incentive and imperative for reaching 

vaccine hesitants, and parents in general, and presenting a compelling 

communication case as a response to the immunisation paracrisis, is 

regularly in evidence. At the time of writing the last chapters of this thesis, 

Samoa faced a devastating outbreak of measles which cost the lives of 70 

people, with most being children under five years of age (“Samoa measles 



157 
 

outbreak claims 70 lives, majority are children under five”, 2019, para 1). In 

2019 the United States had the largest number of measles cases in 27 years 

(“Measles cases in 2019”, 2020, para 2) with many cases reported in the 

state of Rockport, New York and often in conservative Jewish communities 

(Otterman, 2019). The World Health Organisation has described vaccine 

refusal and vaccine hesitance as one of the top 10 threats to global health 

in 2019 (McKeever and McKeever, 2019). Non-immunisation or low 

immunisation rates in poorer countries are perhaps more understandable 

but how is it that, despite powerful scientific evidence and the undeniable 

example of history, a small but solid percentage of parents in developed 

nations choose not to immunise their children? (Johnson, 2019; Wang et 

al., 2015). It seems apparent that it is the powerful nature of parental love, 

and the highly emotive question of the safety of children, that are 

exploited by anti-vaccination groups and allow them to use fear, a 

distortion or disregard for facts and a level of misrepresentation to 

persuade concerned parents not to immunise, with consequent 

devastating effects on the lives of children (Kata, 2010; Hoffman et al., 

2019; McKeever and McKeever, 2019). For those interested in 

counteracting vaccine hesitance and vaccine refusal in order to protect 

children and save lives, the pro-immunisation strategists recognise that 

they must tackle the challenge of the immunisation paracrisis through 

successfully communicating the case for immunisation to parents 

(Goldstein and MacDonald, 2015; Kaufman and Danchin, 2019; Sak et al., 

2016). In tackling the immunisation paracrisis, pro-immunisation strategists 

must not only be knowledgeable and capable in responding to and dealing 

with outbreaks of preventable diseases. They must also be proponents and 

masters of the pro-immunisation communication message and 

knowledgeable about the best ways to use social media platforms, with 

their potential to be far-reaching, interactive, dialogic, power-equal, and 

democratic (Kent, 2010; Ott and Theunissen, 2015; Sanderson et al., 2016), 

in order to successfully communicate the pro-immunisation message.  

  



158 
 

The importance of response 
 

 

The findings of this research have highlighted the importance of response 

(Research Project 1, Research Project 2, Research Project 3) in managing 

and addressing a paracrisis, and in social media environments generally, 

and this theme connects strongly with the themes previously discussed in 

this chapter of having a voice and wanting to be heard, the change in the 

power relationship between communication strategists and those being 

targeted by messages, and the central role of narrative in engaging and 

connecting with target groups. Responding is also emphasised strongly in 

the literature (Romenti et al., 2014; Brummette and Sisco, 2014; Einwiller 

and Steilen, 2015) and is seen to be critical because it proves that 

organisations are listening (Macnamara, 2016), that they are being 

respectful and attentive to the key targets of their communication 

strategies (Ott and Theunissen, 2015), that they are invested and prepared 

to learn and improve (Coombs and Holladay, 2012), and that they are 

committed to the relationship between the parties in order to make the 

communication successful.  

 

Ignoring online posts, criticisms and communication from key stakeholders 

and failing to respond is often disastrous for organisations (Pang et al., 

2014; Coombs and Holladay, 2012; 2014; Ott and Theunissen, 2015), and 

can progress a paracrisis to a fully-fledged crisis event as reflected in the 

Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, page 81). Consequently, it can be argued that it 

is important for organisations to be properly monitoring what is being said 

about them in social media environments, to ensure they are “where the 

action is”, to “be redundant and sprawl” (Coombs and Holladay 2012, p. 

413), so that they can be part of the conversation and so that they have the 

opportunity to both know what is being said and be ready to respond and 

address those comments or criticisms before they escalate or progress into 

crisis events (Coombs and Holladay, 2012).      

 

Somewhat paradoxically, adopting a light touch in relation to a social 

media paracrisis is also a factor to consider (Kim, Zhang and Zhang, 2016; 

Johansen, et al., 2016) so that key targets don’t feel too “handled” or 
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stifled by the professional communicators responsible for designing an 

online response to any criticisms. This is evident with the findings of the 

phenomenological analysis and representation (Research Project 3) in 

relation to promoting immunisation where strategists talked about not 

confronting anti-immunisation advocates directly, but taking a gentler 

approach through offering evidence-based support and engaging vaccine 

hesitants as allies in a conversation that could guide them towards support 

for immunisation. Sensitivity, judgement and a light touch are needed 

otherwise the change in the communication power relationship can quickly 

be evident if publics feel that they are being dominated or stifled rather 

than listened to and engaged in dialogue (Ott and Theunissen, 2015). These 

key observations and findings highlight the need for respect and balance in 

the pro-immunisation communication process (Research Project 3). 

 

Coombs and Holladay (2012) describe three different types of response to 

a paracrisis challenge: refuting, reforming and refusing and there is 

evidence that pro-immunisation strategists are using all three of these 

responses: 

Refute: When claims are made from anti-vaccination advocates that 

immunisation causes autism in children, citing the discredited study of 

Andrew Wakefield (Boseley, 2010), the response is to refute this false 

claim, although in a respectful way by guiding a parent to more 

scientifically valid information and evidence (Research Project 3). This 

would be described as a refutation based on a legitimacy challenge 

(Coombs and Holladay, 2012), where the criticisms being levelled have no 

scientific validity and should be dismissed.   

Reform: When pro-immunisation agencies were criticised in the past for 

failing to acknowledge the risk of some children to have allergic or 

anaphylactic reactions to vaccinations, health agencies changed their 

approach and became much more open in acknowledging these risks for a 

small percentage of children. Their response also involved providing better 

explanations about how these risks could be managed so children who 

have reactions can still be immunised safely (Research Project 3). 
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Refuse: Pro-immunisation strategists explained that they have made a 

conscious decision not to engage or attempt to communicate with or 

influence hard-core anti-vaxxers, acknowledging that it is highly unlikely 

that any positive, evidence-based information is likely to change the minds 

of this group in society (estimated to be about 2% of parents). Their logic is 

that health resources are better spent on communicating with and keeping 

immunisation rates high among the general population of parents, or 

reaching and supporting vaccine hesitant parents who may have concerns 

about immunisation but are more open and able to accept a pro-

immunisation evidence (Research Project 3).      

 

Through utilising all three types of responses to the immunisation 

paracrisis challenge, pro-immunisation strategists are endeavouring to 

remain part of the conversation (Einwiller and Steilen, 2015; Lee and Park, 

2013; McKeever and McKeever, 2019), to ensure that anti-vaccination 

arguments are being listened to and addressed in order to ensure that the 

response is properly aligned with specific anti-vaccination arguments or 

endeavours. As was apparent through Ott and Theunissen’s (2015) analysis 

of the Applebee’s crisis, the legitimacy of an organisation’s position will not 

be accepted if the organisation merely doggedly repeats it without 

attending to the specific criticisms of those proffering the challenge.  

 

The Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, page 83). with its critical response arms of 

challenging or accepting legitimacy, draws on the paracrisis concept from 

Coombs and Holladay (2012) but also draws on the work of Brandhorst and 

Jennings (2016) who explored the concept of “values advocacy”; where 

organisations may connect or hold “appeal” with targeted publics based on 

shared values. Brandhorst and Jennings (2016) investigated the social 

media campaign led by anti-abortion groups which challenged the 

institutional legitimacy of the Planned Parenthood service in the United 

States. The Planned Parenthood case study (Brandhorst an Jennings, 2016) 

has parallels with the way immunisation is often attacked, through 

distorted and even false claims made by anti-immunisation advocates 

about the dangers of immunisation (Kata, 2010). In developing 
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communication strategies that support programs which not all people in 

society are supportive of, it seems logical and wise to consider the impact 

of values advocacy and the critical role of response in addressing the 

paracrisis which results from a contested value. Through considering values 

advocacy and the right ways to respond, those tasked with designing 

communication strategy for contentious programs can seek values that 

potentially unite uncommitted or even hesitant parties and bring them 

together in order to build understanding, respectfully acknowledge 

differences, but also present a convincing position and provide a shield 

from criticism (Brandhorst and Jennings, 2016, p. 731).  

 

While the discourse analysis of the Light for Riley Facebook site (Research 

Project 2) and the phenomenological analysis of pro-immunisation 

strategists (Research Project 3) revealed the importance of listening and 

attempting to understand the concerns of vaccine hesitant parents, it is 

critical to also recognise that engagement does not solve everything in 

paracrisis or crisis scenarios. Arguably, paracrisis, crisis and conflict-

oriented scenarios create a dilemma and a moment of critical judgement 

for communication strategists as to what extent an organisation can 

accommodate the arguments of a significant stakeholder. It may be that 

there are ethical or even moral reasons why an organisation cannot be 

accommodative (Cameron, Pang and Jin, 2008). Consensus, or even 

acceptance of valid reasons for disagreement, is not always achievable and 

some voices must be challenged because they lack legitimacy (Kata, 2010) 

or because accommodation of them may undermine the central and 

essential message being communicated, as could arguably be the case with 

immunisation. The analysis from pro-immunisation strategists (Research 

Project 3) and the discourse analysis of the pro-immunisation Light for Riley 

Facebook site (Research Project 2) made it clear that confronting and 

attempting to change the minds of ardent anti-vaxxers was not advisable. 

But the findings from both these projects also revealed that choosing not 

to confront is not the same as choosing to accept arguments against 
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vaccination, and this clearly highlights the legitimacy gap challenge 

(Coombs and Holladay, 2012) at the heart of immunisation paracrisis. 

 
Social media as a social construction 
 

A number of authors, including Baym (2010), have explored the question of 

whether technological development and change is led by the technology 

itself (technological determinism) or whether it is people who shape the 

way new technologies are used (social construction of technology). 

Building on this discussion, Baym (2010) also describes the utopian versus 

dystopian divide in relation to technology and this has particular relevance 

to a discussion of social media. Is social media innately positive and 

capable of providing new avenues to unite people and allow more 

democratic, dialogic exchanges and connections (Shirky, 2008) or has the 

nature of social media and unexpected elements, such as the echo 

chamber effect, driven by the way people use the technology created a 

more divisive, closed and partisan orientation (Kent and Saffer, 2014) that 

“will take us apart from one another, leading us to cocoon in highly 

selective groups of like others, embracing machines instead of people” 

(Baym, 2010, p. 38).  

Kent and Saffer (2014) provide insights into the social construction 

orientation issue as well, although in their case they criticise public 

relations scholars for being almost overwhelmed by the technology itself in 

a “myopic” way where they are so dazzled that they view new digital and 

social media technologies as if they were “a new species emerging from 

the primordial sea” (p. 575). Kent and Saffer (2014) advocate taking a 

broader, more holistic, and less idealised view of what social media offer as 

a whole and more critically recognising and embracing what can be 

achieved through using these platforms.  

In relation to the immunisation paracrisis case study, it is possible to 

witness the social construction of social media, where those tasked with 

promoting the immunisation message are using platforms like the Light for 

Riley Facebook page (Research Project 2) to engage, to connect, to share 

personal stories, to offer sympathy and empathy and understanding in a 
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fundamental and highly human way (Murthy, 2012) which purposefully, 

but less didactically, supports the immunisation cause. Light for Riley 

allows people to post any messages or comments they wish, as long as 

they are supportive of immunisation. What we see with this case study is a 

new platform and means of supporting the immunisation message, but 

also an example that harkens to and utilises fundamental communication 

principles such as connection, engagement, listening, dialogue, and 

relationship development (Jiang et al., 2016; Kent, 2010; Kent and Taylor, 

2002).  

Investigating an online communication platform as a nested case study 

(Research Project 2), provided an opportunity to explore the social 

construction of social media through discourse analysis and build a greater 

understanding of online communication and the way people have chosen 

to use platforms like Facebook (Baym, 2010). The theme discussed earlier 

in this chapter, the importance of narrative, was highly evident in the Light 

for Riley site and both the owners of the site, Catherine and Greg Hughes, 

and the people posting there were very keen to share their stories and 

identities, comment and support the postings of others, and use this 

communication exchange to support, promote and educate about 

immunisation. The case study of Light for Riley may not be typical of all 

Facebook sites, so it is important to be cautious and not to extrapolate or 

extend the application of what has been revealed beyond this case and the 

postings that were analysed for this research project (Yin, 2018). But Light 

for Riley is an example of the social construction of social media and the 

analysis of this site is illustrative of how people, who are not employed by 

government health departments or official agencies, have chosen to utilise 

the Facebook social media platform in a highly personal and engaging way 

to share important public health messages on immunisation. 

The evolvement and emergence of the paracrisis phenomenon (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2012), which is undeniably an example of the way people 

have taken the capabilities and possibilities of social media platforms and 

used them in a way which is unexpected and unforeseen, is also an 
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example of the social construction of social media. People, rather than the 

technology itself, are determining how social media platforms are being 

utilised and they are using their increased communication power and 

communication muscle to deliver messages to organisations in a way which 

is much more direct, unfiltered and unequivocal (Ott and Theunissen, 

2015; Sanderson et al., 2016). Publics will not be ignored and, with the 

range of social media platforms at their disposal, their voices have never 

been more audible. People are the architects of how social media are 

utilised. They are not passive observers (Cheng, 2019), they are driving the 

social construction of this technology, and they are setting the orientation 

and the agenda. Organisations which fail to recognise this shift in power 

and orientation towards key publics and stakeholders are likely to pay a 

damaging price for that failure (Han and Zhang, 2009; Ott and Theunissen, 

2015; Pang et al., 2014; Sanderson, et al., 2016).  

In considering the findings of the three research projects undertaken for 

this thesis, a challenge is evident for professional communicators; to better 

understand the nature of social media, to accept and embrace the 

opportunities that social media offer in order to receive feedback and 

engage in dialogue with key publics and stakeholders in an unfiltered and 

direct way, and to accept a new order where communication power is more 

evenly distributed and balanced. Embracing this new, more participative, 

more equal, more demanding, more volatile and less predictable 

communication environment is essential if professional communicators are 

to better strategise and utilise social media platforms to build relationships 

and communicate important messages, such as the pro-immunisation one.  
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7.3 Answering the research questions 
 

This thesis has investigated the impact of social media in triggering 

organisational crisis events in order to address the overarching research 

question: 

How are organisations adapting to the risk of crisis events in an online 

society?  

Three sub-questions were developed to address this overarching question 

and three research projects were undertaken to explore each sub-

question:  

RQ1: How does paracrisis impact online communication and crisis 

preparation? 

Project 1 addressed this first sub-question through an interrogation of key 

literature from academics on crisis and crisis response and the increasing 

challenges organisations face from online communication and social media, 

which have been described as “breeding grounds for organizational crises” 

(Pang et al., 2014, p. 97). Integrative literature review (Shuck, 2011; 

Torraco, 2005) was chosen as a methodology to synthesise the scholarly 

literature in this emerging field and identify, investigate, and analyse ideas 

and themes described by leading academics writing in the field of online 

crisis. 

This research project identified key concepts and theories that emerged 

from a coding analysis of key literature that explored the unique features 

of paracrisis, a concept developed by Coombs and Holladay (2012). A 

paracrisis (Coombs and Holladay, 2012) is a situation where the unfiltered, 

unedited, unrestrained and unrestricted posts of individuals and groups in 

social media environments create challenging threats for organisations that 

are “like a crisis” (Coombs and Holladay, 2012, p. 408). As with normal 

crisis events, paracrises involve a challenge to legitimacy (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2012) but, courtesy of the open and available communication 

forums of online environments and social media, their other unique 

features are that they are easily triggered or supported by social media, are 

extremely quick to develop, are long-lasting, can be easily reignited, can be 
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impossible to manage or curtail, with a dormant tendency or greater 

orientation towards causing a crisis which can have a seriously negative 

effect on an organisation’s reputation and future (Mak and Song, 2019; 

Pang et al., 2014; Raupp, 2019; Roh, 2017; Sanderson et al., 2016).  

A model was developed as part of the first research project in order to plot 

the unique features of paracrisis and highlight the circular process of a 

paracrisis lifecycle, where a carefully considered response, active listening, 

appropriate acknowledgement, inclusion, dialogue or engagement with 

publics and stakeholders, can restore an organisation’s position from crisis 

or paracrisis to neutral dormancy (Research Project 1). The Paracrisis 

Model (Figure 1, page 81) differs from the often-cited Social-Mediated 

Crisis Model, developed by Liu et al., (2011), which comprehensively plots 

the derivation and lifecycle of a social media derived crisis event, but 

doesn’t plot the paracrisis phenomenon itself or the way organisations 

might respond or react in order to restore a paracrisis or crisis to a neutral 

position. The Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, page 81) highlights the way crisis 

events can be triggered through not listening to critical publics (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2012; 2014; Pang et al., 2014) or not adequately responding 

to critical stakeholders. The Paracrisis Model also highlights the way crises 

can be averted or minimised by listening and responding. Having a voice 

and wanting to be heard is the central element of the Paracrisis Model and 

was a predominant concept identified in the coding process of the 

literature analysed for this research project. It portrays and reflects the 

cyclical nature of paracrises and crises in an age of communication where 

stakeholders have access to social media platforms which are far more 

direct, unfiltered, frank and, occasionally, explosive and reputationally 

damaging. With the greater understanding of paracrisis offered by the 

model, communication strategy can be designed in a way that reflects an 

emphasis on allowing voices to be heard, on listening, on more 

appropriately responding to the comments, feedback and criticisms of key 

stakeholders and publics. The Paracrisis Model (Figure 1, page 81) 

highlights that key stakeholders are active participants in the 

communication process and will utilise the platforms available to them to 
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express their views and opinions, so it is essential that organisations 

recognise this reality, move away from organisation-centric approaches, 

prepare as much as they can and be ready to explain themselves when 

they are accused or criticised.   

RQ2: How is the immunisation paracrisis addressed in an online 

environment? 

The second research project of this thesis was a case study of a paracrisis-

oriented topic, immunisation, and involved discourse analysis of a privately 

developed Facebook pro-immunisation site, Light for Riley. This project 

provided an opportunity to investigate the style and orientation of an 

online discourse about immunisation. Those posting, including Catherine 

and Greg Hughes as the owners and developers of the site, were very open 

and forthcoming about their views and opinions. Using Gee’s (2014) 

Building Tools (including the Situated meaning, Figured Worlds and Big C 

Conversation tools), and Building Tasks (including Identities, Relationships, 

Politics and Connections), a number of key Motifs were identified that 

summarised and revealed the nature and style of the discourse in the Light 

for Riley site. Posts to the site reflected identities as loving, empathic 

parents (Motif 1), wanting to share their Figured Worlds, Big C 

Conversation (philosophical and personal beliefs), Politics and critical 

Relationships as immunisation advocates and Light for Riley admirers 

(Motif 2). Posts also reflected positions and opinions, through Situated 

meaning and through the Politics and Big C Conversation Building Tasks, of 

the danger and risks from anti-vaxx advocates (Motif 3). They revealed an 

orientation to reply, connect, tell their own stories, to create Relationships 

and Connections with Catherine and Greg Hughes, and to share their own 

experiences about the dangers and, in some cases losses, that they had 

faced as parents, and to express the fears they held for other gravely ill 

children (Motif 4) who may be suffering from preventable illnesses. Many 

posts also expressed sympathy, admiration and gratitude to the Hughes 

family for sharing their personal tragedy and using the story and 

circumstances of Riley’s death as a means to educate and warn parents 
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about the dangers of vaccine hesitancy or vaccine refusal (Identities, 

Connections, Relationships, Big C Conversations, Figured Worlds, Politics).  

This investigation revealed that people are prepared to be very open in 

social media sites; evidenced through the support they offer for a 

paracrisis-oriented topic like immunisation when they have the space and 

opportunity to do so, the highly personal stories they are willing to share, 

the comments they make that reveal their opinions on health policy, and 

their views, responsibilities and attitudes as citizens and as parents. This 

research highlights a willingness to share, to be very open and forthright, to 

post as if they are speaking to friends and not to strangers.  

Those posting want to share their opinions and viewpoints and they are 

passionately in support of immunisation. They know that people are 

reading and gaining strength to support the immunisation case from the 

Light for Riley initiative itself and from the other people who are posting. 

They are joining in this discourse and adding their voices because they 

believe in immunisation, because they want to be heard and because they 

want to be part of an initiative that is attempting to change the minds of 

vaccine hesitants. What was found from the analysis of the way the 

immunisation paracrisis is addressed in the Light for Riley site is an earnest 

and passionate commitment to argue and present information which 

illustrates and confirms the benefits of immunisation. This begins with 

Catherine Hughes who describes the death of her son in sharp and 

poignant detail. She sets a tone for this site in the way she describes what 

happened on the day of Riley’s death. Her openness and bravery to tell this 

story is often matched and reflected in the style of replies that others post 

to the site. There is acknowledgement of the power of anti-vaxxers’ 

arguments and descriptions, from Greg Hughes; of his anger and distress at 

the methods used by anti-vaxxers and the aspersions they have cast on his 

honesty and Catherine Hughes’ honesty in telling their story. The pro-

immunisation case is presented in the Light for Riley site in the way that it 

is because Catherine and Greg Hughes believe that their open, frank and 

highly personal accounts will demonstrate the authenticity and honesty of 
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their message: take immunisation seriously, be aware of the risks in all 

their complexity, encourage others to immunise, and learn from Riley’s 

death so that your family will not suffer as ours has done. 

The examination of the Light for Riley reveals that a social media site can 

be a personal response and contribution to defusing the immunisation 

paracrisis. This site has a function in the ongoing competition, struggle and 

rivalry between pro-immunisation and anti-immunisation groups in online 

platforms, which epitomise a paracrisis (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). It is 

evident that the primary tools being used are personalised narratives and 

storytelling; taking the time to communicate with other parents and to 

post in a way that creates a conversation, a connection and a dialogue that 

in some cases mimics a friendship, a sharing of a tragic story which has a 

function that is part educational and part cautionary. The site seeks to 

connect with readers and those replying and posting; to reach out to other 

parents, and to acknowledge their role in the communicating about the 

benefits of immunisation. The analysis of the site reveals the role of those 

replying and posting as participants in arguing the pro-immunisation case 

of the immunisation paracrisis, as supporters who can assist Catherine and 

Greg Hughes in sharing a message of immunisation as a protective public 

health measure, and to balance or even push back against the efforts of 

anti-vaccination advocates who are also using social media platforms to 

spread their own messages of fear and danger (Kata, 2010). The results of 

this project highlight the role of individuals as paracrisis and crisis 

participants who have a voice and want to be heard. 

 

RQ3: What motivates pro-immunisation strategists in communicating 

about immunisation as a central public health measure? 

The third research project focused on the immunisation paracrisis case 

study (Yin, 2018), in this instance conducting phenomenological analysis 

and representation (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994; van 

Manen, 1997) of a group of pro-immunisation strategists in order to 

explore their work, their motivations, and their responses to the 
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controversies and challenges of promoting immunisation in the era of 

social media where the anti-immunisation message is also prevalent in 

online environments (Hoffman et al., 2019; Kata, 2010; McKeever and 

McKeever, 2019). Following Creswell and Poth (2018), the transcripts of 

the interviews conducted were analysed to identify significant statements, 

and then group these statements into meaning units or themes to reveal 

the critical essence of this group of people; the “complex array of aspects, 

properties and qualities” (van Manen, 1997, p. xv) that reveals insights into 

who these pro-immunisation strategists are, what has drawn or guided 

them to do this work, what experiences have motivated them, and why 

they think supporting immunisation is important.  

The first meaning unit or theme that emerged from the analysis was 

impetus to save lives, a highly evident theme that summarised a number of 

significant statements (See Appendix 7) and encapsulated the essence of 

the people who took part in this study. These people had dedicated their 

working lives to public health, to the prevention of illness, to monitoring, 

managing and containing outbreaks of disease because they argued that 

acting “before it happens”, as immunisation programs do, is the best way 

to reduce illness and save lives. In addressing vaccine hesitancy in the 

community and among parents, one person described the importance of 

waiting for the “right psychological moment” to connect with vaccine 

hesitant parents and to have immunisation conversations when parents 

are open and prepared to listen. Another person spoke about the 

importance of being “allies” with parents about immunisation, about the 

importance of respect, and of conducting more constructive, more 

engaging and less emotional conversations about the importance of 

immunisation. Many of the strategists spoke about the importance of using 

evidence-based responses and arguments to support immunisation, to 

steering vaccine hesitant parents towards evidence-based information, and 

this was the next meaning unit or theme which emerged from the data. 

The conversations and the respectful and supportive discussions that the 

people in this study advocated, when pro-immunisation educators and 

strategists engage and “spend time” with vaccine hesitant or vaccine 
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concerned parents, reflect an understanding that vaccine hesitant parents 

“love their children too” and want them to be safe. Ensuring that these 

conversations on the value of immunisation, and this engagement with all 

parents, is undertaken in forums which parents “actually use” was also 

raised as a key point. Social media was described as a platform of 

“phenomenal potential” for well-crafted and well-designed pro-

immunisation messages, and for conversations and engagement with 

parents about the role and value of immunisation, as well as for issuing 

warnings about outbreaks of preventable illnesses. A number of the pro-

immunisation strategists spoke about the importance of openness and 

honesty, acknowledging that immunisation was not without its risks; but 

that the risks were minimal and could be managed well in most cases by 

those tasked with the immunisation of young children. The strategists 

emphasised the importance of acknowledging immunisation risk in building 

the trust of parents, and in counteracting fear-based messages of anti-

vaccination advocates (Kata, 2010; Kirkner, 2019.  

Immunisation is complex was the next meaning unit that emerged from the 

data and highlights the challenges for strategists in promoting 

immunisation. The recommended immunisation protocols in Australia have 

grown considerably in the past 30 years and this creates logistical 

challenges, as well as psychological hesitancy, for some parents. Some of 

the strategists described future directions for immunisation, where 

schedules would become less complex, and where immunisation might be 

viewed as just another thing that people do to protect their children’s and 

their own health, and to prolong their lives. Communication was seen as 

essential to achieving this shift. Strategists spoke about the challenge of 

communicating with, educating, and supporting the 100,000 people who 

become parents in one Australian State every year. They also described 

immunisation as being a “victim of its own success” because so many 

people, as well as young doctors and immunisers, had never seen cases of 

measles, whooping cough or poliomyelitis in Australia. Not having first-

hand experience of treating these damaging and life-threatening illnesses 

makes it harder for young doctors and immunisation providers to offer 
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their own personal accounts of suffering and to marshal strong arguments 

for immunisation with vaccine hesitant parents.   

Reflecting on scepticism was the final meaning unit revealed through the 

analysis of pro-immunisation strategists and acknowledges that social 

media and online platforms provide many opportunities for anti-

vaccination advocates to share their positions as well (Kata, 2010). The 

strategists acknowledged that immunisation is likely to always remain 

controversial, and this was also borne out by the findings of the discourse 

analysis of Light for Riley (Research Project 2). The pro-immunisation 

strategists highlighted the importance of engagement and of clearly and 

respectfully conveying an encouraging message on immunisation, and 

offering evidence-based arguments and support for those parents who are 

vaccine hesitant. In acknowledging a long history of controversy for 

immunisation, strategists are aware that the rationale for immunising or 

not immunising results from both love for their children and fear for their 

children. And it is the power of both parental love and fear, in relation to 

immunisation decisions, that means immunisation is likely to remain a 

paracrisis-oriented public health program that creates ongoing challenges 

for those tasked with supporting it. 

 

7.4 Implications for practice  
 

In reflecting on the findings of the three research projects, and the 

investigation of the unique features of online paracrisis, it is useful to 

consider what this means for professional communicators, for 

practitioners, and those that will be responsible for designing 

communication strategy. What lessons were learned from the case?  

Stakeholders are not passive, obedient recipients of communication 

messages 

It is important for practitioners to recognise that the communication 

power relationship has changed. There is now a much more even 

partnership between those designing communication strategy and those 

being targeted by communication initiatives. It is no longer possible, or 
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advisable, for organisations to assume that they can silence comments and 

responses from targeted groups and dominate or control the 

communication process (Johnston et al., 2016; Kent and Saffer, 2014; Mak 

and Song, 2019; Raupp, 2019). A less organisation-centric approach is 

needed. Publics and stakeholders are no longer passive recipients of 

communication messages, waiting politely and obediently to accept and 

absorb information from organisations.  Publics and stakeholders, who are 

the targets of online and other communication, must be recognised as 

independent, technologically savvy people who have their own voices, 

stories, opinions, viewpoints, and identities. They have an active, 

participatory role in the communication process and they will be very quick 

to recognise what is insincere, inauthentic or unconvincing. Through social 

media they now have their own active function, as producers and writers in 

online forums and they have a much more equal role as participants and 

contributors in any targeted communication strategy. Organisations can no 

longer dominate and this speaks to the heart of the paracrisis challenge; 

where a disastrous, reputationally damaging crisis may only be a post or a 

tweet away (Coombs and Holladay, 2012; Pang et al., 2014, Sanderson et 

al., 2016). 

 

Respectful, active listening is needed 

Practitioners need to be aware and awake to what has happened with the 

phenomenon of paracrisis. A more respectful and thoughtful approach is 

needed in order to acknowledge the role of stakeholders as participants 

and contributors to the communication process. Actively listening, seeking 

to understand and to connect is not a new orientation for the profession 

however the need to listen and understand is now far greater because the 

threat of paracrisis and crisis makes the damage and disaster of not doing 

so more obvious and visible (Einwiller and Steilen). On the positive side, 

there are now far greater opportunities to learn about stakeholders; who 

they are, what they do, what they believe, how they think (Research 

Project 2). Knowing stakeholders is essential work for those designing 

communication strategy and will require more time and resources to 
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accomplish. It is not advisable to be posting messages to social media 

environments without understanding those environments and the people 

posting to them and contributing to them.   

 

Ignoring or dismissing stakeholders’ views may be embarrassing and 

damaging 

Critically, through a recognition and understanding of the paracrisis 

phenomenon, the communication targets and key publics have tools at 

their disposal to deliver a response or a backlash, to create a contagious 

“online firestorm” (Pfeffer et al., 2014, p. 117). Poorly thought through 

strategy will quickly and embarrassingly derail a communication initiative 

and leave the professional communicator responsible looking foolish, 

patronising and condescending (Sanderson et al., 2016). Key publics have a 

voice and want to be heard (Carroll, 2012) and they are prepared to act, to 

post, to reply, to re-tweet, to post again, and to leave no-one in any doubt 

about their position on an issue. They have innumerable social media tools 

and platforms at their disposal to express disagreement, discontent and 

anger if they believe they haven’t been properly listened to or considered 

(Cheng, 2019; Einwiller and Steilen, 2015; Raupp, 2019; Roh, 2017). 

 

Promoting immunisation should be respectful and delivered with a light 

touch  

In terms of the immunisation paracrisis, anti-immunisation voices are likely 

to remain prevalent in online platforms and anti-vaxxers will continue to 

use the powerful tools of social media to advance their position (Kata, 

2010). Both pro-immunisation and anti-immunisation parents are 

motivated by love of their children and also by fear that the choices they 

make may bring harm to them. In promoting immunisation, strategists 

need to recognise this and to adopt gentle, respectful, educational and 

evidence-based approaches. A heavy handed approach of “shouting 

science” is unlikely to convince and vaccine hesitant parents are likely to be 

offended, to close down, and to reject the arguments.  
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Pro-immunisation strategists need to continue to recognise that some 

vehement anti-vaccination advocates will never be reached or convinced to 

immunise their children. Consequently, efforts must be concentrated on 

support and education, with a light touch, for those who are pro-

immunisation, neutral about immunisation, or vaccine hesitant and 

concerned about immunisation. The frontline immunisation teams, of 

general practitioners and nurse immunisers, must be supported and 

prepared to frame pro-immunisation messages in a measured, but clear 

and non-judgemental way. When encountering vaccine hesitant parents, 

immunisers must respectfully connect, listen and engage, waiting for those 

“right psychological moments” to “spend time” with parents (Research 

Project 3), and to share the information and evidence which supports 

immunisation and other public health initiatives of this kind.    

 

Having a voice and want to be heard: The Paracrisis Model  

The Paracrisis Model focuses on a different aspect of social media crisis 

development; the emerging concept of paracrisis. At the centre of the 

model is the central element of having a voice and wanting to be heard 

which has been highlighted strongly as a key finding. The cyclical nature of 

the Paracrisis Model also emphasises the critical roles of listening and 

appropriately responding as an approach to end the challenge to the 

legitimacy of the organisation (Coombs and Holladay, 2012), to de-escalate 

any scenario that is already a crisis, or moving from paracrisis to crisis. The 

Paracrisis Model highlights several important factors that may be of 

assistance to practitioners. By emphasising the importance of listening, 

through connecting and capitalising on shared values, through 

appropriately and sensitively responding, a paracrisis can be halted before 

it progresses towards a fully-fledged crisis. If this is not possible, sensitive 

listening and carefully considered responses can lessen the extent of the 

damage to an organisation.  

 

Despite the greater capacity and likelihood of crises events in the era of 

social media, organisations which are listening, which are properly 
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monitoring the right social media sites, which are respectfully engaging in 

the discourse in those sites, which are putting effort into knowing, 

respecting and understanding their key stakeholders and publics, can still 

avert or minimise crisis events. Central to this is the emphasis and effort 

that needs to be made to ensure an appropriate response. The era of 

organisation-centric discourse, of domination by organisational voices, of 

silencing, minimising or rejecting the voices of key publics, is long gone. 

Failing to recognise this is likely to end in serious reputational damage and 

a subsequent failure to communicate important messages.  

 

7.5 Limitations of this research 
 

This thesis has investigated the emerging concept of paracrisis (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2012) and has utilised case study methodology (Yin, 2018), 

and the nested case of the immunisation paracrisis, to obtain rich insights 

from a real-world setting (Yin, 2018) of the opportunities and challenges 

involved in utilising social media to support immunisation public health 

programs that continue to be controversial for some groups within society. 

This thesis has utilised case study methodology (Creswell and Poth; Yin 

2018), and the specific nested case study of the immunisation paracrisis, to 

investigate how organisations are adapting to and responding to crisis 

events in an increasingly online world where key publics have far greater 

power to direct, influence and communicate their opinions.  

It is important to note that the integrative literature review (Research 

Project 1) canvassed for and analysed literature, from leading scholars and 

five key journals, on social media crisis and paracrisis for a defined period 

(from January 2012 until December 2016). The nested case study (Patton, 

2015; Yin, 2018) of the immunisation paracrisis (Research Project 2 and 

Research Project 3) has the capacity to reveal complex detail and insight 

about elements of the immunisation case itself, and the discourses which 

are evident in the Light for Riley Facebook site, but the findings provided 

are specific to the case and the data analysed. Research Project 2 and 

Research Project 3 are focussed on one paracrisis (immunisation), one 
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Facebook social media site (Light for Riley), and the data from interviewing 

five pro-immunisation strategists. Whilst the detail and illuminating nature 

of these case study investigations are revealing, and provide real-world 

insights into the nature of one paracrisis, they are also limited to the 

qualitative investigations outlined in this chapter. 

7.6 Directions for future research 
 

Future research could be undertaken to test the Paracrisis Model, and to 

further investigate the central premise of having a voice and wanting to be 

heard, in order to ascertain whether listening, acknowledging the opinions 

of other communication partners, respectfully engaging, and appropriately 

responding, are significant in other paracrisis scenarios. In further 

investigations of the immunisation paracrisis, it would be interesting to 

undertake comparative discourse analyses of anti-immunisation social 

media sites to further understand the kinds of posts, messages and 

responses being shared and published.  

As this thesis is finalised in preparation for examination, the world has 

been devastated by the COVID 19 coronavirus pandemic in a way that is 

unprecedented for many. People are witnessing first-hand what can occur 

when a serious, highly contagious and potentially fatal disease takes hold 

and a vaccine is not yet available to ease suffering, protect people and save 

lives. It would be interesting in the wake of this world-wide catastrophe, 

(and at some point in the future when the frontline health emergency has 

receded), to investigate whether attitudes to immunisation have changed, 

and whether the effect of this pandemic has implications and for those 

designing strategies to communicate the pro-immunisation message, in all 

its complexity.  
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Appendix: 1a 

Search parameters for ILR 

Journal Title paracrisis online crisis crisis response crisis management online risk reputation online 
reputation 

PR Review 5 9 60 (+3 non-articles) 82 (+7 non-articles) 1 311 6 

Journal of 
Communication 
Management 

 
1 

 
1 

 
10 

 
21 (+ 5 non-articles) 

 
0 

 
71 

 
0 

Journal of PR 
Research 

 
0 
 

 
1 

 
25 (+2 non-articles) 

 

 
22 (+1 non-article) 

 
0 

 
66 

 
0 

Corporate 
Communication: 
An International 
Journal 

 
2 

 
3 
 

 
15 

 
23 (4 non-articles) 

 
0 

 
111 

 
1 

Technology in 
Society 

 
0 
 

 
0 

 
1 

 
1 

 
0 

 
28 

 
8 
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Appendix 1b 

Appraisal table of shortlisted articles for ILR analysis 

Article 1 Author Coombs and Holladay 

IN Year 2012 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  This article introduces the concept of paracrisis, a publicly visible crisis threat that affects the reputation of an organisation. The 
authors discuss the role of social media in mediating and supporting paracrisis events, acknowledging that this communication 
platform provides greater opportunities than ever before for organisations to encounter crisis events, because of SM’s capability 
to deliver stakeholder feedback and to support greater awareness of an organisation’s ethical or unethical behaviours. 

 Research description This article is mainly a discussion and introduction to the new concept of paracrisis, but it does include examples of paracrisis 
situations for real-world organisations eg Nestle’s failure to source palm oil for its products from environmentally responsible 
sources or an H&M store’s decision to cut up and throw away unsold winter clothing rather than donating it to a charity or 
homeless shelter. 

 Sample and method Literature review and analysis of nine crisis situations 

 Main findings Suggestions on how to deal with a paracrisis: 

• Be where the action is 

• Be there before the paracrisis or crisis  occurs 

• Cast a wide net and sprawl 

 Strengths and advantages This article introduces the concept of paracrisis and points to the critical involvement of social media in supporting and sustaining 
paracrisis or crisis events   

 Weaknesses and limitations This article doesn’t explain the distinctions between issues management and paracrisis 

 Contribution and 
implications 

Fundamental, foundational article which introduces and defines an important new concept in crisis management, the paracrisis - 
which flows from the power, impact and reach of social media and its ability to make publics more knowledgeable and informed 
of an organisation’s behaviours and to make organisations more accountable for those actions. 
“Environmental scanning of various social media helps a crisis manager identify paracrisis” (p.409) “A paracrisis is primarily a 
reputational threat” (P. 409) 
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Article 2 Author Jin, Pang and Cameron 

OUT Year 2012 

 Journal Journal of Public Relations Research 

 Search keyword  Crisis response 

 Purpose/Topic  Proposing an emotion-based conceptualisation of crisis communication 

 Research description Proposing a model and testing it against specific crisis events 

 Sample and method Case studies of 14 crises in the US 

 Main findings  

 Strengths and advantages  

 Weaknesses and limitations This article is not central for my work. It doesn’t address online issues specifically and, while the research on emotional 
engagement of publics is interesting, it is not focused enough on SM for inclusion in the ILR.  

 Contribution and 
implications 

 

Article 3 Author Kim and Liu 

OUT Year 2012 

 Journal Journal of PR Research 

 Search keyword  Crisis management 

 Purpose/Topic  A comparison of how corporate and government organisations responded to the 2009 flu pandemic  - H1N1 (swine) flu 

 Research description Quantitative content analysis 

 Sample and method Quantitative content analysis, using traditional and social media response documents, Traditional (facts sheets, media 
releases, press conference briefings, reports, statements) Social media( Twitter, Facebook) 2,240 media materials were 
collected. A coding protocol was designed (1. Message presence, 2. Message frequency, 3. Reliability) 

 Main findings Government organisations were more likely to emphasise and issue information about protecting/educating publics to 
prevent infection. Organisations were more focused in reputation management. 

 Strengths and advantages SM used more as a quick response for conveying basic info during a crisis, but traditional media used for more in-depth 
information. “Crises often create opportunities for rapid adoption of new communication technologies.” (p. 81).  

 Weaknesses and limitations Comparison between government and organisations in crisis response. Not addressing my core research interest of 
paracrisis or crisis development or propensity in SM. Interesting, but not focused enough on SM platforms. 



 

192 
 

 Contribution and 
implications 

Implications for how researchers apply SCCT (Situational Crisis Communication Theory) as developed by Coombs (2007). 

 

Article 4 Author Lee and Park 

IN Year 2013 

 Journal Journal of Public Relations Research 

 Search keyword  Crisis response 

 Purpose/Topic  Investigate whether online interactivity and frequency of interactivity has an effect on 
relationships and reputation. 

 Research description 166 students participated in the study, with 83 responding to a modelled high interactivity 
environment and 83 responding to a modelled low interactivity environment. 

 Sample and method 2 x 2 mixed experimental  design 

 Main findings Participants perceived more favourable relationships with a company when it responds to 
comments on the Web than when it does not.  

 Strengths and advantages Describes importance of dialogic communication, interactivity, responsiveness with 
enhanced reputation – which is essential in successful crisis response. 

 Weaknesses and limitations The sample comprised students, not real-life people who had a background or real-life 
experience with an actual company. 

 Contribution and implications “Online communication platforms can serve as ideal outlets to engage in active two-way 
communication and facilitate organizational-public relationship building” (p.201). “The 
findings of this study provide empirical evidence that actively responding to the public’s 
comments posted on organizational Web sites and blog sites positively influence both the 
perceptions of relationship management and corporate reputation.”  (p. 201) “In this new 
media environment, where publics are empowered to freely express their opinion of an 
attitudes toward any issue regarding any organization, there is an opportunity for public 
relations practitioners to shine by directly and personally responding to these opinions in 
real time without the restrictions that have typically applied to traditional media” (p. 202) 

 



 

193 
 

Article 5 Author Coombs and Holladay 

IN Year 2014 

 Journal Journal of Communication Management 

 Search keyword  Paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  Provide a framework for examining the role of stakeholders in crisis communications, 
particularly in social media channels. 

 Research description Content analysis of social media messages posted on the Livestrong blog (Lance Armstrong 
doping scandal) and Huffington Post online news site. 

 Sample and method Coding system for posts: favourable, unfavourable, neutral, irrelevant 

 Main findings It is valuable to monitor the reactions of stakeholders during a crisis event, as they “can 
serve as barometers” to the effectiveness of an organisation’s crisis response. 

 Strengths and advantages Social media provides a voice to many during a crisis. “The growth of social media has 
provided public places for other voices, in addition to the organization’s voice, to 
communicate about the crisis and crisis-related messages.” (p. 42) “Practitioners and 
researchers are concerned about the role of social media in both fermenting and managing 
crises” (p. 43) Also discusses the fragmented media environment (citing Webster and 
Ksiazek, 2012, but Kent is also valuable here)  

 Weaknesses and limitations Only analysed the responses to one crisis event. 

 Contribution and implications “The multi-vocal approach recognizes that the people receiving the official, organizationally 
sanctioned crisis message also can become crisis communicators when they communicate 
their reactions to the organization’s messaging” (p. 41). “Crisis managers need to consider 
sub-arenas (posts by stakeholders) in their crisis communication efforts” (p. 53) 

 

Article 6 Author Pang, Hassan and Chong 

IN Year 2014 

 Journal Corporate Communications: An International Journal 

 Search keyword  Paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  Examine how crises are triggered in online communication platforms 
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 Research description Multiple case study method to examine five crises, generated online (Blogs, YouTube, 
Twitter, Facebook), addressing their lifecycle and transition to mainstream or traditional 
media 

 Sample and method Case study of five crisis events. Used Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) constant comparative 
method for inductive analysis which involved: comparing incidents in each category, 
integrating the categories, delimiting the theory, writing the theory. 

 Main findings Importance of listening, lack of response to online criticism creates a “vacuum” that allows 
stakeholders to frame issues (p. 107) 

 Strengths and advantages One of few studies that analyses how organisational crises can develop online, escalate and 
then move into mainstream media. Proposes a crisis lifecycle from SM to mainstream 
media. Discusses the long-term effect on company policy and behaviour as a legacy to their 
online crisis experience. 

 Weaknesses and limitations Issues with generalising from case study methodology. 

 Contribution and implications Grievances and complaints aired in SM spaces are “legitimised” when they transition into 
mainstream media. “While new media has empowered stakeholders with new tools and 
platforms to air their grievances, these incidents will transit onto mainstream media only if 
they are able to fulfil the inherent newsworthiness criteria of the newsroom” (p.112) 

 

Article 7 Author Romenti, Murtarelli and Valentini 

IN Year 2014 

 Journal Corporate Communications: An International Journal 

 Search keyword/s  Crisis management, crisis response, online crisis 

 Purpose/Topic  To develop and test a theoretical framework, embedded in concepts of dialogue, to guide 
organisations on the best crisis response strategies for handling social media stakeholders.  

 Research description Conceptual analysis of literature on dialogue, social media and crisis communication and 
multiple case studies. 
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 Sample and method Multiple case study design involving eight different international organisations experiencing 
a crisis were examined, using web contents, links, videos published on Facebook, Twitter 
and YouTube, with analysis using a rhetorical research approach.  

 Main findings Analysed whether organisations used a concertative, transformative, framing or generative 
approach to dialogue in their crisis response strategies. 

 Strengths and advantages Found that organisations often used a combination of these four approaches at different 
stages of the crisis lifecycle and that concertative, followed by framing and transformative 
dialogue were most often employed. Although framing dialogue was most negatively 
received by stakeholders. 

 Weaknesses and limitations Some of the cases had limited data. Authors also said rhetorical analysis had limitations as a 
methodology because some of the jargon used may not have been understood by the 
analysts. 

 Contribution and implications “Organisations could profit from stakeholder engagement especially during a crisis, because 
engaging them with organisational issues can be perceived as willingness to pay attention to 
stakeholders’ suggestions and to include them in decisions. 

 

Article 8 Author Brummette and Sisco 

IN Year 2015 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis response 

 Purpose/Topic  This study explores the way Twitter can be used to to gauge public sentiment and guide the 
development of messages during a crisis which supports publics and helps them cope with 
the crisis event. Through examining the “emotion-filled dialogue” of social media forums 
during a crisis, organisations can better monitor and respond to the concerns of key publics 
including how these concerns may be viewed by external stakeholders and covered in the 
media.  

 Research description Quantitative content analysis of 818 tweets using Jin, Pang and Cameron’s  (2007; 2012) 
Integrated Crisis Mapping Model and coding the tweets using Lazarus’ (1991) cognitive 



 

196 
 

appraisal theory acknowledging the situation was causing anger, fright or sadness in the 
Tweeters. The type of emotional response is  

 Sample and method Quantitative content analysis of 818 tweets collected from 9 December 2011 until 10 
December 2011 in response to the shooting death of a Virginia Tech campus police officer. 
(Four years earlier Virginia Tech was the site of one of the worst mass shootings in US 
history). 

 Main findings Twitter can be and is used by external stakeholders to express emotions, “as well as their 
perceptions of the organization involved in the crisis.” (p. 94). “Practitioners can use this 
immediate influx of information to gauge the ethical implications of their crisis response 
strategy” (p.94). The ICM model can be used to address the reputational risks to an 
organisation, but also to “serve the ethical interests of an organization’s stakeholders by 
suggesting ways practitioners  can enhance coping among their stakeholders”, which 
Coombs and Holladay (2007) labels as an obligation for organisations in addressing crisis. 

 Strengths and advantages The ICM model has been used to analyse a number of general crisis situations, but not used 
before to specifically study responses in a social media communication environment. So this 
study is intriguing. Sisco and Brummette (2015) cite Liu, Jin and Austin’s  (2011) analysis that 
social media users are creators of crisis communication content, which influences followers, 
and can in turn influence the organisation involved in the crisis, in a cycle of response. “This 
unique transmission of information can cause high levels of uncertainty and inaccuracy, 
both of which often result in negative emotions that are quickly spread across a 
community” (p. 93) 

 Weaknesses and limitations ICM model not used before in SM environments. Limited information on the stakeholders 
who had tweeted. False and misleading information by Tweeters is a risk and the 
organisational responses were more measured and slower because they took time to check 
facts before posting. Some respondents may be more closely aligned with the organisation, 
and may therefore have a higher level of understanding about the issue than the general 
public. 
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 Contribution and implications “Social media have afforded these constituencies [avid social media users] the power to 
challenge organizations in an unrestricted and highly visible manner” (Argenti, 2006, as 
cited in Brummette and Sisco, 2015, p. 90) 

 

Article 9 Author Coombs and Holladay 

OUT Year 2015 

 Journal Corporate Communications: An International Journal 

 Search keyword  Paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  An exploration of the concept of the CSR challenge crisis, and how companies have 
responded to crises which are generated by stakeholders.  

 Research description Literature review and case study analysis 

 Sample and method Case study, analysis. Arbitrary selection of incidents which fit as examples of CSR challenges. 

 Main findings This article proposes six different responses to a CSR challenge; refusal, refutation, 
repression, recognition/reception, revision, reform. “A CSR-based challenge is a demand 
placed upon an organisation for action that requires a response” (p. 158) 

 Strengths and advantages Discusses the idea of the “challenge CSR crisis”, where there is no specific trigger for the 
event, it (a challenge crisis) comes into being when  a group of stakeholders makes a claim 
that an organisation is acting in a way that is irresponsible or immoral. So a challenge crisis 
is instigated by stakeholders and the possible changing view of what is socially responsible 
or moral or an opportunity becomes available to express a view that has been held for some 
time and becomes topical or convenient for stakeholders to express. 

 Weaknesses and limitations This article explores a great deal of useful literature, but focuses on options for crisis 
response and is more aligned with the activist literature, which is not my focus. While it is 
useful and should be included in my broad literature review, it should be excluded from the 
ILR.   

 Contribution and implications Confirms and consolidates the premise that stakeholders have tools at their disposal, with 
the internet and social media platforms, to criticise organisational practices and trigger 
crises. Offers insight and six key options into how organisations can respond.  
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Article 10 Author Einwiller and Steilen 

IN Year 2015 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  Explores how companies handle complaints on their Facebook and Twitter sites.  

 Research description Content analysis of Facebook complaints from stakeholders received via Facebook and 
Twitter.  

 Sample and method Content analysis of the Facebook and Twitter accounts of 34 large US companies, between 
18 February and 17 March 2013, which involved 5023 threads (initial complaints), 4153 
corporate responses, 3335 follow-up posts by complainants and 2534 posts by other users. 
Analysis involved Spearman’s rho correlations as the chief statistical test of satisfaction. 

 Main findings Results reveal that companies are reluctant to respond to complaints from stakeholders via 
social media platforms and “are not fully embracing the opportunities of social media to 
demonstrate their willingness to interact with and assist their stakeholders” (p. 195). 
Of the 5023 complaints received, 47% did not receive any response. 
Results showed there was a significant positive response to any response received by the 
company to the complaint. 

 Strengths and advantages This study explores the power of response and for stakeholders to be listened to by the 
organisations they are involved with.  

 Weaknesses and limitations Study was only conducted in the US, concerned only US companies and analysed data for a 
one month period in 2013. 

 Contribution and implications It revealed a reluctance by companies to respond to complaints in the SM environment, 
encouraging complainants to raise their concerns in more private communication spaces, 
which is interesting and suggests there is a negative or suspicious attitude to SM 
environments.  “A good response that helps the complainant to overcome the problem is 
more effective than a hasty reaction that still leaves the complainant frustrated” (p. 202). 
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Article 11 Author Guidry, Messner, Jin and Medina-Messner 

OUT Year 2015 

 Journal Corporate Communications: An International Journal 

 Search keyword  Crisis response 

 Purpose/Topic  Analysis of crisis information posts by publics on Instagram 

 Research description Quantitative analysis of negative Instagram posts. 

 Sample and method Quantitative content analysis of negative hashtags, involving 711 Instagram posts on fast 
food companies. 

 Main findings Instagram is a fast-growing social media channel, yet research into this SM channel is 
lacking. In this study, employees contributed 25% of negative posts and received slightly 
more comments and likes than those of customers. 

 Strengths and advantages This study is an example of the value of using SM as a crisis monitoring tool. 

 Weaknesses and limitations The study only analyses negative hashtags on fast food companies, not all Instagram posts. 
Instagram is a picture-based SM site, so this article can be safely excluded from the ILR. 

 Contribution and implications The findings of this study stress the importance for public relations practitioners to monitor 
SM sites, including Instagram, in their crisis planning strategies. 

 

Article 12 Author Graham, Avery and Park 

OUT Year 2015 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis management, crisis response 

 Purpose/Topic  This paper researches social media use by local governments during crisis events. 

 Research description Quantitative 

 Sample and method Email request was sent and 307 government officials (who were responsible for the 
communication function during a crisis) participated in the survey.  

 Main findings That 71% of government officials used Facebook during a crisis with Facebook being the 
most popular medium (53%) followed by Twitter ( 27%), Blogs (6%), YouTube (5%), Google 
Plus (3%) and other (6%). 
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 Strengths and advantages Discusses the social-mediated crisis communication model (Jin and Liu, 2010), which is a 
modification of Coombs’ (2004; 2007) SCCT theory which is the most commonly used theory 
for crisis analysis and discussion.  

 Weaknesses and limitations Interesting study, but does not delve into the capacity of SM to foment or spark a crisis. 

 Contribution and implications Acknowledges that SM integrates publics into the crisis response and exchange as 
“creatives”, “followers”, or “SM inactives”. 

 

Article 13 Author Krishna and Park 

IN Year 2015 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  Explores employees’ online communication behaviours, specifically the perspective of 
“online flaming” posted on a Facebook “confessions” page, to identify employees’ 
motivations in posting them.  

 Research description The contents of a confessions page for a large, multi-national organisation (Ernst & Young) 
was analysed to identify themes and motivations behind the confessions, especially when 
such confessions were hostile to the organisation. Most of the posts were identified as 
being posted by employees from Ernst and Young in India. 

 Sample and method Qualitative content analysis, exploring the uses and gratification theory and using the 
constant comparative method (Creswell, 2013). 

 Main findings This study explores the concepts of employee communication behaviour  through the use 
by employees of social media. 

 Strengths and advantages Explores the concept of paracrisis in relation to employees and how employees flaming 
behaviour can create challenge crises for organisations 

 Weaknesses and limitations This study examined the posts of employees from one organisation in India, 

 Contribution and implications This study shows that social media can be used by internal publics to create paracrisis 
situations. 
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Article 14 Author Neill and Moody 

OUT Year 2015 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis management, online reputation 

 Purpose/Topic  This study investigates the knowledge of PR and HR professionals of their companies’ social 
media management structure and policies. 

 Research description Focus groups and online questionnaires. 

 Sample and method The focus groups involved 17 participants suggested by the presidents of the Public 
Relations Society of America and the Society of Human Resource Management, following 
the snowball sampling method (Wimmer and Dominick, 2006). 

 Main findings Social media management requires close management by multiple internal departments.  

 Strengths and advantages  

 Weaknesses and limitations This study focused on the use of SM in a marketing sense. It was also a very small 
“convenience” sample and was not closely enough with crisis monitoring and response.  

 Contribution and implications This study found that nearly half (46%) of the respondents’ companies lack social media 
policies. 

 

Article 15 Author Ott and Theunissen 

IN Year (2015) 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis management, crisis response, online crisis, online reputation 

 Purpose/Topic  Investigating the responses of three multinational companies who experienced social media 
crises, and offering strategies for engagement during SM crises 

 Research description Case study 

 Sample and method Multiple case study, using scanned data from Facebook and Twitter over a 20 month period 
(Greenpeace “unfriend coal” campaign targeting Facebook), Jetstar poor service (October – 
December 2012), Applebee’s firing a waitress (30 January- April 2013). Storify was used as a 
curation tool and as a database where users collected screenshots of online conversations. 
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 Main findings Online platforms provide a new level of scrutiny for organisations. Organisations can delete 
or hide information from SM pages and this “enraged” publics with the Applebees case. 
Non-censorship, two-way dialogue, with clearly identified community managers (whom 
provided a “human face”), and accommodative strategies, worked positively for Jetstar. 
Dialogue not often employed during crisis events. Organisations often reverted to 
persuasion as a response strategy during a crisis, rather than dialogue. Shows a gap 
between what PRs say should be happening and what is happening. Likewise, engaging with 
angry publics who are not directly affected further fuelled the crisis for Applebees. Officially 
worded statements are not always well-received online, seen as “talking down” to publics. 

 Strengths and advantages Case study is valuable for answering qualitative “why” and “how” questions (Yin, 2009). 

 Weaknesses and limitations This study looked at three online crisis, which were all quite different in nature. 

 Contribution and implications Authenticity of voice and transparency were critical factors  for success, as well as avoidance 
of engagement with emotional individuals, who potentially could escalate an issue. 

 

Article 16 Author Van Zoonen and van der Meer 

OUT Year 2015 

 Journal Journal of Public Relations Research 

 Search keyword  Online crisis 

 Purpose/Topic  An examination of crisis communication on Twitter, comparing “the mediating role of 
credibility evaluations in the effect of crisis strategies communicated by employees versus 
organisations”. (p.372) 

 Research description Quantitative analysis of a fictional crisis, involving information provided by contrasting 
sources.   

 Sample and method 483 students from a communication course at the University of Amsterdam were recruited 
and exposed to a series of fictional tweets about a crisis relating to “hundreds  of accidents” 
caused by a malfunction in the throttle of the Mercedes Benz B-class cars, where five people 
were seriously injured, two critically. Participants were assigned to six different groups with 
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a tailored crisis response from M-B itself, from a M-B employee, varying source credibility, 
content credibility, organisational reputation; creating diminish, denial, apology responses. 

 Main findings “The effectiveness of crisis response strategies depends on the evaluation of source and 
content credibility” (p. 372). Employees are considered valuable source of support in a crisis 
in protecting reputations because they are viewed as being “closer” to the organisation and 
stakeholders (Johansen, Aggerholm and Frandsen, 2012, p. 273) and are viewed as an 
independent credible info source. “Employees can utilise their own private social media 
channels to inform others” (p. 374). 

 Strengths and advantages Good background on SCCT (Coombs 2004; 2007). Interesting discussion on the credibility of 
information from SM channels (p. 375). 

 Weaknesses and limitations This study was confined to student participants and a fictionalised crisis, relating to one 
event. 

 Contribution and implications Denial and diminish responses have a negative effect on postcrisis reputation. Rebuild 
strategies have a stronger effect if the messages come from the organisation, rather than 
employees. Source and content credibility have an effect on crisis communication in socially 
mediated communication platforms. Employees have an important role to play in conveying 
information during crisis events. 

 

Article 17 Author Wan, Koh, Ong and Pang  

OUT Year 2015 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  An examination of parody social media accounts, also known as “brandjacking” (Hesseldahl, 
2007), when someone online assumes the identity of another person or organisation.  

 Research description Uses the case study approach to examine five examples of parody accounts, addressing why 
they emerge, what happens in the accounts, how do they compromise the organisations’ 
efforts with official SM accounts and how should organisations respond to parody SM 
accounts? 
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 Sample and method Tweets from each parody were collected in chronological order using Topsy searches, 
comparing against tweets from legitimate account and tweets from the public in response 
to the crisis. 

 Main findings “Parody social media accounts emerge as manifestations of an event that causes public 
ridicule” (p. 383), usually within a day or two of an embarrassing or “smouldering event” 
which is being mishandled by the organisation. They are damaging because they “reinforce 
existing negative perceptions and keep them top-of-mind” (p.383) and “discredit the 
organisation’s initiatives” (p.383).  

 Strengths and advantages ‘Paracrisis is a “publicly visible crisis event” (Coombs and Holladay, 2012) that is triggered 
online’ (p. 385) 

 Weaknesses and limitations The researchers had difficulties finding all the posts from the five cases, with some sites and 
posts being deleted or suspended temporarily. This study is interesting, but the parody 
aspect doesn’t align closely enough with the core issue of paracrisis and how these events 
are triggered and fostered in online platforms. 

 Contribution and implications Parody accounts create confusion during crises because they present inaccurate 
information and increase stress for stakeholders and they can have a big impact, for 
example the @BPGlobalPR account had 81,000 followers, which was 10 times more than 
BP’s official account (Goddard, 2010). 

 

Article 18 Author Xu and Wu 

OUT Year 2015 

 Journal Journal of Communication Management 

 Search keyword  Crisis management, crisis response 

 Purpose/Topic  Does a favourable country of origin image improve an organisation’s ability to protect its 
reputation during a crisis? 

 Research description Experimental comparison between China and France as country of origin, involving a 
fictitious incident of a coffeemaker (either from France or China) exploding and causing the 
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American customer to be hospitalised. Participants received information either through 
news releases or from Twitter posts. 

 Sample and method A two by two factorial experiment: (Twitter versus news release; country of origin, China 
versus France), involving 436 participants from the USA, recruited through Amazon 
Mechanical Turks (an online crowd sourcing platform).    

 Main findings Using Twitter substantially mitigates the negative views of participants towards an 
organisation undergoing crisis. Country of origin affects how participants view an 
organisation after it has experienced a crisis. 

 Strengths and advantages An interesting study which explores credibility and the effects of country of origin and 
information source on crisis response and recovery. “Organizations in crisis situations may 
indeed suffer a liability of foreignness when being evaluated by consumers who have more 
negative overall perceptions [of] its home country” (p. 248). 

 Weaknesses and limitations Does not align closely enough with the core issue of paracrisis and how these events are 
triggered and fostered in online platforms. 

 Contribution and implications Does canvass and add to the literature about the importance of dialogue and engagement 
in responding to crises successfully. Shows the value of Twitter, a highly dialogic SM tool, in 
responding to crises. 

 

Article 19 Author Brandhorst and Jennings 

IN – GOLD!! Year 2016 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis management  

 Purpose/Topic  Case study analysis of the US’s Planned Parenthood’s response to 11 videos posted online 
that denigrated the work of the organisation, implying the organisation profited from the 
donation of foetal tissue, and engaged in illegal practices. The videos were developed by the 
Center for Medical Progress, an anti-abortion group, members of whom pretended to be 
scientists and interviewed a Planned Parenthood official. The videos were subsequently 
found by a private research company to be deceptively edited and a Texas court indicted 
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the two individuals who made the films for illegal activities. Despite being declared 
“deceptive and fallacious”, the videos provided a platform for pro-lifers to call for an 
investigation of Planned Parenthood which receives $500 million from the US Government 
annually. 

 Research description “Using a rhetorical approach, we examine the ways in which the organization engages in 
values-laden discourse with its publics in order to defend its legitimacy as an institution.” (p. 
724). 

 Sample and method A rhetorical approach was used to examine Twitter postings to the Planned Parenthood 
account from the date of the release of the first video by the Center for Medical Progress 
(15 July 2015 until 13 October 2015), with a dataset of 2,475 tweets and using Hoffman and 
Ford’s (2009) evaluative approach to analysing organisational rhetoric. 

 Main findings “This particular case provides a compelling example of how Planned Parenthood 
participates in discourse surrounding its sociopolitical legitimacy” (p. 725). Planned 
Parenthood’s rhetoric appeals to six core American values: truth, agency, health, education, 
unity and equality. Values advocacy and external rhetoric were used by Planned Parenthood 
to argue its worth and legitimacy, protect against the threats to its funding and also 
contribute to discussions regarding reproductive health.   

 Strengths and advantages This article explores the concepts of values advocacy and institutional legitimacy and 
whether an organisation has moral legitimacy. “If the organization’s actions and the beliefs 
of the public do not align, a threat to organizational legitimacy exists” (p. 724). “Claims by 
the Center for Medical Progress can be viewed as an attack on the moral legitimacy of 
Planned Parenthood” (p. 725). Great article that explores how SM can escalate, foster or 
prompt a crisis: paracrisis. 

 Weaknesses and limitations Authors suggest quantitative further study on values advocacy as part of crisis response.  

 Contribution and implications Values advocacy can be a shield from criticism and a way to “perform crisis communication 
in a manner that does not involve denial, scapegoating, justification or apology, but rather 
involves emphasizing shared values and assuring the audience of the organization’s worth 
to society” (p.731)  
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Article 20 Author Jiang, Luo and Kulemeka 

OUT Year 2016 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis management  

 Purpose/Topic  This study investigated social media engagement and the issue of engagement, exploring 
the nature and level of engagement, whether social media delivered return on investment, 
the role of social media in crisis communication (including issues monitoring, crisis framing, 
and reinforcing relationships through online engagement.   

 Research description Semi-structured interviews with 43 in-house senior communication managers, from Fortune 
500 and Forbes 500 listed companies and organisations in the United States. 

 Sample and method The authors recorded 60 minute interviews with the 43 people, which were transcribed and 
coded used Marshall and Rossman’s (1999) comparison analysis framework. 

  Main findings Many communication managers expressed concerns about how to measure the value of 
social media, the lack of a direct link between  social media and return on investment, and 
its “intangible value”. 

 Strengths and advantages Acknowledges the role of social media in issues monitoring, crisis framing, and reinforcing 
relationships through online engagement. 

 Weaknesses and limitations Examined 43 communication managers from both not-for-profit and for-profit 
organisations, but the sample size was limited. While exploring the role of social media in 
crisis, it did not address the issue of social media as a platform which fosters or accelerates 
crisis events: paracrisis. 

 Contribution and implications Improved analytics, such as site traffic, number of views, likes , shares or the amount of 
time spent help assess the “presence” of a target audience and the extent to which social 
media can encourage awareness and involvement. 

 

Article 21 Author Johansen, Johansen and Weckesser 

IN – GOLD!! Year 2016 

 Journal Corporate Communications: An International Journal 
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 Search keyword  Online crisis 

 Purpose/Topic  Explores a customer complaints crisis for Telenor, a Norwegian telecommunications 
company, triggered by a complaint about the company on its Facebook site in August 2012. 
The study explores the role of “faith-holders” supportive stakeholders who can and do play 
a role on the crisis communication process. 

 Research description Qualitative, non-embedded single case study.  

 Sample and method Textual analysis of the original complaint on Facebook, ten explanatory posts from Telenor, 
4,368 posts from stakeholders/publics and an interview with the senior digital manager, 
using rhetorical arena theory (Frandsen and Johansen, 2010), Luoma-ho’s (2006; 2010) 
theory of emotional stakeholders and research on fans and supporters who act on social 
media (Brown and Billings, 2013; Coombs and Holladay, 2012; 2014). 

 Main findings This study shows that a crisis is “negotiated communicatively by many different voices in a 
rhetorical arena” (p. 299) such as Facebook. A range of strategies was employed. Telenor 
applied accommodative (corrective action, compensation, apology), faith-holders used 
defensive strategies (attacking the accuser, denial). Faith-holders have a real role in a crisis. 
“Faith-holders may have different roles, other agendas, and communicate in a different way 
than the company, but they are doing the same work: crisis or reputation management” (p. 
300). 

 Strengths and advantages Cites Yin (2014) and the value of case study methodology to research new or complex social 
phenomena. This study is one of the first that explores the different voices in the rhetorical 
arena of social media, and the role of faith-holders in defending a company from attacks 
online. This study also explores the different types of attacks and response strategies during 
a crisis. 

 Weaknesses and limitations The authors note that it would be valuable to explore why faith-holders make comments 
which support a company like Telenor and further research could look into this. They 
suggest that the faith-holders may feel this is a crisis for them by association and that some 
customers may also really strongly identify with a brand. Mobile phones, the authors 
suggest, are very personal possessions and they may feel like an extension of the 
people/customers themselves. This aspect needs further research. 



 

209 
 

 Contribution and implications “Organizational crises need to be seen as a complex set of communication processes, 
including the many voices who start communicating from different positions, and taking 
into account not only the response strategies applied by supportive emotional stakeholders. 
In practice, faith-holders need to be monitored, as they may prove useful as “crisis 
communicators” (p. 289). 

 

Article 22 Author Kim, Zhang and Zhang 

IN  Year 2016 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis management, crisis response, online reputation, paracrisis 

 Purpose/Topic  The characteristics of social media bring new challenges to crisis response and management 
and this study investigates the role or potential value of self-mockery in responding to an 
online crisis or paracrisis. 

 Research description Qualitative and quantitative analysis of AliBaba’s (China’s largest e-commerce company) 
crisis response and the public’s response to those posts, investigating the role of self-
mockery in crisis response. 

 Sample and method Content analysis of the original critical post, six corporate crisis response posts and 1050 
public reaction comments  

 Main findings Traditional crisis response strategies may exacerbate online paracrisis events. Publics may 
be put off by a response which is too “heavy-handed”. Self-mockery and mocking the 
accuser were very effective in this incident in defusing and de-escalating the paracrisis and 
actually turning the situation around so publics “liked” the responses of the company. 

 Strengths and advantages Addresses the issues of tone, satire and humour in social media communication platforms. 
Reveals that the use of humour in SM can produce less counter argument from publics. Also 
showed that the human voice and first person narratives increase interactivity and improve 
perceptions. 

 Weaknesses and limitations This case was very unique, with a paracrisis that was about an over-inflated claim on 
underpants sales and a mathematical miscalculation of the size of the sales, which are not 
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critical or dangerous events. The key person who adopted the self-mockery and mocking 
the accuser crisis response was a well-known high profile figure and very successful 
businessman in China, who was well known for his sense of humour and personality.  

 Contribution and implications Pre-emptive self-mockery can be a way to avert a paracrisis from turning into a crisis. It is 
important to consider the style and tone of social media sites when responding to paracrisis 
or crisis events. 

 

Article 23 Author Li 

OUT Year 2016 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis management 

 Purpose/Topic  Investigating the nature and role of empowerment in the social media context 

 Research description Online survey looking at the differences between active and passive users of social media, 
testing the association between active/passive use of social media and perceived 
intrapersonal and interactional empowerment.  

 Sample and method Online survey using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) which is used widely for behavioural 
research and survey studies. A total of 564 responses were collected and 371 were 
analysed. 

 Main findings This study found a weak association between active social media use and intrapersonal 
empowerment, but no effect on “passive” users of social media (observers and “lurkers”).  

 Strengths and advantages Social media use may have an influence on personal sense of control, efficiency and 
competence.  

 Weaknesses and limitations Sample size was relatively small, confined to users from the US. This study does not align 
closely enough with the core issue of paracrisis and how these events are triggered and 
fostered in online platforms. 

 Contribution and implications Illustrates that the empowerment mechanism in social mediais composedof individual and 
contextual factors. 
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Article 24 Author Sanderson, Barnes, Williamson and Kian 

IN Year 2016 

 Journal Public Relations Review 

 Search keyword  Crisis response 

 Purpose/Topic  Case study of crisis event for Florida State University  

 Research description Case study of a Twitter campaign by Florida State University involving thematic analysis of 
1214 tweets in response to the #AskJameis campaign, where a prominent baseball player, 
Jameis Winston, was made available to fans to connect with on Twitter. The approach 
resulted in a social media crisis for the university because Jameis Winston had a rape 
allegation against him (dropped for lack of evidence) and two accusations of stealing (soda 
and crab legs) and had been ordered to perform community service as a result of one of 
these accusations.   

 Sample and method Thematic analysis, using the constant comparative methodology. Radian6 software used to 
retrieve tweets from the #AskJameis hashtag on Twitter. 

 Main findings PR practitioners must anticipate the “pulse” of social media audiences before launching 
campaigns, because campaigns can be “hijacked” by audiences and trigger crisis events if 
they are embarked upon insensitively without assessing risks. 

 Strengths and advantages This study reveals the extent to which a campaign to promote sport and FSU can be 
“hijacked” to a degree that goes way beyond building connections with sports fans. “Careful 
consideration of the active audience is warranted” (p. 35) or a social media campaign can 
inadvertently trigger an online crisis, which can escalate into mainstream media. 

 Weaknesses and limitations This study explored only one case. 

 Contribution and implications The “participatory nature” of social media can take PR campaigns in “unwelcome 
directions” (p. 36) and trigger crisis events for organisations if practitioners have not 
appropriately assessed risk factors and understood the “pulse” of the social media 
audience. Not using social media can be beneficial/recommended at times. 

 

Article 25 Author Wang 
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IN Year 2016 

 Journal Corporate Communications: An International Journal 

 Search keyword  Crisis management 

 Purpose/Topic  How companies use social media communication to turn crises into opportunities,. 

 Research description Case study of dispute between two leading tea manufacturers in China, Wang Lao Ji (WLJ) 
and Jia Duo Bao (JDB), which were former partners and now embroiled in legal disputes 
over the branding and names of products 

 Sample and method Textual analysis of a random sample of the 14,412 comments posted to a micro-blogging 
site in response to a series of four “Sorry” messages on JDB’s Weibo webpage when it lost 
the court case to WLJ. A total of 1,000 postings were sampled and analysed. 

 Main findings An ironic tone can be very effective in responding to a social media crisis event. The 
timeliness, impact and wide appeal of social media messages can be very powerful and turn 
a negative situation into a positive one. 

 Strengths and advantages This investigation highlights the unique nature of social media communication, which is 
highly interactive in nature, and that dialogue can be viewed as an alternative crisis 
response strategy (Romenti, 2014), in addition to the fours crisis responses outline by SCCT 
(Coombs, 2007; 2011): deny, diminish, rebuild and reinforce. 

 Weaknesses and limitations This case study is unique because it relates to Weibo, a distinctive online platform in China 
where an ironic tone of voice is common and unexceptional.  

 Contribution and implications Social media is challenging contemporary crisis response strategies, and highlights that in 
some instances “the medium matters more than the message” (p. 59) or at the very least 
the message must be tailored to the medium. 
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Appendix 2 

First cycle and Second cycle coding for ILR 
 

 
Second Cycle: Theoretical 
 

 
First Cycle: Concept 

 
Authors 

 
HAVING A VOICE AND 
WANTINGTO BE HEARD 

 
Publics have their own ideas and viewpoints 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2014); Brummette and Sisco (2014); 
Einwiller and Steilen (2015); Krishna and Kim (2015); Ott and 
Theunissen (2015); Johansen, Johansen and Weckesser 
(2016); Kim, Zhang and Zhang (2016); Sanderson, Barnes, 
Williamson and Kian (2016) 
 

  
Publics are motivated to share their views online 
 

 
Brummette and Sisco (2014); Einwiller and Steilen (2015); 
Krishna and Kim (2015); Ott and Theunissen (2015); 
Johansen, Johansen and Weckesser (2016); Kim, Zhang and 
Zhang (2016); Sanderson, Barnes, Williamson and Kian (2016) 
 

  
Social media provides a tool or weapon for publics to express their 
views 
 

 
Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014); Krishna and Kim (2015); Ott 
and Theunissen (2015); Johansen, Johansen and Weckesser 
(2016); Kim, Zhang and Zhang (2016); Sanderson, Barnes, 
Williamson and Kian (2016)  

  
Dialogue is important in crisis response and builds relationships 
 

 
Romenti, Murtarelli and Valentini (2014); Lee and Park 
(2013); Einwiller and Steilen (2015) 
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Publics are crisis communicators in crisis events 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2014); Brummette and Sisco (2014); 
Ott and Theunissen (2015); Johansen, Johansen and 
Weckesser (2016) 
 

  
Publics communicating about crises can create uncertainty and 
inaccuracy 
 

 
Brummette and Sisco (2014) 

 
CHALLENGING LEGITIMACY  

 
Paracrisis result when stakeholders challenge legitimacy 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012);  

  
Social media have given power to paracrisis: likely to spread, 
increased likelihood of occurrence 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Krishna and Kim (2015) 

  
Managing meaning is important to crisis prevention 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012) 

  
Framing is not always appreciated by stakeholders 
 

 
Romenti, Murtarelli and Valentini (2014); Ott and Theunissen 
(2015); Johansen, Johansen and Weckesser (2016) 
 

  
Paracrisis events impact stakeholder-organisation relationships 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012) 
 

  
Contingent message interactivity builds relationships 

 
Lee and Park (2013)  
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Paracrisis and online crisis have longevity and revivability 
 

 
Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014) 

  
Paracrisis events will be more common in the future 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012) 

  
More research is needed 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Romenti, Murtarelli and 
Valentini (2014); Lee and Park (2013); Brummette and Sisco 
(2014); Einwiller and Steilen (2015); Krishna and Kim (2015); 
Brandhorst and Jennings (2016); Sanderson, Barnes, 
Williamson and Kian (2016) 
 

 
GIVING FULL ATTENTION 

 
Listening is critical 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Romenti, Murtarelli and 
Valentini (2014); Lee and Park (2013); Coombs and Holladay 
(2014); Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014); Brummette and Sisco 
(2014); Einwiller and Steilen (2015); Krishna and Kim (2015); 
Ott and Theunissen (2015) 
 

  
Organisational responses: should reflect core values shared with 
important stakeholders 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Romenti, Murtarelli and 
Valentini (2014); Lee and Park (2013); Coombs and Holladay 
(2014); Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014); Brummette and Sisco 
(2014); Ott and Theunissen (2015); Brandhorst and Jennings 
(2016); Sanderson, Barnes, Williamson and Kian (2016) 
 

 Increasing public scrutiny of organisations: reputational damage is 
more likely, crisis response is more visible 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014) 
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Aligning: the organisation uses the same channels as the 
stakeholders  
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Lee and Park (2013); Ott and 
Theunissen (2015) 

  
Dialogue is critical 

 
Romenti, Murtarelli and Valentini (2014); Lee and Park 
(2013); Einwiller and Steilen (2015); Ott and Theunissen 
(2015); Brandhorst and Jennings (2016) 
 

  
Prior attitudes can have an impact on the success of crisis response 
 

 
Kim, Zhang and Zhang (2016); Wang (2016) 

  
Negative posts are more likely to be re-posted if they reinforce pre-
existing negative opinions 
 
 

 
Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014); Ott and Theunissen (2015) 

  
Build a presence and credibility in online channels 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Lee and Park (2013); Pang, 
Hassan and Chong (2014); Ott and Theunissen (2015); Kim, 
Zhang and Zhang (2016) 
 

  
"Be where the action is" , reach out to stakeholders with your 
message 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Romenti, Murtarelli and 
Valentini (2014); Lee and Park (2013); Pang, Hassan and 
Chong (2014); Ott and Theunissen (2015) 
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RESPONDING  

 
Stakeholders expect and demand a response 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Romenti, Murtarelli and 
Valentini (2014); Lee and Park (2013); Pang, Hassan and 
Chong (2014); Brummette and Sisco (2014); Einwiller and 
Steilen (2015) 
 

  
Responding is both strategic and tactical 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012) 

  
Non-response creates a vacuum that allows stakeholders to frame 
issues 
 

 
Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014); Brummette and Sisco (2014); 
Einwiller and Steilen (2015) 

  
Responding is key (refuting, reforming, refusing)  
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012) 

  
Reform: a means to end the paracrisis and the stakeholder challenge 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Romenti, Murtarelli and 
Valentini (2014); Einwiller and Steilen (2015) 

  
Responding: shows an organisation is legitimate, moral, responsible 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Lee and Park (2013); 
Brummette and Sisco (2014); Einwiller and Steilen (2015) 

  
Responding: Paracrises is legitimised when the organisation changes 
behaviour and reforms its practices 
 

Coombs and Holladay (2012; Romenti, Murtarelli and 
Valentini (2014) 

  
"The organisation is learning and improving" 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012) 
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 Refuse: Ignoring the comments from stakeholders escalated the 
crisis 
 

Coombs and Holladay (2012) 

  
Two-way communication and responsiveness are key 
 

 
Lee and Park (2013); Ott and Theunissen (2015) 

  
Favourable publics can signal success or failure of responses 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2014); Ott and Theunissen (2015); 
Johansen, Johansen and Weckesser (2016); Sanderson, 
Barnes, Williamson and Kian (2016); Wang (2016) 
 

  
Crisis managers need to analyse "sub-arenas" to monitor public 
reaction to crisis responses 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2014); Johansen, Johansen and 
Weckesser (2016); Wang (2016) 

  
Defensive responses lead to more dissatisfaction than 
accommodative ones 
 

 
Einwiller and Steilen (2015); Ott and Theunissen (2015); 
Johansen, Johansen and Weckesser (2016) 

  
Sadness and anger are dominant emotions among stakeholders 
during a crisis event 
 

 
Brummette and Sisco (2014) 

  
Values advocacy can be a crisis response 
 

 
Brandhorst and Jennings (2016) 

  
Adapt messages to suit the style and tone of social media 
environments 

 
Kim, Zhang and Zhang (2016) 
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The right style or tone is important in online spaces 
 

 
Kim, Zhang and Zhang (2016) 

  
An understanding of paracrisis improves response 
 

 
Coombs and Holladay (2012); Einwiller and Steilen (2015) 
 

 
 

 
Escalation to mainstream media relies on newsworthiness 
 

 
Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014); Johansen, Johansen and 
Weckesser (2016); Sanderson, Barnes, Williamson and Kian 
(2016) 

  
Lack of response in online platforms escalates crises to mainstream 
media 
 

 
Pang, Hassan and Chong (2014) 
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Appendix 3 

Sample of Discourse Analysis (Phases 1 – 3)  

1. Light for Riley Facebook posts: August 
2015 – March 2018  

Code Phase 1: Synopsis of Data Phase 2: Data Analysis 
Notes reflecting observations 
through the chosen Building 
Tools:  
Situated meaning tool 
Figured Worlds tool 
Big C Conversation tool 

Phase 3: Data Analysis 
Reflective questioning, 
using Building Tasks: 
Identities 
Relationships 
Politics 
Connections 
 

Light for Riley: The Last 24 Hours post 
Written 2pm, Monday 16 March 2015 

 

Anxieties/Fea
rs 
 
Uncontrollabi
lity 
 
Loss 
 
Protection/H
opes 
 
Challenges 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figured worlds 

• This photograph foreshadows the 
emotion and tragedy of this story. 
With the tubes and the 
christening/”baptism gown” 
resting on baby Riley because he 
was too sick and too encumbered 
by tubes to be able to wear it 
properly. Participants and readers 
in the FB site see a beautiful baby, 
who looks to be asleep, but who is 
dying. 

• The PICU acronym is not well 
known, unless the reader has 
medical training, works in a 
hospital or their own child has 
been admitted to hospital for 
serious reasons. The 
understanding of “plasma 
exchange” is also unknown in non-
medical circles, but most people 
will know that plasma is a blood 

Identities 

• Catherine Hughes’ post shares 
the details of the last 24 hours of 
son’s life and his tragic death, 
sharing an incredibly painful, 
highly personal story, detailing 
her own great suffering and that 
of her child. This discourse is 
shared in the completely open, 
public, social media environment 
of Facebook.  

• Catherine shares her personal 
tragedy with strangers. Why has 
she chosen to do this? She wants 
her readers to know who she is, 
to establish her identity with her 
readers, to establish credibility 
as a person who knows first-
hand, and disastrously, what the 
consequences of non-
immunisation can be. 
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We stood anxiously in the pediatrics intensive care unit (PICU), 
waiting for an update from Riley’s doctor. We had come down 
to the PICU earlier that morning, after learning Riley’s suspected 
whooping cough had now developed into pneumonia. While I 
knew that it was the best place for him, I couldn’t ignore the 
anxious faces of the other parents who walked past Riley’s 
room, or the draw that said “baptism gowns”. It was a stark 
reminder that not every child who enters intensive care, leaves. 
 

I remember seeing the wall of “PICU graduates” – photos of 
happy faced kids who had survived and thrived after spending 
time in the PICU. I imagined the photo we’d send in of Riley, 
once he was all better. Once he’d learned to smile, once his 
cough had gone away, once he was all healed.  
 

Feeling nervous, hands sweaty, we listened to Riley’s doctors 
talk. “Life support will give his little body a chance to rest and 
heal” we were told. They also described the plasma exchange he 
would  

 
 
 
We stood anxiously in the pediatrics intensive 
care unit (PICU)  
I couldn’t ignore the anxious faces of the other 
parents/ 
the draw that said “baptism gowns” 
A stark reminder that not every child who enters 
intensive care, leaves 
 
“PICU graduates” 
happy faced kids 
survived and thrived after spending time in PICU 
Once he’d learned to smile 
once he was all healed 
 
 
 

product – so the term sounds 
serious and creates fear.  

• These terms set the Hughes family 
apart from the everyday. They 
have now become familiar with 
unusual medical terminology, that 
is only commonly understood in 
the frightening environment of a 
hospital 

• “Things weren’t looking all that 
good” provides a clue that this is 
an Australian context. Australians 
employ understatement in their 
expressions, and this reflects the 
form of language and people of 
this country, where when things 
are very bad, Australians may use 
an antonym with a negative prefix 
to convey that. 

• Figured worlds are also apparent 
in an examination of Greg Hughes’ 
account of Riley’s last hours, 
where Riley was “screaming and 
distraught”. It is a parents’ job to 
prevent the suffering of their 
child, and this was not possible. 
He was hungry, he was in pain and 
he was suffering, and being 
unable to change these conditions 
for Riley goes against the values 
held by most parents. 

• Readers see Catherine’s 
emotional openness, her bravery 
to share such a painful, personal 
tragedy with others.  

• Readers believe this story, 
because why else would 
someone write and share 
something so painful if it were 
not true?  

• Catherine’s identity is 
established as a bereaved 
mother who has suffered a 
parent’s worst nightmare. 

 
 

possibly need later that afternoon, where his blood would be 
manually removed by a syringe and replaced with a donation of 
plasma – a procedure that would take hours. I looked at our 
beautiful boy, who was already connected to so many tubes and 
wires. This was starting to feel so serious, the doctors who 
originally were fairly positive now looked worried and 

 Feeling nervous, hands sweaty 
plasma exchange 
a procedure that would take hours 
This was starting to feel so serious 
the doctors who originally were fairly positive 
now  looked worried and concerned 

• The references to the baptism 
gowns also reflects Figured 
Worlds, because baptism is a 
ceremony of Christian religion, 
where babies are baptised in a 
ritual where parents and 

Relationships 

• The key relationship evident in 
this piece of writing is that 
between a mother and a child, 
where the mother provides love, 
safety and protection.  
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concerned. We called up Greg’s Mum who lived in Adelaide, and 
asked her to fly to Perth that evening, as things weren’t looking 
all that good. 
 

An hour or two later, one of Riley’s doctors pulled us aside for a 
chat. She kindly – if there is a kind way – told us that we needed 
to prepare ourselves for the fact that Riley could die. I felt 
shocked and sickened. I think this is one of the first times I cried 
in hospital; I had been so positive that Riley would get better. 
Greg and I gripped each other’s hands and tried to comfort each 
other, but really there is no way to comfort in this situation. We 
spent the next hour or two pacing the corridors as we waited for 
them to administer a new cannula, before we were allowed in. 
 

I wish I could remember the last time I saw Riley conscious. We 
made the decision for me to go to my parents’ house for a sleep, 
since I had been in hospital for four days with hardly any sleep. 
We thought we were going to be in it for the long haul, and that 
I would need my energy. As I left, I know they were preparing 
him for life support and the plasma transfusion. I just have no 
memory of looking into his eyes for the last time, or letting him 
know I loved him. I really hope I did. 
 

Greg says it’s a good thing I wasn’t there for his last conscious 
hours. He was screaming and screaming as they got him ready 
for life support, I don’t know all the fine details, but I know he 
hadn’t had any milk in a long time, and that he would have been 
in a lot of pain from the needles and cannulas they were 
administering. Greg’s last memory of Riley conscious is of him 
screaming and distraught. That’s how my baby will last 
remember the world. 
 

I woke up with a start at 3am the next morning, to the phone 
call that nobody would ever want to have. “Cath, the doctors 
say you’ve got to come in, quickly” Greg urged. I extracted 
myself from my daughter’s cuddle, and asked Mum to drive me 
to the hospital. We were there within 15 minutes, but I got lost 
trying to find his room, and was in a panic. I was greeted by a 
social worker, and as lovely as she was, it was clearly a sign that 
Riley’s chances had diminished. A nurse asked us if we wanted 

things weren’t looking all that good 
 
 
 
 
Riley could die 
I felt shocked and sickened 
Greg and I gripped each other’s hands 
no way to comfort in this situation 
pacing the corridors 
before we were allowed in 
 
 
I wish I could remember the last time I saw Riley 
conscious 
preparing him for life support 
looking into his eyes for the last time 
letting him know I loved him 
 
 
He was screaming and screaming 
I don’t know all the fine details 
a lot of pain from the needles 
he hadn’t had any milk in a long time 
Greg’s last memory of Riley conscious is  of him 
screaming and distraught 
That’s how my baby will last remember the 
world 
 
 
 
you’ve got to come in quickly 
I got lost trying to find his room, and was in a 
panic 
Riley’s chances had diminished 
A nurse asked us if we wanted him baptised, and 
my heart sank 

Godparents promise they will be 
raised knowing and believing in 
God. This reference, and the 
description of the drawer full of 
gowns to choose from, also 
reflects the fear and commonality 
of death in PICU, in contrast to the 
happy world outside hospital, 
where a baptismal ceremony is a 
planned, happy, joyous occasion. 
In PICU it takes on urgency and 
negative connotations because 
children may be dying and parents 
may want to baptise their baby 
before that happens, to connect 
their dying child to God. 

• Catherine’s description of singing 
a lullaby to her dying baby reflects 
the Figured World of parenthood, 
where mothers sing to their 
children, referencing the love, 
care and comfort which a scene 
like this usually provides. This 
contrasts with what is actually 
happening; her son is taking his 
last breaths and his body is 
“burning hot and swollen”.    

 

Situated meaning 

• “Graduates” implies that the 
terrible situation Riley was in 
might change, he might recover, 
he might survive.  

• The photos Catherine describes 
seeing on the walls give her hope 
and she writes about the “happy 
faced kids” in the photos, 
expressing hope that Riley’s fate 

• The fact that Catherine Hughes, 
as Riley’s mum, cannot protect 
and save her baby is the heart of 
this discourse. 
 

Politics 

• Politics is evident at the end of 
this discourse, when Catherine 
Hughes argues in support of a 
new Immunisation protocol in 
Australia, where pregnant 
women receive boosters for 
whooping cough in their third 
trimester. This is a quintessential 
“social good” of the Politics task, 
as described by Gee (2014) 

 
Connections 

• The connection in this piece of 
writing is between responsible 
parenting and immunisation. 

• There is also a connection 
between individual rights (and a 
parent’s right to refuse 
immunisation for their child) and 
the greater good of society to 
increase herd immunity and 
therefore the prevalence of 
serious but preventable disease 
which can kill children too young 
to be immunised. 
 



 

223 
 

him baptised, and my heart sank. We agreed, and I spent the 
next couple of minutes choosing out a blanket and christening 
gown. Due to all his wires and tubes, they could only place the 
gown on top of him, but he still looked beautiful. Swollen, sick, 
but beautiful. 
I remember putting my finger in his hand when he was being 
baptised, and he still had that reflex were his hand curled 
around it. Or maybe I imagined it, I’m not sure. But I remember 
thinking that there was still a chance. 

choosing out a blanket and christening gown 
Swollen, sick, but beautiful 
putting my finger in his hand when he was being 
baptised 
he still had that reflex were his hand curled 
around it 
But I remember thinking that there was still a 
chance 
 

will turn out similarly, that he will 
get well and learn to smile.  

• Readers discern the situated 
meaning, the underlying fear in 
these words, that Riley may not 
get the opportunity to be a 
“graduate” on the wall, that there 
is a real risk he won’t survive, that 
Riley will die before he learns to 
smile at his mother.  
Catherine’s wish to remember 
Riley’s last conscious moments 
create the powerful situated 
meaning of a mother’s love, the 
pain and regret of not adequately 
appreciating and savouring the 
last look in the eyes of a her 
adored child, whom she can’t look 
at ever again.  

At 10 am that morning, we had a meeting with Riley’s doctor, 
several nurses, and the social worker. Our parents were also 
there, and supported us as we were told that while they weren’t 
giving up hope or stopping treatment, it was not looking like 
Riley was going to survive. His heart was failing, his lungs were 
filled with thick mucus, as the toxins from the pertussis and the 
subsequent pneumonia had ravaged his body. My whole world 
was crumbling, and while I don’t think I was a total mess, inside 
my heart was breaking. We mentioned that when it was time for 
him to go, we’d like to be holding and cuddling him, not have 
him lying alone on the bed. The rest of the morning was spent 
crying, texting family and friends about what was happening, 
spending time with Riley, and asking my brother to bring in our 
three year old daughter so she could say goodbye. 
We tried to explain to our daughter what was happening. She 
gave Riley a quick cuddle and kiss, said goodbye, and asked if 
she could go play now. She never really understood the finality 
of his death until several months later.  

 it was not looking like Riley would survive 
his heart was failing 
his lungs were filled with thick mucus 
pneumonia had ravaged his body 
my heart was breaking 
The rest of the morning was spent crying 
when it was time for him to go, we’d like to be 
holding and cuddling him 
bring in our three year old daughter so she could 
say goodbye 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Time to say goodbye 

• Situated meanings are apparent in 
the detailed description of Riley’s 
health: “thick mucus”, a failing 
heart, “time for him to go”, “as 
the life slowly drained out of him”. 
The reader has no illusions about 
Riley’s prognosis and the real 
likelihood of his death from the 
use of these words. It is clear that 
“go” means this baby is going to 
die, that ‘saying goodbye” means 
saying goodbye for ever and the 
tragedy of this happening to such 
a young baby is quite clear to the 
reader, referencing the values 
held that young babies should not 
die, and should not suffer pain, 
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When we saw the nurses dragging the big arm-chair into Riley’s 
room, we knew that it was “time”. Time to say goodbye, time to 
do the last thing on earth I wanted to do, and watch my baby 
die. We all had last cuddles, and then it was time. I asked the 
doctor if there was any chance, even the slimmest of chances. 
He was very upset and told me that unfortunately there was no 
hope. Pink foamy stuff had started to come up out of his lungs, I 
forget what it was but I knew it wasn’t good. Riley was placed in 
my arms, and I was shocked at how burning hot and swollen his 
tiny body was. Greg crouched next to me, holding Riley’s hands. 
The tubes were slowly and carefully removed, and we cuddled, 
cried, kissed him, and sang to him a lullaby as the life slowly 
drained out of him. At 2pm, our beautiful 32 day old baby left 
us, left this world, and left us devastated and heartbroken.  

If I had been offered a whooping cough booster during 
pregnancy, there is a good chance Riley would still be with us 
today. Whooping cough boosters are now free for pregnant 
women in their third trimester in Australia, and recommended 
in every single pregnancy.  
Antenatal care providers need to be recommending these 
boosters to every single pregnant patient. Antenatal hospitals 
need to have midwives who can vaccinate available, and not 
send people away to their GP, as this can lead to confusion or 
people forgetting. Anybody who has close, regular contact with 
a newborn also needs to make sure they are up to date on their 
vaccinations. 
Childhood vaccination does not begin when the child is six 
weeks. It now begins when the mother is pregnant. Please don’t 
forget to have your pregnancy vaccinations and protect your 
baby from this terrible disease. 
If you would like to contribute to the foundation we created in 
Riley’s honour, dedicated to protecting children and families 
from vaccine—preventable diseases, you can do so here: 
http://immunisationfoundation.com.au/donations 

R.I.P Riley  

and watch my baby die 
We all had last cuddles 
unfortunately there was no hope 
shocked at how burning hot and swollen his tiny 
body was 
sang to him a lullaby as the life slowly drained 
out of him 
our beautiful 32 day old baby left us, left this 
world, and left us devastated and heartbroken 
  
 
 
 
 
If I had been offered a whooping cough booster 
there is a good chance Riley would still be with 
us today  
Whooping cough boosters are now free for 
pregnant women in their third trimester 
recommended in every single pregnancy 
Childhood vaccination does not begin when the 
child is six weeks 
It now begins when the mother is pregnant 
Please don’t forget to have your pregnancy 
vaccinations 
protect your baby from this terrible disease 
dedicated to protecting children and families 
from vaccine-preventable disease 
 
 

R.I.P Riley  

that parents should not bury their 
children.  

• R.I.P. is the acronym for Rest in 
Peace, which is  connected with 
observations about death 

•  This symbol, the red love 
heart, signals Catherine’s 
connection to her son. Her 
message in this post is motivated 
by love for her son and her care 
and concern for other people’s 
children and their protection. 
 

Big C Conversation  

• The key issues, debates and claims 
in terms of Big C Conversations 
are strongly apparent in the 
section of this post, where 
Catherine writes about the change 
in recommended immunisation 
protocols for pregnant women. 
This reflects her advocacy of 
immunisation 

• With boosters in the third 
trimester, a mother can protect 
her baby from “this terrible 
disease”. Catherine uses first 
person singular “your baby” to 
give her call to action relatability 
and achieve a connection with her 
readers. She wants to show she is 
talking directly to her readers, as 
she would to a friend she is having 
a conversation with. 

• She is trying to gain a real 
connection with her readers, to 

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fimmunisationfoundation.com.au%2Fdonations&h=ATMXk7Obj9pnUpgjlhbeNMNFZmA7T9hlSEtrjIQAS01Hr2EdlEWSdBNnQ_3zLiZCzo1vuUfeLCanGr3S8EB8Ze5YXbBwW7Ox7GZzWVIXQAxoo5omciL-ht7AKupYDxKROpP4uByc
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convey a message she says is so 
critical it will protect their 
children, in a way she wasn’t able 
to protect Riley. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Empathy 
 
 
Information/ 
Awareness 
raising/Educa
tion 
 
Influence 
 
Inspiration 
 
 
Protection 
through 
advice 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Your story is so heartbreaking 
Made me sob and brought back memories 
In an attempt to prevent occurrences like yours 
for ever happening in the future 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
how long and should I get another shot since I 
am 24 weeks pregnant 
 
 
 
 
 
 
during pregnancy can you get whooping cough 
done? 
 
 
 
between 28 and 32 weeks is the best time to 
have it x -Riley’s aunty 

Situated meaning 

• The phrase “brought back 
memories” reveals that this 
person went through a similar 
experience with her child, who 
also had whooping cough but 
survived. 

• The “xxx” is a symbol for a kiss. 
Tanya Mcaughtrie is a stranger, 
but she is prepared to send kisses 
to the Hughes family and praises 
them for sharing a story which she 
knows, from her own first-hand 
experience, must be devastating. 

• Catherine Hughes replies to 
Tanya’s message, empathising 
with her suffering and sends 
kisses back.  

• Through identifying herself as 
“Riley’s mum”, Catherine is 
emphasising a key identity in this 
discourse, that her most 
significant attribute here is not as 
herself with her own name, but in 
her relationship to Riley.   

• This is also apparent in the reply 
post from Riley’s aunty, which 
provides immunisation advice, 
which is also signed with an x for a 
kiss to a stranger. The 
education/awareness information 
is being given with care and 
concern. 

 
Identities 

• On this page, the key identities 
are parenthood and 
motherhood. 

• Tanya Mcaughtrie identifies 
herself as a mother whose child 
has also suffered, but survived, 
whooping cough. 

 
 
 
Relationships 

• The key relationships identified 
here are ones of support, 
between women, between 
mothers, in order to share 
information and informed advice 
on protecting  their children 

 
 
 
 
Connections 

• The key connection is 
responsible parenting and 
immunisation, as well as the 
prevention of illness through 
immunisation. 
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Big C Conversation 

• The posts from Danielle Novosel 
and Anja Crane are significant 
because they are asking for advice 
on immunisation protocols. So 
they convey this wider support for 
immunisation and for educating 
people about immunisation 
protocols that will keep their 
children safe from danger and 
death. 

• Tanya Mcaughtrie references the 
immunisation issue and debate 
when she talks about: “an attempt 
to prevent occurrences like yours 
for ever happening in the future”.   

 
Figured Worlds 

• All the posts in this section reflect 
the Figured World of motherhood, 
where it is common practice for 
women reach out and connect to 
each other, and share mother-to-
mother advice. And this reflects 
the kinds of connections women 
make in real life where they often 
start talking to each other in a 
park, where their children might 
be playing together or through the 
more formal “mothers groups” 
often orchestrated by early 
childhood centres for new 
mothers. 
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 I have had a 9 week old baby with whooping 
cough too 
Fortunately Holly survived it 
Holly is a triplet 
luckily the other two babies were vaccinated 
I was previously a conscious objector 
Now all 7 of my children are fully vaccinated 
 
 
I am so glad Holly survived 
I really appreciate your honesty and sharing your 
story 
many conscientious objectors would change 
their mind if they had to experience the disease  
Much love xx Riley’s Mum 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
recommended in the third trimester of every 
pregnancy 
x -Riley’s Aunty 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
am so so sorry 

 
 
 

Situated Meaning 

• This post reflects are shared 
history and allegiance between 
mothers who have watched their 
children suffer with whooping 
cough 

• This allegiance is reflected in 
Catherine Hughes’ response to 
Daniella, again identifying herself 
as Riley’s Mum, where she signs 
her supportive response post with 
love and kisses.  

• Riley’s Aunty provides 
immunisation advice, which is also 
signed with an x for a kiss to a 
stranger. The 
education/awareness information 
is being given with care and 
concern. 
 

Big C Conversation 

• Daniella describes herself as a 
former conscious (sic) objector, 
she means conscientious objector, 
meaning her daughter Holly’s 
bout with whooping cough has 
altered her opinion from anti-
vaccination to pro-immunisation. 

• Catherine Hughes responds by 
applauding Daniella’s honesty in 
revealing her previous beliefs and 
what made her change her mind.  

• Jen Logan McGough adds to the 
authority of her post and 
recommendations, by stating her 
credentials as a respiratory 
therapist in picu and using the 

 
Identities 

• Daniella Carins identifies herself 
as the mother of triplets, whose 
daughter Holly survived 
whooping cough.  

• She also identified herself as a 
previous conscientious objector 
against immunisation, who has 
now converted and become pro-
immunisation.  

• Jen Logan Gough identifies as a 
medical professional with 
credibility on immunisation 
issues. 

• Riley’s Aunty identifies her 
relationship in relation to her 
nephew.  

 
Relationships 

• The response posts from LFR to 
Daniella Carins and Teddy 
Fitzgerald Mikhaila Glossat 
create a relationship between 
these parties. LFR adds red love 
hearts and the symbol for kisses 
to represent the establishment 
of that relationship and 
connection – one of support 
between mothers who have 
watched their children almost 
die or die, as in Riley’s case. 

 
Politics 

• Jen Logan Gough argues in 
support of third trimester 
boosters for pregnant women.  
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it must have been so very difficult to share your 
story 
Pregnant women should get boosters  
All people who should get vaccinated should 
campaigns from parents like you that really 
make the difference 

word “pertussis”, which is the 
correct medical term for 
whooping cough. Her post 
emphasises the importance of 
immunisation, using her post to 
make a contribution in support of 
that.  
 

Figured Worlds 

• Again, Figured Worlds are 
apparent in the red love heart 

symbol, , to express love and 
sympathy from Catherine Hughes 
to a stranger. The repetition in 
“so, so sorry” emphasises this 
sympathy and concern and 
reflects the Figured World of 
motherhood and the allegiance 
between mothers who have 
watched helplessly while their 
children suffer from a preventable 
illness. 

• Jen Logan McGough also conveys 
sympathy and empathy, (along 
with the more formal sections of 
post on immunisation advice) by 
describing Riley as a “beautiful 
baby” and expressing her sorrow 
for his death.  

 

 
Connections 

• Again the key connection is 
responsible parenting and 
immunisation, as well as the 
prevention of illness through 
immunisation. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

   
Thank you Cath and Greg for sharing your story 
I’m a Midwife and work in the Antenatal Clinic 
We are now recommending / offering whooping 
cough vaccine to all pregnant women in their 
third trimester 

 
Big C Conversation 

• Ute Rogers gives authority to her 
post by stating her credentials as a 
Midwife in an Antenatal Clinic. 
Her post supports the change in 

 
Identities 

• Ute Rogers identifies as medical 
professional who is 
knowledgeable about 
immunisation 



 

229 
 

 

 
 
It’s not just babies 
I picked up whooping cough at work 
Had Ventolin handy and knew what to do 
to stop your daughter turning blue 
the ‘whoop’ is a desperate gasp 
It’s also worth noting the statistics on 
permanent brain damage due to lack of oxygen  
It just doesn’t let your get a breath in 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and will be vaccinating all family who wish to 
come in contact with our baby and myself and 
my partner 
get out needle in 2months 
 
 
 
 
My heart is still utterly broken for you 
Can I tell you as a GP 
I wouldn’t have thought to have a pertussis 
booster 
I talk to everyone I know about it, my husband in 
his practise does too 
Cath and Greg have achieved this 
you are now helping us to save lives everyday 
 
 

immunisation protocol to provide 
pregnant women with boosters in 
their third trimester. She uses her 
post to make a contribution in 
support of education and to 
spread awareness. 

• Juliet Lautenbach’s post expands 
the argument about immunisation 
from the focus on children, 
pointing out that adults are also 
responsible for spreading these 
diseases. 

• Samantha Walton’s post reflects 
her engagement with the 
immunisation debate, her 
acceptance of the ideals and 
values of the new immunisation 
protocols, and her commitment to 
following those 
recommendations. 

• Donna Taylor’s post, where she 
talks about how as a GP and 
someone who knows the Hughes’ 
family, is a discourse that is about 
the promotion of the importance 
of immunisation and the new 
protocol of providing booster 
shots for pregnant women. Donna 
Taylor is full of admiration for 
Catherine and Greg Hughes and 
the work they have done in saving 
lives through immunisation 
advocacy. 

 
Situated Meaning 

• Juliet Lautenbach’s post also 
provides graphic information on 

• Donna Taylor’s post reflects that 
she is a GP, responsible for 
immunising her patients. 

 
 
 
Relationships 

• The posts on this page are 
enacting relationships where 
advice and information is 
exchanged between mothers 
and other mothers, and between 
educated medical professionals 
and laypeople.  

• Donna Taylor’s post reflects that 
she is a personal friend of 
Catherine and Greg Hughes and 
knew them at the time of Riley’s 
death. 

 
 
Politics 

• Ute Rogers is an advocate for, 
and frontline person giving, third 
trimester boosters to pregnant 
women. 

 
 
Connections 

• The key connection is 
responsible parenting and 
immunisation, prevention of 
illness through immunisation, 
advocacy of immunisation by 
health professionals, and saving 
lives through immunisation. 
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the symptoms of whooping cough 
such as “stop your daughter 
turning blue” and “permanent 
brain damage” – which are very 
frightening for the reader and 
emphasise the seriousness of this 
disease. 

• She describes Riley’s family as 
“beautiful people”, a value 
statement that compliments the 
family for the advocacy campaign 
they have launched through this 
Facebook site. 

• Donna Taylor’s use of the words, 
my heart is “still utterly broken for 
you”, reflects that she actually 
knows Catherine and Greg 
Hughes, and she shares that she is 
a GP.  

 
 
 
 

 



 

231 
 

 

  
Absolutely heartbreaking 
little Riley wud be very proud 
raise awareness 
r.i. p Riley 
 
 
I wasn’t aware of this vaccine 
by some chance I was offered this vaccine 
R.I.P Riley 
 
 
Reading your heartbreaking story absolutely 
breaks my heart 
I could give you a big cuddle! 
You are one tough mum. 
RIP beautiful boy XX 
 
Thank you for this. 
ask every granny-to-be if they have had their 
whooping cough update 
 
 
all I see is a precious, innocent baby who left the 
world too soon 
Whooping cough is terrible, and preventable 
 
 
 
 
I happened to have my booster today by chance 
We were all vaccinated when I had my son 
 
 
 
 
 

Figured Worlds 

• All the posts in this section reflect 
the Figured World of motherhood, 
where women consider the death 
of another woman’s child, and 
feel a huge amount of empathy in 
the sense of “There but for the 
grace of God go I”. The central 
value of motherhood, to love a 
child without limits, is at the core 
of this Figured World. 

• There is great respect for 
Catherine Hughes in these posts, 
and references to her strength, 
her toughness, how she fought for 
her son. 

• The RIP acronym is prevalent in 
this section, reflecting the 
Christian belief and value that 
there is peace after death for baby 
Riley.  

• The blue love hearts reflect love 
and empathy for Riley and his 
parents. 

 
Big C Conversation 

• Several of the posts on this page 
also support the Big C 
Conversation on immunisation, 
gratitude to Catherine Hughes for 
raising awareness, for protecting 
other “little bubbas”, for ensuring 
that people know about the 
boosters and have these 
vaccinations to protect their own 
children and grandchildren.  

 

 
Identities 

• The identities evident in the 
posts on this page are those of 
fellow parents and 
grandparents. 

• The people posting on this page 
express sadness for Riley’s death 
and regret that an innocent baby 
suffered and died. 

• People are often more affected 
by the death of a child. 

 
 
Relationships 

• The posts on this page are 
enacting relationships where 
advice and information is 
exchanged and endorsed.  

 
 
Politics 

• The posts on this page address 
the issue of awareness about the 
new immunisation protocols. 

 
 
 
Connections 

• The key connection is 
responsible parenting and 
immunisation, prevention of 
illness through immunisation, 
and saving lives through 
immunisation. 
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Look at how hard you fought for him  
how much your spreading the message to 
ensure it wont happen again to another little 
bubba 
Your so amazing and strong 
My heart aches for you and your family 
God bless you little Riley 
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 I’m a doctor 
I have had two reps from vaccine companies tell 
me that the recent shortage of whooping cough 
in this country is due to the increased uptake 
from this campaign 
It’s working. 
People are listening and babies are safer 
I often talk about Riley in my job And would like 
to thank you  
 
I questioned sams request for me to have the 
whooping cough immunisation injection before 
holding their baby 
NOT NOW!!!! 
 
 
 
Thankyou for sharing your beautiful Riley with 
the world. 
His legacy lives on through you and your very 
important message 
 
 
 
 
Riley truly lives through your work 
I neither had any knowledge of the need if 
booster vaccinations 
I am reposting your work to Europe and 
Germany where no one has a clue 
You are helping so many 
You are saving so many children! 
 
 
This anniversary testimony wasn’t easy to read 

Big C Conversation 

• Several of the posts on this page 
also support the increased take-up 
of the boosters for pregnant 
women, and the increased 
awareness generated by the Light 
for Riley campaign to encourage 
more adults to be vigilant and 
accountable and keep their 
immunisations up-to-date.  

• A number of the posts on this 
page refer to the “legacy” of Riley 
Hughes. This legacy is that babies 
are safer through an increase in 
immunisation and greater “herd 
immunity” so diseases like 
whooping cough are less 
prevalent in the wider community 
- and consequently babies who 
are too young to be immunised 
are less likely to encounter the 
whooping cough virus. Older 
people are less likely to be 
contracting it and spreading it to 
the vulnerable. 

• Big C Conversations are apparent 
on this page through Nadia 
Aldendorf’s promise to repost the 
LFR work to Europe and Germany 
where “no one has a clue”, to give 
the immunisation awareness issue 
an international platform, so that 
more children can be protected 
and saved. 

 
Figured Worlds 

 
Identities 

• The identities evident in the 
posts on this page are those of 
fellow parents, grandparents, 
two parents whose children 
survived whooping cough, and 
one doctor. 

• The doctor posting on this page 
is an advocate of immunisation 
and describes Riley’s case to her 
patients as a warning and 
incentive to immunise. 

 
 
Relationships 

• Some of the posts on this page 
describe Riley’s “legacy”, a 
relationship they have with Riley 
which informs and underlies 
their support of the pro-
immunisation message. 

 
 
Politics 

• One post on this page gives an 
international perspective, where 
Europe and Germany are less 
progressive and proactive about 
the third trimester booster 
protocol. 

• Parents posting on this page are 
advocates of immunisation in 
their own lives and circles. 
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My little boy passed through the same disease 
and although he survived, we felt the same fear 
and pain seeing him fighting for his little life 
Our thoughts and prays are with you all 
 
 
 
Your story is so unbelievably poignant 
Our young son Kai also got the disease at birth 
He survived after days in ICU 
I will never stop bringing awareness to this cause 
and 
admire you tremendously for doing the same in 
honor of Riley. 
Sending lots of love from California 
 
 
 

• Again the Figured World of 
motherhood, is apparent on this 
page where women share the 
stories of their children who 
contracted whooping cough, but 
survived after a frightening time in 
ICU. 

• These women express, love, 
empathy and support for 
Catherine Hughes in the loss of 
her son, and gratitude for her 
work in raising awareness. 

 

Connections 

• The key connection is 
responsible parenting and 
immunisation, prevention of 
illness through immunisation, 
raising awareness about 
immunisation, and saving lives 
through immunisation. 
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 For the first 6 years of our daughters life we 
agreed to have her participate in a trial for 
whooping cough vaccine 
Reading your story makes me so glad we made 
that choice so other families will not have to 
face what you have 
the call goes out to new Mums all the time to 
ask them to participate in trials which are very 
safe 
I encourage all Mums to consider helping in this 
small way 
 
I was one of those other parents who had to … 
with a very heavy heart walk past your room :,( 
I am soo sorry 
What you guys are doing is great and all my 
family and friends are all behind you! Xxx   
 
I’m so very sorry for your tragic loss. 
Tears stream down my face reading your story 
As a mum I want to thank you sharing your story 
to help educate others about vaccinations and 
the new research on third trimester vaccination 
for mums to help babies have a stronger 
immunity 
I had mine last week and want to thank you 
from one mum to another for talking so bravely 
and openly out about this. Amie xxxx 
 
 
 
I have only just read this and my heart is 
breaking all over again for you 
My boys are older and fully vaccinated now so 
I’ve done my job there 
after reading this I am definitely booking in to do 
my plasma donation 

Big C Conversation 

• Kerrie Sheaves’ post outlines a 
whooping cough vaccine trial, and 
a decision made by her to allow 
her daughter to participate. 

• She provides reassurance that the 
trials are safe, and her post 
alludes to the fact that research 
into vaccines is ongoing and that 
the medical world is active in 
research to improve vaccines and 
make them more safe and 
effective.  

• Again posts on this page reference 
the gratitude and appreciation for 
raising awareness about the 
importance of immunisation, the 
value of the third trimester 
booster 

 
Figured Worlds 

• The Figured World of motherhood 
is evident on this page of posts, 
and the discourse reflects the 
compassion, empathy and support 
for Riley’s parents and family. The 
writers send kisses using the x 
letter, they add sad-faced 
emoticons, they write about 
“tears streaming down my face” 
as they read the posts from the 
LFR site, and they post love hearts 
to express sympathy and sadness. 

• The discourse states that they 
wish Riley was still alive, and 
express great compassion towards 
Catherine for the loss of Riley. 

Identities 

• The identities evident in the 
posts on this page are those of 
fellow parents, people who were 
in hospital when Riley was in 
ICU, one person who knows 
about Riley Hughes’ death from 
whooping cough, and a number 
of women who are pregnant and 
about to have third trimester 
boosters, benefiting from the 
change to immunisation protocol 
lobbied for by the LFR campaign. 

• The posts are from people who 
express relief that their children 
are older, or who have children 
who are fully immunised. 

 
Relationships 

• One post is from a person who is 
committing to doing a plasma 
donation, one of the treatments 
Riley was given to try and save 
his life. This post reflects a 
relationship with Riley’s story 
and a protective relationship 
towards other vulnerable 
children who may contract 
whooping cough. 

 
Politics 

• One post on this page gives an 
international perspective, where 
Europe and Germany are less 
progressive and proactive about 
the third trimester booster 
protocol. 
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Love to you all xx 

This makes me so sad  
we are currently 30weeks & booked in for our 
whooping cough needles at next ob visit on the 
14th 

we hope our baby will be protected   
 
Your story is so heart wrenching 
I continue to praise you for sharing your pain in 
the hopes of helping others 
I share your posts all the time 
I so wish you still had your baby boy 
 

 
Situated meaning 

• Zhay Marlie Stimson writes about 
walking past Riley’s room in the 
hospital with a “heavy heart”, 
reflecting that she knew about the 
family when Riley was being 
treated in hospital, that there was 
a connection point, and that she 
knew Riley was dying. This post 
reflects a great fear of all mothers 
that something terrible could 
happen to their child. 

 

• Parents posting on this page are 
advocates of immunisation in 
their own lives and circles. 

 
Connections 

• The key connection is 
responsible parenting and 
immunisation, prevention of 
illness through immunisation, 
raising awareness about 
immunisation, and saving lives 
through immunisation. 
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 As I read this, I cried with a heavy heart and a 
heavy soul! 
my daughter contracted whooping cough and at 
3 weeks old we had been turned away by 5 
hospitals telling us we were over reacting! 
By the middle of the night she had been whisked 
away to nicu where I had to spend 2 hours 
waiting to be aloud in! 
Seeing these fragile little people with tubes and 
machines stuck to them and not being able to 
hold them properly is not what a mother should 
be seeing 
I was very lucky that my daughter managed to 
pull through after her heart stopping and her 
lungs collapsing 
I couldn’t image being in your position and 
having to hold your child while he took his last 
breaths! 
I am a massive backer of her vaccinating 
 
 
 
 
 
 
it sounds like she only just made it, and I’m so 

glad she did. Much love xx Riley’s Mum  
 
 
 
My heart aches for your loss, & for mine 
My own Riley was stillborn, full term 
I contracted chicken pox early during my 
pregnancy 
A “harmless childhood disease”… but for some 
unknown reason , it can cause miscarriage at the 

Figured Worlds 

• The Figured World of motherhood 
is apparent Jessie Pexton writes of 
her “heavy heart and heavy soul”. 
Her daughter contracted 
whooping cough at a similar age 
to Riley. 

• She also suffered because five 
hospitals did not recognise her 
daughter’s symptoms. It was her 
vigilance and insistence that 
probably saved her child’s life, 
because she became gravely ill 
soon after and was admitted to 
NICU (Neonatal Intensive Care 
Unit).  

• The response post from Catherine 
Hughes conveys a solidarity of 
mothers who have seen their 
children suffer and felt the fear 
that their children might die. 

• The response from Riley’s Aunty, 
with kisses expressed through the 
xx letters and red love heart 
expresses compassion and 
sympathy for Anthea Carter and 
the story she tells about the loss 
of her baby, also called Riley, who 
was stillborn after she contracted 
chicken pox during pregnancy 
 

Big C Conversation 

• Catherine Hughes’ response also 
reflects the understanding that 
death is a real possibility if a very 
young baby contracts whooping 

Identities 

• The identities evident in the 
posts on this page are a mother 
whose child also had whooping 
cough, and a mother whose child 
was stillborn, after she 
contracted chickenpox in the 
early stages of pregnancy. 

• Both mothers are strong 
advocates for immunisation. 

• The reply posts from Catherine 
Hughes, signing her post as 
“Riley’s Mum” and “Riley’s 
Aunty” reveal the personal 
nature of this site, where key 
identities are provided in 
relation to Riley 

 
Relationships 

• Language used in the posts on 
this page reflect the mother 
relationship and bond between 
women and mothers.  

 
Politics 

• Parents posting on this page are 
advocates of immunisation. 

 
Connections 
The key connection is responsible 
parenting and immunisation, 
prevention of illness through 
immunisation, raising awareness 
about immunisation, and saving 
lives through immunisation 
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time, and unknown to us then, can cause late 
term stillbirth 
It can switch a healthy functioning placenta to 
off mode 
please please please vaccinate your children and 
yourselves against chicken pox too 
 
 
 

I’m so sorry Anthea.  xx -Riley’s aunty 
 

cough, because the disease is so 
serious and dangerous.  

• Anthea Carter emphasises the 
importance of encouraging 
immunisation with her words: 
“please please please vaccinate 
your children and yourselves 
against chicken pox too”   
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2. Light for Riley: Anti-vaxx attack post 
October 25, 2017 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Anger 
 
Injustice 
 
 
Misinformation/ 
Lying 
 
 
Factual 
information 
 
Advocacy 
 
Protecting 
wellbeing of 
others 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 Just when you think anti-vaccine lobbyists can’t 
sink to a new low,  
last night we were alerted to a page set up, 
mocking our dead son 
 
Normally I’m not one to provide any oxygen to 
pages full of misinformation 
I refused to let this one slip 
 
“This page is making Light for Riley accountable 
to the misinformation they spread about 
vaccines” 
“Light for Riley are funded by pharmaceutical 
companies to promote the death of their baby.” 
 
Let me give these anonymous liars a fact-check 
of their own 
 
We have NEVER accepted funding from 
pharmaceutical companies 
we have poured our own money and efforts into 
the campaign 
to honour our son and to ensure no family 
endures the heartache we suffered 
 
Neither myself nor Catherine would ever publish 
anything we felt was controversial, dubious or 
unproven. 
We have been enormous advocates of the 
maternal booster because science and evidence 
shows that it is incredibly successful in 
protecting those members of the community 
who are most vulnerable to whooping cough – 
newborn babies. 

 
Big C Conversation 

• This post from Riley’s father, Greg 
Hughes, is a defensive one, 
protecting the reputation of the LFR 
Facebook site, as an independent, 
self-funded, personal campaign and 
crusade by the Hughes’ family in 
support of immunisation and the 
protection of vulnerable young 
babies.  

• The post asserts LFR as a campaign 
which is independent and not 
funded by pharmaceutical 
companies. 

• The post asserts that Catherine and 
Greg are knowledgeable about the 
scientific arguments for 
immunisation - and the risks to 
newborns from a greater incidence 
of whooping cough in the wider 
community.  

• Greg Hughes writes LFR site is not a 
place to debate the value of 
immunisation, but to correct 
misunderstandings or lack of 
knowledge about its risks.  

• Greg Hughes reveals his anger at 
anti-vaccination advocates through 
derogatory terms such as “cherry-
picked data”, “magical pixie cures”, 
conveying his derision for the anti-
vaccination cause and damage it 
causes through spreading fear and 
doubt about the safety of 
immunisation.  
 

Identities 

• The identity evident in this 
post from Greg Hughes is as 
Riley’s Dad, as a protector of 
the reputation of himself 
and his family, and as an 
ardent supporter of 
immunisation. 

• With this post, Greg Hughes 
shows he is unafraid to take 
on the anti-vax lobby groups 

• He also asserts his 
independence from the 
influence of pharmaceutical 
companies and acts, 
through the LFR initiative, as 
a private citizen and 
bereaved and grieving 
father.  

• He reveals his anger and 
outrage that anyone would 
suggest his motivations are 
influenced by money or less 
than honourable concerns 
for the welfare of other 
children and families.  
 

Relationships 

• With this post, Greg Hughes 
reveals his personal 
heartbreak in order to 
connect with readers and 
build relationships of 
honesty and frankness with 
them. 

• He connects with the 
McCaffreys, who lost their 
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The ‘fact checking’ I’ve seen so far has been 
primarily attacks on my family. 
 
We don’t allow ‘differing opinions’. For clarity 
we don’t allow misinformation and baseless 
claims 
Vulnerable parents are entitled to accurate 
information based on fact not falsified cherry 
picked data and magical pixie cures pushing 
alternative products that don’t work 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

daughter Dana to whooping 
cough in 2009, and have 
also been harassed and 
maligned by anti-vaccination 
groups. 
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My son was real. 
The hurt we have experienced from his loss is 
immense and to suggest we ‘promote his death 
for profits’ is insulting. 
My son was the light of my life  
This future was cruelly ripped away by a 
preventable disease. 
if we’d been provided access to the maternal 
booster during pregnancy, in all likelihood I 
would still have my son today. 
Setting up Light for Riley was a legacy of love 
our only wish was to ensure that no family 
would ever have to suffer the fate that mine did 
I have a Riley sized whole in my heart that will 
never be filled 
 
Wayne Baird is the public officer for the 
Australian Vaccination Skeptics Network – a 
group that has repeatedly stated it is not ‘anti-
vaccine’ but has continually been a facilitator of 
misinformation regarding vaccination and a 
vessel for the attacking of bereaved parents 
such as ourselves and the McCaffreys 
 
 
 
 
 
My family didn’t choose this life. 
To witness the cruelty and callous actions of a 
group of ignorant fearmongers who want 
nothing more than to prey on the vulnerable 
and vilify the bereaved to further their own 
agenda is nothing short of vile  

Figured Worlds 

• Greg Hughes reveals his personal 
pain and anger as a grieving father, 
evident from his words: “My son 
was real” and “My son was the light 
of my life”. This phrase mirrors the 
name of the Facebook site being 
analysed for this research: “Light for 
Riley”. 

• Greg Hughes is furious and is 
insulted by any implication that the 
LFR site would bring personal 
financial gain. He articulates his role 
as crusader and campaigner for 
immunisation. 

• His passionate language with Riley 
being “the light of his life” and being 
“ripped away” from him and leaving 
a “hole in his heart” after dying from 
a preventable disease, reveals 
society’s expectations of  role of a 
father, to protect and keep children 
safe. Greg Hughes’ pain comes 
because he was unable to do that. 

• It’s significant to use the word 
“Riley’s Dad” instead of the more 
formal choice, “Riley’s Father”. LFR 
is trying to connect with the LFR 
audience and a more vernacular 
choice of words is a way to do that. 

 
Big C Conversation tool 

• This part of the post reveals Greg 
Hughes’ role as a crusader against 
anti-vaccination advocates like 
Wayne Bird, whom Greg refers to by 
name. Greg wants to expose Wayne 

Politics 

• This post argues strongly for 
truth, for honesty, for 
verifiable scientific facts on 
immunisation. 

• Greg Hughes is an advocate 
for immunisation.  

• Greg Hughes names Wayne 
Baird, the public officer for 
the Australian Vaccination 
Skeptics Network, and calls 
him out for stating he is not 
“anti-vaccine” while 
promoting and purporting 
an anti-immunisation 
message. 

• Greg Hughes is particularly 
scathing of this group’s 
charter, to influence others 
in not vaccinating their 
children, thereby making 
those children vulnerable to 
dangerous illnesses and 
increasing the prevalence of 
those diseases in the 
community. 

• He is also scathing of the 
personal attacks directed at 
his family for speaking out in 
support of immunisation. 

 
 
 
Connections 

• The key connection is 
honesty and truth in relation 
to the debate about 
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I will never stop advocating for strong public 
health policy and nor will I stop advocating in 
honour of my son 
What I will start doing however, is calling out the 
abject cruelty of individuals whose actions may 
potentially harm the wellbeing of other 
members of the community. 
-Riley’s Dad  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bird’s affiliation and role with the 
Australian Vaccination Skeptics 
Network, and the personal nature of 
the AVSN’s argument against 
vaccination – directed at two 
families whom have lost children: 
the Hughes family and the 
McCaffreys, (who lost their newborn 
daughter Dana to whooping cough 
in 2009).  

• Greg’s anger is again apparent 
through his choice of words: “vilify 
the bereaved”, “prey on the 
vulnerable”, “abject cruelty of 
individuals”. He wants to reveal the 
truth of his family’s and the 
McCaffreys experience, that they 
have been attacked and vilified by 
anti-vaccination campaigners. 

 

immunisation, the 
independence of the LFR 
campaign, and the campaign 
to promote immunisation.  
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Admiration/ 
Sympathy 
 
Anger 
 
Bullying/Trolling 
 
Tireless/Selfless 
 
Support 
 
 

(Screenshot from Anti-Vaccination page) 
 
Light for Riley Fact Checker 
 
Fighting misinformation about vaccine 
promotable disease 
 
I early died ter my last ccines 
But I still ca get a medic exempti 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I reported it last night 
waiting to see if Facebook does anything about it 

Big C Conversation tool 

• Through posting screenshots of the 
Anti-Vaccination page he’s been 
writing about, Greg Hughes is 
directly referencing and showing 
what the anti-vaccination 
campaigners are doing. They are 
using Greg Hughes’ son’s name, 
Riley, and the site he and his wife 
Catherine have developed to 
support a pro-vaccination message, 
to argue their own anti-vaccinations 
views. 

• The image used here, of a sick-
looking little girl with her eyes 
closed, and the phrase, I nearly died 
after my last vaccines, is highly 
emotive and presents a frightening 
image against vaccination. 

• The graphic here is interesting 
because the text in it is “vaccine 
promotable diseases”, as opposed 
to “vaccine preventable diseases” 
which should trigger the readers’ 
suspicions about the bona fides of 
the information. 

• The post from Roslyn Wares 
references the fact that it is possible 
to report a Facebook site which is 
dangerous or promotes a viewpoint 
or position that society rejects (such 
as racist or sexist statements, 
dangerous pro-terrorist positions, or 
damaging counter-cultures). Roslyn 
Wares does imply scepticism that 
Facebook will act, however.  

 

Identities 

• The screenshots on this 
page are revealing about the 
identities of the anti-
vaccination groups Greg 
Hughes is discussing and 
railing against. They are 
people who will reference 
the LFR site and use its 
name, copy its style, design, 
to promote an anti-
vaccination message. This is 
quite audacious and 
insensitive, considering the 
images from LFR are of Greg 
and Catherine Hughes’ dead 
son Riley. 

 
Relationships 

• These screenshots provide 
the context for Greg 
Hughes’ anger against anti-
vaccination groups, and why 
the relationship between 
both parties is so 
acrimonious. Greg Hughes 
argues that anti-vaxxers 
have been disrespectful to 
him and his son who has 
died by using and 
referencing his son and LFR 
in their own campaigns. 

 
Politics 

• Greg Hughes makes strong 
points about the personal 
nature of the approach of 
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There is a great many of us who admire and 
congratulate you on the work you have done 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figured Worlds 

• The brevity of this post suggests 
Roslyn Wares may know the Hughes 
family or be familiar with their 
campaign. She wants to convey her 
support and respect for the Hughes 
family.  

anti-vaxxers, which he 
argues is against what is 
good for society. 

• Roslyn Wares expands this 
point, arguing that Facebook 
itself should not allow these 
types of posts and pages 
because they are against 
what is good for society. She 
thinks they should be taken 
down by FB. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to the 
debate about immunisation. 



 

245 
 

 

 Alright my time to shine 
I love trolling these dickheads 
They shouldn’t even speak Riley’s name, the 
rotten pricks!!!! 
I’m fuming. 
 
I reported that page. 
How absoultly vile people can be 
Never stop what you’re doing 
spread the word about vaccines and boosters 
 
 
This is really the lowest of acts 
they’re such an unethical lying bunch that aren’t 
held accountable 
I personally have followed your sad and tragic 
journey 
For anyone to be so cruel ,criticise and judge you 
is beyond me 
God help them if they should ever suffer a fate 
such as yours 
 
 
I posted on one of their posts seeking further 
information but my comment was deleted and 
now commenting is turned off 
I wonder why? 
So do we believe and anon keyboard person 
orrrrr people who are happy to put their names 
to the information they provide?  
No brainer 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figured Worlds 

• Mariah Lily expresses a highly 
emotive reaction to Greg Hughes’ 
post. She uses swear words to 
convey her anger and she promises 
retribution through trolling.  

• Tamminya Harding also promises 
retribution through reporting the 
trollers to Facebook. She expresses 
solidarity with the Hughes family.  

 
Big C Conversation  

• Amanda Shepherd Hicks also 
condemns the trolls. Her choice of 
words “unethical, lying bunch”, “sad 
and tragic journey”, and “precious 
baby” conveys her connection and 
passion for the LFR site.  

• Mersina Bee has taken supportive 
action of LFR through posting to the 
Anti-Vaxx site. Her rhetorical 
questions probe the legitimacy of 
the Anti Vaxx message. 

Identities 

• These reply posts reveal that 
the people are prepared to 
fight back against anti-
vaxxers and support Greg 
Hughes and LFR. 

• These posts reveal anger 
and a preparedness to act in 
defence of LFR and the pro-
immunisation message 

 
Relationships 

• These posts reveal a strong 
relationship and real loyalty 
between LFR and the people 
posting. 

 
Politics 

• The posts reveal the 
emotion and the vehemence 
behind the immunisation 
issue. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to the 
debate about immunisation. 
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 Reported the page as harassing someone I know 
Please don’t stop getting your message out 
there 
We need higher rates of vaccination to protect 
those who aren’t able to be vaccinated 
We all support your efforts to keep the scientific 
evidence for vaccination in the public eye 
 
 
ive reported that site 
best description i could find was hate speech  
(there is no option for ignorant a-hole) 
 
 
I reported it too 
Maybe if enough people report it will be 
removed 
It’s disgusting and bullying behaviour 
 
 
 
There’s gotta be regulation or something to not 
use your name of Riley’s in the page name. 
So wrong 
 
 
As hard and gut wrenching this is for you both 
It takes these gutless people direct bullying like 
this 
It shows they are weak 
They will drag you done to make themselves feel 
better 
Onwards and upwards 
Even if the smile is through tears 
 
 
This makes me so mad 

Big C Conversation  

• Cas Davies writes that she has 
reported the page to Facebook – 
and encourages the Hughes family 
to continue their campaign to raise 
awareness and improve vaccination 
rates, utilising the herd immunity 
argument.  

• She argues that the scientific 
evidence for vaccination must 
remain prominent in the public eye. 

• Dana Hutchinson, Colleen Verna 
Robinson and Emma Iqbal all argue 
for reporting the anti-vaccination 
page to Facebook. 

• Emma Iqbal is upset that the anti-
vaccination groups are using Riley’s 
name, which she says is “so wrong”. 

• All posts in this section have 
encouraging messages for Catherine 
and Greg Hughes, imploring them 
not to stop what they are doing, 
describing the trolling as “bullying”, 
describing their work in the face of 
losing their son as “remarkable”. 

• These posts reflect a wish for the 
pro-immunisation message to 
remain prominent.   

 
Situated Meaning 

• From their posts, both Cas Davies 
and Jo Reynolds reveal that they 
know the Hughes family, creating 
the connection and support from 
friends who know of the family’s 
suffering and loss. 

Identities 

• These reply posts reveal 
strong support for Greg 
Hughes and LFR and a 
preparedness to act. 

• On this page, those posting 
describe anti-vaxxers as 
bullies and “gutless people”. 

• In contrast they say Greg 
and Catherine Hughes are 
“remarkable” people and 
they are “amazed” at their 
strength of character. 
 

 
Relationships 

• These posts reveal an anger 
and protectiveness for Greg 
and Catherine Hughes for 
the “bullying” they perceive 
from anti-vaccination 
groups.  

• The posts offer loyalty and 
support for LFR and the pro-
immunisation campaign. 

 
Politics 

• The posts strongly support 
the pro-immunisation 
stance. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to the 
debate about immunisation. 
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I wish nothing but the best for you and 
Catherine 
Please don’t let these parasites bring you down 
The work you have tirelessly and selflessly done 
to honour little Riley is nothing short of 
remarkable 
I’m amazed at your strength of character in 
doing so following such a harrowing event 
These people are gutless spineless idiots 
True followers of your page know what you are 
about 
All the best from me to your family 
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3. Light for Riley: Interview with Kidspot 
post 

October 26, 2017 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Information 
 
Support 
 
Better 
awareness 
 
Lies/Harass
ment 
 
Protection 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
How it feels to be targeted by anti-vaccine activists 
how it makes us even more determined to promote 
immunisation 
Thank you so much for all your comments and 
messages of support, it means so much to Greg and I 
I will try to get back to all messages later today! 
- as we are not actually funded by “big pharma” 

 
The proceeds help pay for the costs of running our 
stand and pop-up immunisation clinic at parenting 
expos around the country 
x 

 Riley’s Mum 
 
 
(Link to Kidspot article) 
 

 
 
 
Grieving family under attack from anti-vaxxers 
The latest attack on these parents is beyond 
disgusting 
 

Situated Meaning 

• “Big Pharma” is a term used by anti-
vaccination campaigners. It has derogatory 
connotations and when used in this 
context in criticising the LFR FB page, the 
people using the term are implying that 
Catherine and Greg Hughes are being paid 
by supposedly unscrupulous, money-
oriented, big pharmaceutical companies to 
campaign for immunisation, using the 
death of their child as leverage. 

• This claim has been refuted by Greg and 
Catherine, who express great hurt that 
anyone would believe they would use the 
death of Riley, and their personal pain and 
suffering, to promote pharmaceutical 
companies’ interests. 

 
Figured Worlds 

• Catherine Hughes thanks those who have 
posted and offered their support, in 
response to her description of how she and 
her family have been targeted by anti-
vaccination campaigners. She uses the x 
letter, and the red love heart to convey her 
gratitude and appreciation for the support, 
and the “quizzical” emoticon to convey 
that she is unable to understand the 
motivations of those who are deliberately 
trying to undermine the messages of LFR 
by casting aspersions on who funds the site 
and why. 

 
Big C Conversation 

• Catherine Hughes confirms the position of 
LFR with this post, that this Facebook Page 
is not funded by “big pharma”, that it is a 

Identities 

• This post from Catherine 
Hughes, and the interview 
she has with Kidspot, 
shows her strength and 
courage to stand up to the 
unfair claims made by 
anti-vaccination groups.  

• She proclaims the 
independence of the LFR 
campaign.    
 

Relationships 

• The link to the Kidspot 
article reveals a 
connection between the 
wider independent online 
media and the social 
media environment of 
Facebook. 

• It also reveals a 
relationship between 
Catherine Hughes and a 
prominent online 
parenting magazine. 

• One of the photographs 
attached to this post 
shows the relationship 
between Catherine and 
her son Riley. 

• The post also shows the 
strong relationship 
between Catherine and 
the people and supporters 
who post to the LFR site. 

 
Politics 
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personal endeavour of herself, her 
husband and her family, with the 
motivation of sharing the pro-vaccination 
message to parents – and to support this 
message with information from reliable, 
impartial and scientific sources.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

• The posts strongly support 
the pro-immunisation 
stance. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation and the 
motivations of Catherine 
Hughes in establishing the 
LFR campaign. 
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It is hard to understand the magnitude of suddenly 
losing a child to a preventable disease 
people often say if it happened to them they would 
fall to pieces 
life continues and you must find a way to continue 
too 
channelling their grief, frustration and anger into a 
campaign for change 
Since then, the Hughes’ have channelled every spare 
minute into fighting for better awareness and 
immunisation programs in Australia 
They’ve brought about the introduction of the third 
trimester pertussis vaccine for pregnant women 
they’ve helped new parents understand the 
importance of shielding newborns from 
unvaccinated people 
they’ve launched the Immunisation Foundation of 
Australia 
Who could possibly be against this mission? 

Big C Conversation 

• This article from Kidspot, an online 
parenting magazine, strongly develops the 
discourse about the importance of 
immunisation and the risks to children 
from preventable diseases 

• The article focuses on the impact of Riley 
Hughes’ death on his parents, Catherine 
and Greg, and how they have channelled 
their sadness and grief into a “campaign 
for change”. 

• The article gives credit to Catherine and 
Greg for lobbying and bringing about the 
third trimester booster and funding for this 
program. 

• This article is very “conversational” in style, 
and condemning of the position of the 
“anti-vaxxer” movement, describing their 
position as “ridiculous claims from 
ridiculous people that really don’t deserve 
publicity”. 

• The Kidspot article condemns the anti-
vaxxers who have used Riley Hughes’ name 
and image “with the sole intention of 
attacking the Hughes family”.  
 

Identities 

• The Kidspot article has a 
strong educational 
orientation, discussing the 
significance of the third 
trimester booster 
program for women. 

• The article is strongly 
supportive of the Hughes 
family and the pro-
immunisation message. 

• It condemns the anti-
vaccination message 
 

Relationships 

• The Kidspot article reveals 
a strong connection with 
and support for the 
Hughes family, and 
sympathy for what they 
have suffered: both as the 
result of the death of their 
child and through the 
attacks from anti-
vaccination groups. 
 

Politics 

• The Kidspot article 
strongly supports the pro-
immunisation stance. 
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Take one guess. 
Anti-vaxxers have harassed the Hughes family 
almost from day one 
From awful comments and messages to outright lies 
and conspiracy theories about the family working 
for “big pharma” 
Suggesting that Riley’s death was the work of the 
government 
ridiculous claims from ridiculous people that really 
don’t deserve publicity 
a group of ant-vax campaigners created a page using 
Riley’s name and image with the sole intention of 
attacking the Hughes family 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Connections 

• The post reveals a strong 
connection between the 
online Kidspot magazine 
and parents seeking 
information and 
knowledge about 
immunisation. 
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I was pretty appalled but I wasn’t shocked 
Anti-vaccine activists often use this technique, of 
harassing and lying about parents who have lost 
children to diseases, in an attempt to silence us, or 
make us go away 
We try to ignore most of the anti-vax hate, but this 
page was just so offensive 
We advocate for immunisation because we love our 
son, and because we don’t want it to happen to 
anyone else – plain and simple 
 

Big C Conversation 

• The Kidspot article includes a screenshot of 
the Facebook site the anti-vaxxers have set 
up, using the Light for Riley name, and the 
image of a sick little girl, with headlines 
that state that her sickness is from a 
vaccination reaction and that the medical 
field will not protect this sick girl and 
provide an exemption from further 
vaccinations. The anti-vaxxer site uses the 
term “Fact Checker”, implying that the 
information on the LFR Facebook site may 
not be accurate. 

• Kidspot quotes Catherine Hughes, saying 
she was “appalled” but not shocked, 
stating that it is a technique of the anti-
vaccination movement to harass parents 
who have lost children to preventable 
diseases, to question their motives and tell 
lies about them. 
  

Identities 

• This post from Catherine 
Hughes, and the interview 
she has with Kidspot, 
shows her strength and 
courage to stand up to the 
unfair claims made by 
anti-vaccination groups.  

• She proclaims the 
independence of the LFR 
campaign.    
 

Relationships 

• The article reveals the 
connection between the 
Hughes family and the 
wider public they are 
trying to reach with a pro-
immunisation message. 

 
Politics 

• The Kidspot article 
highlights the approach of 
the anti-vaxxers, in 
“harassing and lying about 
parents who have lost 
children to diseases, in an 
attempt to silence us, or 
make us go 
away”(Catherine Hughes) 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation and the 
motivations of Catherine 
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Hughes in establishing the 
LFR campaign. 

 
 

 

 We have set up a charity (the Immunisation 
Foundation of Australia) and are run purely by 
volunteers 
We have made some pretty significant financial 
sacrifices in order to continue to advocate for our 
son and for other children at risk 
facts are not up for debate 
 vaccine saves lives 
they are only damaging their anti-vaccine movement 
by acting with such cruelty 
We will never give in to the harassment because our 
goal is too important 
We will to hold our heads high and continue to 
honour Riley’s legacy because children deserve the 
right to have happy and healthy lives 
 

 
 

Big C Conversation 

• The article from Kidspot describes the 
Immunisation Foundation of Australia, that 
was set up by Catherine and Greg Hughes, 
which is staffed by volunteers, and was 
established to lobby for improvements in 
policy and immunisation protocols, and 
greater funding for vaccinations. 

• Catherine Hughes is quoted as saying: “We 
will never give in to the harassment 
because our goal is too important. We will 
hold our heads high and continue to 
honour Riley’s legacy because children 
deserve the right to have happy and 
healthy lives”.  

• This statement and position reflects the 
very personal nature of Catherine Hughes’ 
advocacy. It is borne of a great personal 
loss and her motivation is to protect 
vulnerable children and other families from 
this kind of tragedy and loss.  

• Riley Hughes is the human face and 
example of what is at risk from low 
immunisation rates, and allowing parents’ 
fears to undermine them. This is the 
important message she speaks about. 

• The collection of images on this page, 
along with pictures of the necklaces being 
sold to support the Immunisation 
Foundation of Australia, and an image of 
Catherine Hughes’ daughter Olivia, have 
been used as visuals in the Kidspot article 
to encourage support for the Foundation. 

Identities 

• The Kidspot article reports 
that Catherine Hughes 
and her husband Greg set 
up a charity, The 
Immunisation Foundation 
of Australia, to support 
the immunisation cause.  

• Catherine and Greg 
Hughes have made 
financial sacrifices to 
promote the 
immunisation message. 

• They are enterprising 
people, with fundraising 
initiatives, to support the 
pro-immunisation 
message. 

 
Relationships 

• Catherine is committed to 
this campaign because 
she wants to save the lives 
of other children. 

• The photographs on this 
page show the 
relationship between 
Catherine, her son Riley, 
and her daughter Olivia – 
who is pictured with the 
fundraising pendants. 

 
Politics 



 

254 
 

$7.50 from the sale of each goes to our volunteer-
run charity, the Immunisation Foundation of 
Australia, where we hope to reduce the number of 
people suffering from vaccine-preventable diseases 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• The article states that the 
Hughes family are 
committed to promoting 
the pro-immunisation 
message, which they see 
as Riley’s legacy. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  
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 We owe Riley’s parents a big thank you, 
so it’s time to help 
 
What these people are doing is cruel, it’s 
unfathomably cruel 
I’m asking you to rise above it 
step up and join the Hughes’ fight 
do it for Riley and all the other kids taken to soon 
When they go low, go high 
Channel their vitriol into good 
a great way to show the trolls that those who are 
fighting for public health have got heart 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
limited edition fundraising necklaces 

Big C Conversation 

• The Kidspot article takes a very strong pro-
vaccination, and pro-Hughes family 
position, advocating that people support 
the Immunisation Foundation they 
established, to not descend to the levels of 
the anti-vaccination groups, to “go high” 
when they “go low”.  

• Images of the fundraising pendants and 
details of what the fundraising is targeting 
are outlined in the Kidspot article. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Identities 

• The Kidspot article 
highlights the magazine’s 
support of Catherine 
Hughes and her husband 
Greg, and the cruel nature 
of the anti-vaccination 
lobby group attacks. 
 

 
Relationships 

• The Kidspot article is 
highly supportive of 
Catherine and Greg 
Hughes. 

 
Politics 

• The article describes the 
work of the Hughes family 
as “fighting for public 
health”. 

• The words from this 
article, “when they go 
low, go high” reference a 
phrase used by Michelle 
Obama in support of 
Hilary Clinton, during the 
highly personally abusive 
campaign with Donald 
Trump in the 2016 US 
Presidential Election. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  
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x Riley’s Mum 
 

 
 
 

 

Figured Worlds 

• The fundraising initiative illustrates the 
way people have been invited to support 
the Light for Riley campaign 

• It is clearly an initiative with a third party, 
Nibbly Bits, which appear to be the 
supplier of the necklaces being sold. 

• Again Catherine Hughes signs her post as 
Riley’s Mum, with an x for a kiss, conveying 
the love and connection behind her posts. 
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Big C Conversation 

• These images are from a donation made to 
Unicef to buy polio vaccines for children in 
countries where vaccination is not routine 
or too expensive for the local government 
to fund. 

 
Relationships 

• The images on this page 
represent the connection 
between LFR and the 
work of Unicef in 
protecting and 
immunising children, 
where vaccines are not 
freely available. 
 

 
Politics 

• The images on this page 
demonstrate the majority 
acceptance of 
immunisation around the 
world as a way to protect 
children and save lives. 

 
Connections 

• Immunisation is important 
for public health across 
the world. 
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Repercussio
ns 
 
Anger/Disg
ust 
 
Cowardice 
 
Support 
 
Education 
 
Worthy 
 
Protection 
 
 
 

you can donate vaccines and make it out in the name 
of whichever troll you want 
And then reply to their idiocy with a screenshot 
thanking them for helping stop polio 
Drives them right up the bloody wall 
 
I’ve been feeling very angry about this so I did 
something to make the world a better place 
 

 
 
 
 
As horrible as it is to be targeted, there is nothing 
they can do that can hurt more than the loss of your 
Riley 
It’s disgusting what they are doing but it’s a sign that 
you are winning this battle 
 
These mofos make me question myself ALL the time 
After the unexplained death of our 14 month old I 
was terrified to vaccinate our daughter 
They get in peoples ears so easily 
You guys are doing such a wonderful thing for your 
Riley x 
 
I stuck up for Riley and family on a page that come 
up 
It was disgusting, what these people were writing 
when I did they all went psycho, they just wouldn’t 
stop 

Big C Conversation 

• This post from Kamron Brooks, 
accompanied by the Unicef images from 
the previous page, are Kamron’s response 
to the trolling of the Hughes family from 
anti-vaxxers. Kamron bought 200 polio 
vaccines for children in the name of anti-
vaxxer, Sharon Bailey. 

• Loretta Dei Agnoli has done the same 
thing, attributing the gift to the Light for 
Riley Fact Checker site, set up by anti-
vaxxers which uses Riley Hughes’ image. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figured Worlds 

• Jessie Anne’s post reflects the Figured 
World of solidarity with the Hughes family 
and the LFR campaign. 

• Sharon Emeny’s post provides an insight 
into the people she has encountered in the 
anti-vaccination movement. When she 
argues with their message online “they all 
went psycho, they just wouldn’t stop”.  

• She uses a sad-faced emoticon to convey 
that the experience was unpleasant and 
she ended up deleting the comments and 
blocking them from her news feed. 

 
Big C Conversation 

• The post from Chloe Strauch highlights the 
fear parents feel and the power of the anti-
vaccination message to capitalise on that 
fear so that parents decide not to 

Identities 

• The people posting to this 
page are very supportive 
of LFR and the pro-
immunisation campaign.  

• They reveal their 
sympathy and compassion 
for Catherine Hughes, her 
family, and the loss of her 
son. 

• They reveal their dislike 
and anger towards anti-
vaccination proponents. 
 

 
Relationships 

• The people posting in this 
page have a strong and 
supportive relationship 
with Catherine Hughes, 
evidenced by the emotive 
language, emoticons, the 
exclamation marks used. 

 
Politics 

• One of the people posting 
on this page describes 
donating 200 polio 
vaccines, attributing her 
gift to the anti-vaccination 
group describing itself as 
Light for Riley Fact 
Checker, and did so “to 
make the world a better 
place”.  

 
Connections 



 

259 
 

they are all faceless idiots and I ended up deleting 
the comments and blocking them!!!! 
 

 
 
 
 

 

vaccinate. But Chloe confirms she is not 
listening to the message, despite the grief 
of losing her 14 month old baby in an 
unexplained death. 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  
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 So sorry Catherine and Greg that you have to go 
through this over and over again 
I cannot imagine the pain and grief you have suffered 
it is a true testament to your character that you 
continue to fight the good fight and allow people the 
opportunity to educate themselves  
make a decision about the health and well being of 
their babies 
It’s no surprise that we’ve been trolled too and I’ve 
had some horrible backlash 
But haters gonna hate 
You’re just out there with a voice – and good on you 
both 
When I met you both, I was literally moved to tears 
You are beautiful inside and out 
Nibbly Bits is also not being funded or paid off 
Sending big love to you guys tonight 

 
Thanks to you guys and the awareness you have 
raised 
 
 
The page “Jennie Harrison The Sleep Deprived 
Mum’s Coach” has said in a post that babies she 
works with ‘have either had gut issues since birth or 
brought on by their vaccines’ 
 
 
 
 
resurgence of Measles in our locality 
I went crazy that measles was even around, let alone 
an epidemic! 
Sadly it takes a person who doesn’t vaccinate to have 
a seriously ill child or to lose a child, before they 

realise the importance of it!  

Figured Worlds 

• The post from Dee at Nibbly Bits conveys 
the support from this organisation (which 
is supplying the fundraising necklaces for 
the Hughes’ Immunisation Foundation). 

• Again this post primarily offers public 
support, describing being “moved to tears” 
when Dee met Catherine and Greg Hughes 
and heard their story, describing them as 
“beautiful inside and out”, “sending big 
love to you guys” and closing with a red 
love heart to indicate love and support. 
 
 

Big C Conversation 

• Kara Wedemeyer posts about her personal 
experience in following the third trimester 
boosters for both her pregnancies and 
thanks Catherine and Greg Hughes for 
raising awareness. 

• Margo Peterson McGuigan notifies about 
another anti-vaccination message from 
another site. 

• The post from Nessa Powell as a resident 
of the UK conveys the international reach 
of the LFR FB site, and argues that anti-
vaxxers can only be influenced if they have 
a child who gets sick from a vaccine 
preventable illness. 

• Her sad-faced emoticon suggest 
disappointment that this is the only way 
anti-vaxxers can be influenced. 

• She supports the initiative to donate 
vaccines to Unicef.  

Identities 

• The people posting on this 
page reveal support for 
Catherine Hughes and her 
family. They also reveal 
that they see Catherine 
and her husband as brave 
and fearless crusaders 
against the anti-
vaccination movement.  
 

Relationships 

• The post from Dee at 
Nibbly Bits reveals the 
strong relationship 
between her organisation 
and LFR. She describes 
being ‘moved to tears” by 
Catherine and Greg 
Hughes’ story of Riley’s 
death.  

• The posts also reveal that 
the people are seeking 
connection and 
endorsement from 
Catherine Hughes and LFR 
on immunisation issues. 

 
Politics 

• One of the people posting 
on this page is tipping off 
Catherine Hughes and LFR 
about an anti-vaccination 
blogger, hoping she will 
do something to prevent 
the information on this 
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I am DEFINTELY donating a set of vaccines off the 
unicef website 
 
What a wonderful partnership between Light for 
Riley and Nibbly Bits 
 

 

site from being 
disseminated.  

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  
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 This was the result of the (rather lacklustre) “review” 

by FB  
Those of you have reported the page, what response 
did you get? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is such a cowardly page 
Blocked anyone who spoke up against them 
No right if reply to their lies and ignorance 
Very little support for them but lots of support for 
you xxx 
 
 
I was actually more disgusted than I have been in my 
life 
THANKING YOU for the publicity!!!! Cretins 
 
 
 
Unbelievable 
You guys are doing amazing work and it is sick you 
are being subjected to this 
You have risen and channelled your grief 
life changing for others 
sending love xx 

Figured Worlds 

• The post from Maple Nicrothanonda Ko 
shows a preparedness to complain to 
Facebook about the anti-vaccination 
Facebook page which uses Riley’s name 
and image. 

• Sue Thomas has also attempted to post to 
the anti-vaccination, Light for Riley Fact 
Checker site, explaining that the site 
blocked anyone who spoke against them. 
She uses derogatory expressions, 
describing them as cowards who peddle 
“lies and ignorance”, while offering 
support to LFR. 

• Claire Smith also uses derogatory 
expression, describing the anti-vax 
proponents as “cretins”, and using capital 
letters and exclamation marks to show 
enthusiastic support for LFR. 

 
Big C Conversation 

• The posts from Zoe Marie Lent and Elaine 
Wright on this page also convey support 
for LFR, explaining that grandparents 
present for the boosters and expressing 
praise that the Hughes family is using their 
grief to support the vaccination message 
which is “positive and life changing for 
others”. 

Identities 

• The people posting on this 
page reveal that the LFR 
Fact Checker site, set up 
by the anti-vaccination 
movement, blocked 
anyone who posted 
something negative on 
their page. 

• Sue Thomas describes 
anti-vaxxers as cowards 
who peddle “lies and 
ignorance”.  
 

 
Relationships 

• Sue Thomas posts about 
offering “lots of support 
for you”, meaning 
Catherine Hughes and 
LFR.   

• Another post Zoe Marie 
Lent supports Catherine 
Hughes saying “you guys 
are doing amazing work”.  

• These posts are from 
strangers but their 
support is so strongly 
expressed it reveals a 
strong relationship with 
Catherine Hughes and 
LFR. 

 
Politics 

• One of the people posting 
on this page describes the 
life-changing impact of 
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Please feel reassured that your voice is being heard 
and that new mothers are helping to spread the 
word 
I frequently see Grandparents presenting themselves 
for their vaccine 
 

 

the LFR pro-immunisation 
campaign.  

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  

 

 

4. Light for Riley: Vaccine reaction post 
November 16, 2017 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Informatio
n 
 
Balance 
 
Reported 
 
Reactions 
are rare 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
I think it’s important to highlight that vaccines aren’t 
perfect 
allergic reactions can and do happen, albeit rarely 
 
the story of a baby who had a frightening anaphylactic 
reaction to one of her vaccines 
positive to see the extensive support & follow up she 
received from medical professionals 
her parents chose to continue vaccinations under 
supervision in hospital 
 
must have been a really stressful and scary experience 
for the parents 
the rate of vaccine adverse events is usually hundreds 
to thousands times less frequent than the disease 
complications 
The main thing we have taken away from our 
unexpected vaccine journey with Amy is that 
vaccination is important 
Serious adverse reactions to vaccines are exceedingly 
rare 

Big C Conversation 

• This LFR post discusses the fact that 
there are sometimes allergic reactions to 
vaccination, and “that vaccines aren’t 
perfect” 

• This post references the story of a baby’s 
frightening anaphylactic reaction to a 
vaccination, and describes the family’s 
ultimate decision to continue with 
vaccination, but with supervision in a 
hospital environment 

• This post emphasises that these adverse 
reactions are very rare, but 
acknowledges that they do occur. 

• The image of the baby in the hospital 
bed, with tubes and monitors, is a scary 
one for many parents. 

• The article which is included here comes 
from Kidspot, the only parenting 
magazine, and describes the story of 
baby Amy, who had an adverse 
anaphylactic reaction to one of her 
immunisation shots.  

 
 

Identities 

• Because this post and the 
article from Kidspot 
discusses the fact that 
vaccines aren’t perfect, it 
reveals that Catherine 
Hughes is an open person, 
who will not avoid or 
disguise information 
which shows there are 
risks with immunisation 
for some people. 
 

Relationships 

• The photograph of baby 
Amy in a hospital bed with 
tubes and monitors, 
conveys the seriousness 
of her anaphylactic 
reaction, and readers 
have a parental, 
protective response when 
they see a picture like this. 
 

Politics 
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We are a very pro-vaccine family 
it was no big deal to go and take Amy for her 12-month 
vaccines 

Figured Worlds 

• Amy’s mother describes her family as 
“pro-vaccine”, explaining it was no big 
deal to take her daughter for her 12-
month immunisations. 

• This post covers the 
negative side of 
immunisation, that for 
some people (like baby 
Amy), immunisation can 
be life-threatening and 
dangerous.  

• Baby Amy’s mother is pro-
vaccine and believes in 
the public health benefits 
of immunisation. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  
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We are a very pro-vaccine family. All the family have their vaccines 
on time, including flu shots. So, it was no big deal to go and take 
Amy for her  
12-month vaccines at our family GP clinic. 

LISTEN: More on the trials of new parenthood. Article continues after 
podcast. 

I am terrified of needles, so hubby always tags along when the kids 
have to have injections, so the whole gang was there. The nurses 
checked what vaccines we were due to get, and our doctor came by 
to check that Amy was well and to answer any questions we had. We 
were all set to go. 

The 12-month visit includes two vaccines. The MMRII (measles 
mumps rubella) and the meningococcal C/Hib. We had two nurses, 
each administering a vaccine in each arm simultaneously. 

The reaction was immediate 

Amy cried a little, as is not unusual after receiving an injection. 
However, we noticed something was amiss straight away. Before the 
needle had even come out of her left arm she developed a huge welt 
at the injection site. Then rapidly more welts were appearing along 
her arm. This was followed by her going very pale, her lips began to 
swell, and her eyes were watering. Then we noticed striations (red 
lines) appearing across her torso, and she became very lethargic. 
This all happened within two minutes! 

We urgently called the nurse over. She looked at Amy and 
immediately asked the other nurse to fetch the doctor. This part 
becomes a little fuzzy as it was quite a frightening moment. I know 
the doctor came in, assessed the situation and administered 

  
 
I am terrified of needles, so hubby always tags along 
the whole gang was there 
 
 
 
 
We had two nurses, each administering a vaccine in 
each arm simultaneously 
 
 
 
The reaction was immediate 
 
Amy cried a little 
we noticed something was amiss straight away 
before the needle had even come out she developed a 
huge welt at the injection site 
more welts were appearing along her arm 
going very pale, her lips began to swell, and her eyes 
were watering 
we noticed striations appearing across her torso 
she became very lethargic 
 
We urgently called the nurse over 
asked the other nurse to fetch the doctor 
it was quite a frightening moment 
the doctor came in, assessed the situation and 
administered medication 
She’d had an anaphylactic reaction 
We were offered a medical exemption if we wanted 
one 

Big C Conversation 

• The description in the Kidspot article of 
Amy’s allergic reaction clearly outlines 
that it was frightening for her mother 
and parents.  

• The description of what happened to 
Amy was very comprehensive and, as a 
discourse, it is not apparent that Amy’s 
mother was holding back information or 
diminishing the seriousness of what 
occurred. 

• The description of the immediate 
response from the nursing staff and 
doctor was important and the swift 
recognition of what was happening is 
revealing from a medical standpoint. 
Both the doctor and nurses knew exactly 
what was happening and took 
immediate action.  

• It is central to this discourse that Amy’s 
case was reported to the Surveillance of 
Adverse Events Following Vaccination 
SAFEVIC, and that Amy’s case was 
followed up with specialist 
immunologists and specialist allergists 

• Amy was offered a medical exemption 
but, after weighing up the facts and the 
information, Amy’s parents chose to 
continue with her immunisations. 

Identities 

• The key identity from 
this Kidspot article is 
that of Amy’s mother 
sharing the story of 
Amy’s anaphylactic 
reaction. 

• The discourse is 
presented as 
measured, frank and 
open.  

 
 
Relationships 

• The key relationship 
evident in this writing is 
between Amy and her 
mother, who was clearly 
frightened for the safety 
of her daughter.  

 
 

http://www.kidspot.com.au/health/baby-health/immunisation/vaccinating-wont-just-save-your-child-youll-save-mine-too/news-story/4c3341f6d92eebe5a06b3cbf53217a31
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medication. She'd had an anaphylactic reaction to one of her 
vaccines. 

We were offered a medical exemption, if we wanted one 

The clinic kept us there under observation for two hours and if it had 
been deemed necessary they would have transferred us to hospital. 
Thankfully she responded well to the medications and an ambulance 
and hospital visit was unnecessary. 
 

Amy’s reaction was reported to Surveillance of Adverse Events 
Following Vaccination SAFEVIC within the hour and a full ongoing 
treatment and monitoring plan put in place. Before we even left the 
surgery, we had an appointment scheduled to see an immunologist 
to discuss what had occurred and to decide Amy future vaccines. 
 
We had our first of many appointments with allergists and 
immunologists. We discussed at length whether to continue 
vaccinating. We were even offered a medical exemption if that was 
the path we chose to take. 

The clinic kept us there under observation for two 
hours 
Thankfully she responded well to the medications  
 
 
 
Amy’s reaction was reported to Surveillance of Adverse 
Events Following Vaccination SAFEVIC 
a full ongoing tratment and monitoring plan in place 
we had an appointment scheduled to see an 
immunologist to discuss what occurred and to decide 
Amy future vaccines 
 
We had our first of many appointments with allergists 
and immunologists 
We discussed at length whether to continue 
vaccinating 
We were offered a medical exemption if that was the 
path we chose to take 
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Amy had her 18-month vaccination in a hospital 

After discussing our options, we decided to continue vaccinating Amy on 
schedule. Our team had decided on a very safe and conservative vaccine 
program to ensure her safety. She had her 18-month vaccines on the ward in 
hospital. 

It all went without a hitch and recently she just had her four-year-old vaccines 
as well as the vaccine for meningococcal ACWY. We are saving to get the 
meningococcal B vaccines. Her siblings have all had their scheduled vaccines 

since this incident as well. They are all healthy and thriving. 

Vaccination is important 

Despite what you may have heard or read from the anti-vaccination lobby, 
serious vaccine reactions are rare! Doctors can, and do, recognise them and 
they take them very seriously. I want to make it clear that I do not consider 
this event a “vaccine injury”, just as an anaphylactic reaction to peanuts is not 
a “peanut injury”. 

The main thing we have taken away from our unexpected vaccine journey with 
Amy is that vaccination is important. Serious adverse reactions to vaccines are 
exceedingly rare and if they do occur it is often safe to continue vaccinating 
and protecting your children from vaccine preventable illnesses. 

We have the most amazing world class specialists who care and want to help. 

Thank you, RCH and Monash. 

You can see the National Immunisation Schedule here. 

*Names have been changed to protect privacy 

 

  
 
Amy had her 18-month vaccincation in a hospital 
 
we decided to contine vaccinating Amy on schedule 
Our team had decided on a very safe and conservative 
vaccine program to ensure her safety 
 
It all went without a hitch and she recently has her 
four-year-old vaccines  
Her siblings have all had their scheduled vaccines since 
this incident as well 
 
 
Vaccination is important 
 
 
Despite what you may have heard or read from the 
anti-vaccination lobby, serious vaccine reactions are 
rare! 
I do not consider this event a “vaccine injury” 
 
 
Serious adverse reactions to vaccines are exceedingly 
rare and if they do occur it is often safe to continue 
vaccinating 
 
 
 
We have the most amazing world class specialists who 
care and want to help 
 
You can see the National Immunisation Schedule here. 

*Names have been changed to protect privacy 

 
Big C Conversation 

• Amy’s next immunisations were carefully 
managed and monitored and done in a 
hospital environment.  

• Her parents are still very pro-
immunisation and this is a significant 
element of this discourse as is the fact 
that Amy is fully immunised for her age 
level. 

• Serious reactions to immunisation are 
rare, and this message is clearly 
articulated by Amy’s parents. 

• Amy’s parents are very supportive of the 
“world class specialists” in Australia, who 
will have informed their ultimate 
decision to continue with Amy’s 
immunisations. 

• It is noteworthy that Amy’s name has 
been changed to protect the family’s 
privacy in this article. This is significant, 
given the responses which have been 
described by others in this section of the 
LFR Facebook site, where anti-vaxxers 
have gone “psycho” and “just wouldn’t 
stop”, requiring those posting in support 
of immunisation to block posts or delete 
comments. 
 

Politics 

• Amy’s anaphylactic 
reaction was reported, 
she was seen by high-level 
specialists, her parents 
were offered a medical 
exemption, but they went 
ahead with her 
immunisations – under 
careful supervision. 

• Amy’s family argue for the 
importance of vaccines 
and the safety of them, 
despite Any’s negative 
and frightening 
experience. 

 
 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  

 
 

http://www.immunise.health.gov.au/internet/immunise/publishing.nsf/Content/national-immunisation-program-schedule
http://www.immunise.health.gov.au/internet/immunise/publishing.nsf/Content/national-immunisation-program-schedule
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Herd 
immunity 
 
Facts and 
science 
 
Fantasy 
and 
conspiracy 
 
Informed 
decisions 
 
Honesty 
and 
balance 
 
Protection 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’m one of those who had a reaction so severe the drs 
said don’t do it 
I depend on that herd immunity to keep me safe -& I 
had my kids vaccinated 
 
 
I have never seen an anti-Vaxer admit that not vaxxing 
might have consequences 
And THAT is the difference between us and them 

Big C Conversation 

• This link to a pro-immunisation video, 
with a typical family pictured, is a 
significant inclusion in the Kidspot 
article.  

• The title of the video, “Get the facts on 
vaccination” alludes to the fact that 
people who have a negative attitude to 
immunisation may not be well-informed 
and their opinions may not be based on 
fact. 

• April Knope’s post discusses the one-
sided nature and incompleteness of the 
anti-vaccination argument. She uses 
critical words such as “fantasy and 
conspiracy” to describe the arguments 
made by anti-vaxxers. She argues that 
they should be more open to addressing 
the science behind the pro-immunisation 
position. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Situated meaning 

• Carissa Marks’ post mentions the “herd 
immunity”, and the importance for her 
of keeping general immunisation rates 
high so people like her, who can’t be 

Identities 

• Through publishing this 
article, with all its 
inclusions of videos that 
support immunisation, 
Kidspot presents itself as a 
broker of factual and 
scientific immunisation 
information. 

 
Politics 

• Carissa Marks raises the 
issue of herd immunity 
and the importance of 
large numbers of people 
being immunised so that 
dangerous, preventable 
diseases are less prevalent 
and therefore less likely to 
be able to be spread to 
the vulnerable or 
unimmunised. 

• April Knope’s post 
discusses the one-sided 
nature and 
incompleteness of the 
anti-vaccination 
argument. She uses 
critical words such as 
“fantasy and conspiracy” 
to describe the arguments 
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We subscribe to facts and science 
They subscribe to fantasy and conspiracy 
 
 
 
 

immunised, are less vulnerable to 
serious preventable disease 
 

 

made by anti-vaxxers. She 
argues that they should 
be more open to 
addressing the science 
behind the pro-
immunisation position 

 
 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation. 
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 My youngest had a sever reaction to his 1st mmr 
We took him down to the immunisation clinic at 
westmead where they were able to safely administer 
the second shot 
 
 
Seatbelts are compulsory as they have been proved to 
save lives 
Without them, you are at risk of serious injury and 
death 
By the same token, wearing your seatbelt can result in 
minor injuries in case of an accident 
 
 
What a great article about making informed decisions 
for you child based on evidence 
 
 
Same thing happened to my puppy 
she is closely monitored afterwards just in case 
 
 
 
This is why you’re asked to wait at the doctors for at 
least 15 mins after any vaccine is given 
Because even doctors understand these risks and want 
to be able to provide quick and appropriate treatment 
 
 
This is indeed an important article 
Particularly since the antivax movement seems to think 
that we refuse to acknowledge these rare, genuine 
events or that we do not care about them 
Very important on many levels 
 
I was told I shouldn’t be vaccinated 

Big C Conversation 

• Katie McGill describes the severe 
reaction of her son to his first mmr 
immunisation. She describes a course of 
action where her son was monitored at a 
dedicated children’s hospital for his 
second shot, which occurred without 
incident, declaring her pro-immunisation 
stance from sharing this story. 

• The other posts on this page support the 
openness of discussing the negative 
reactions to vaccinations which 
sometimes, but rarely, occur. 

• The discourse here is that information 
should not be excluded if it reveals the 
risks of immunisation, but rather it 
should be discussed openly and the 
decisions that are subsequently made by 
parents should be informed and 
balanced ones based on factual 
information. 

 
 
Situated meaning 

• Katie McGill uses the acronym “mmr” 
which stand for measles, mumps, 
rubella, terms which will be more 
recognisable in medical and health 
contexts. 

Identities 

• Katie McGill describes her 
son’s negative reaction to 
the MMR vaccine, but she 
also continued with 
immunising her son, 
under carefully monitored 
conditions. She is pro-
immunisation. 

• The posts praise the 
openness and frankness 
of this article. They 
appreciate the complete 
truth conveyed here, not 
avoiding a discussion of 
the risks of immunisation. 

 
Politics 

• The posts on this page 
support the openness of 
discussing the negative 
reactions to vaccinations 
which sometimes, but 
rarely, occur. 

• The argument here is for 
balanced discussion on 
the benefits and risks of 
immunisation. 

 
 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation. 
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I was told this after having all my vaccinations, several 
holiday vaccinations and booster shots 
 
Bottom line is you will never know for sure who will 
react but it is a rare occurrance even in people 
considered high risk 
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 My daughter was really poorly after her first set of 
immunisations and spent the next few months on the 
children’s ward 
But at least she is still with me 
 
 
As much as I’d hate to see my baby suffer from a 
reaction to a vaccine, I’d hate to lose my child to a 
preventable disease 
Plus vaccinating my child isn’t just protecting my child, 
but those around him too. 
Thanks for sharing your story 
 
So pleased to read this little baby is fine though would 
have been scarey … credit to the parents  

 
My son though many years ago had a shocking reaction 
to his first injection and doctors found him allergic to 
the Whooping Cough portion 
 
I wrote a similar op-ed here in the US after our 
daughter’s rare HHE episode after a vaccine – although 
after some online/offline harassment I endured, I wish 
I had thought to write my piece anonymously 
 
Good on you for embracing this! I believe if we 
acknowledge the negatives to vaccines more we will 
actually more fully embrace those who decent and 
refuse what is ultimately good for all!! 
Vaccination! 

  
Glad of the eventual good outcome for this little one 
and her family 
 
My daughter also had reactions 
She ended up in hospital for a week 

Big C Conversation 

• Natalie Wringe’s post describes her 
daughter’s negative reaction to 
immunisation. This post is significant 
because it describes an ongoing illness 
which Natalie attributes to her 
daughter’s vaccinations, so the post is 
anti-vaccination in content, but hasn’t 
been deleted from the LFR Facebook site 
– and Natalie herself is still pro-
vaccination, saying “at least my daughter 
is still with me”. 

• Amy Sorenson’s post is interesting 
because she poses the pro-vaccination 
and anti-vaccination risks quite 
pointedly: a child may suffer from an 
allergic reaction to a vaccine, but may 
die from contracting a preventable 
disease.  

• Karin Griffin’s post is noteworthy to the 
debate on immunisation, saluting the 
decision to be open about the negative 
reaction to vaccination that can occur. 
She talks about the importance of 
understanding the nature of dissent 
from anti-vaxxers (which she refers to as 
“decent” in an apparent misspelling of 
this word).   

 
 
Figured Worlds 

• A number of posts on this page offer 
support and “credit” to Amy’s family for 
sharing their daughter’s story and being 
open about the nature of her reaction. 

• These posts convey through the 
discourse and icons such as love hearts 

Identities 

• Many of the posts on this 
page are from mothers, 
who identify strongly as 
people who care about 
their children, care about 
the safety of other 
children, and are pro-
immunisation, despite the 
risks. 
 

Relationships 

• These posts support a 
relationship with LFR and 
the pro-immunisation 
message. 

• They also support the 
bravery of Amy’s family to 
share this story. 
 

Politics 

• These posts all support 
the value and importance 
of immunisation, despite 
the risks involved.  

• Baby Amy’s mother is pro-
vaccine and believes in 
the public health benefits 
of immunisation. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  
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I can not imagine how bad it would be if she didn’t 
have the vacs 
 

and clapping hands, their support for 
other parents and the promotion of the 
immunisation message.  

 

 

 My daughter had an adverse reaction to immunisation 
early on 
The specialist told us to hold off her shots until she was 
a little older. 
She was caught up by 5. 
 
Ny 2 year old has all his childhood vacciantions up to 
date but unfortunately is unable to have the flu shot 
 

This little one thankfully gets to go home  
 
If the parents need some $$ to get the next round of 
vaccinations I think we can all help out. 
Well done parents! 
 
 
Brilliant article, brilliant outcome … 
#FactsfortheWin 
 
Blessing and all best to Amy and her parents 
 
 
 

 
 

Big C Conversation 

• Emma Clisdell’s post describes her 
daughter’s adverse reaction to 
immunisation and that by holding off 
and delaying some of her daughter’s 
shots, she could safely continue with the 
immunisation program – being caught up 
by age 5. 

• #FactsfortheWin is a Twitter page, where 
a number of issues are debated and 
truth is emphasised.  
 
 

Figured Worlds 

• Love hearts are featured in this page of 
posts as well as messages of support for 
Amy and her parents. 

Identities 

• The people posting on this 
page strongly identify as 
concerned mothers, who 
support immunisation, 
despite the risks. 
 

Relationships 

• The posts on this page 
read as supportive of 
parents who convey a 
pro-immunisation 
message. 
 

Politics 

• The reference to 
#FactsfortheWin describes 
a Twitter page where 
issues are debated in an 
open and factual way, 
suggesting this is the right 
environment for an issue 
like immunisation, which 
remains controversial in 
some circles. 
  

Connections 

• The connection is honesty 
and truth in relation to 
the debate about 
immunisation.  
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5. Light for Riley: Skepticon post 
November 20, 2017 
 
Over the weekend I was in Sydney speaking about losing Riley, and 
the abuse we receive from many types of anti-vax activists. The 
abuse continues to this day – I don’t think they are happy I spoke 
publicly about what they have done to us – but I think it’s so 
important to stand up for what we believe in.  
That being said, one of the key points of my talk was how we need 
to be kind to parents who are worried or concerned about 
vaccination. The hesitancy that these parents have is simply a 
byproduct of anti-vaccine activism, where they have been exposed 
to unnecessary fear & myths surrounding vaccination. If you know 
parents who are scared of vaccination – let’s not ridicule them or 
make them feel ostracised, let’s talk to them with empathy, 
respect and warmth. 

Be kind  

 
 

 
 
 
Acknowledge 
concern 
 
Be respectful, 
don’t 
ostracise 
 
Be kind 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Over the weekend I was in Sydney speaking about 
losing Riley, and the abuse we receive from many 
types of anti-vaxx activists 
I don’t think they are happy I spoke publicly about 
what they have done to us 
But I think it’s so important to stand up for what we 
believe in 
one of the key points of my talk was how we need to 
be kind to parents who are worried or concerned 
about vaccination 
The hesitancy that these parents have is simply a by-
product of anti-vaccine activism 
they have been exposed to unnecessary fear & 
myths 
let’s not ridicule then or make them feel ostracised 
let’s talk to them with empathy, respect and warmth 

Be kind  
 
#Skepticon 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Big C Conversation 

• Catherine Hughes spoke at 
Skepticon in 2017, an “ideas 
festival” designed to expose “frauds 
of all sorts” and use scientific 
evidence and critical thinking to 
debunk extreme theories and 
opinions. 

• Catherine used her Skepticon 
presentation to discuss the personal 
attacks on her family by anti-
vaxxers.  

• Her central message was to be kind 
to parents who are scared of 
vaccination, to recognise that they 
have been made afraid by “anti-
vaccine activism”. She advocates 
conversation and education, 
treating frightened parents with 
“empathy, respect and warmth. 
 

 
Figured Worlds 

• The Skepticon conference is a 
figured world, where all speakers 
are there to talk about their 
experiences and “debunk” extreme 
theories and myths, counteracting 
these with facts and science. 

• The image of Catherine speaking at 
this conference about her 
experiences provides an insight into 

Identities 

• Catherine Hughes’ post reveals 
that she is approaching her 
pro-immunisation campaign 
with respect for her 
opponents. 

• She doesn’t want to ostracise 
or alienate. She wants to 
discuss respectfully and 
hopefully change their 
opinions. She is taking a very 
respectful and kind approach 
which is extraordinary, given 
her son’s death from a 
preventable disease.  
  

Relationships 

• People often won’t listen if 
communication is not 
respectful, especially when 
parties disagree, so this post 
shows that Catherine Hughes 
wants to improve 
communication and create 
relationships with non-
vaccinated people and 
parents, so she can change 
their minds.  
 

Politics 

• This post reveals Catherine 
Hughes’ approach to 
promoting immunisation, 
through respectful discussion 
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the public nature and profile of her 
campaign, to increase awareness of 
the importance of immunisation and 
reduce reticence or resistance in the 
community through promoting the 
facts and science of the pro-
immunisation argument. 

• Catherine wants to support a 
positive, respectful attitude towards 
frightened parents, who have been 
influenced by the anti-vaccination 
message. She says: “Be kind”, with a 
red love heart icon.  

• She recognises that frightened or 
concerned parents will not be 
swayed by attacks or aggression.    

and awareness-raising with 
dissenters.  

 
Connections 

• The connection is respectful 
discussion and education on 
immunisation – which 
Catherine Hughes believes will 
lead to higher vaccination 
rates.  
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Gratitude 
 
Discredited 
studies 
 
Credible, 
peer-
reviewed 
studies 
 
Protection 
 
Strength 
 
Education 
 
Bravery 
 
Honesty 
 

I’m a Paediatric nurse and I just want to say Thank 
You for the hard tireless work you do for our kids 
The poor education of vaccines that has created 
societies base of knowledge is frightening 
sometimes. 
Just the general lack of understanding that google is 
a free for all when it comes to research 
Good creditable research is a learnt skill on how to 
wade through all the weak information to get to the 
strong 
The Autism and MMR vaccine is the biggest example 
here. 
So many people still think it’s an active issue when 
this research (done in 70s) was discredited by 
hundreds of studies 
the author of the original study also came forward 
saying it was all made up 
The key word here is education – not just googling 
your fears and having them validated but actual 
credible peer reviewed vigorous education 
 
 
 
How can they yell abuse knowing you have lost a 
child? 
it’s completely heartless 
I love the work you do 
it’s because of this campaign only that I got my 
whooping cough vaccine while pregnant 
Was I worried? Yep sure was but knew I was doing 
the right thing not only for my baby but the other 
little babies I was going to come in contact with 
while in hospital 
So keep on doing the great work your doing. And 

Thankyou!  

 

Big C Conversation 

• Casey Pitkin gives her post credibility 
by announcing her credentials as a 
Paediatric nurse at the outset.  

• She reflects on the importance of 
education to counteract the 
negative opinions on immunisation, 
that were promoted by a study 
where findings were made up 
(particularly the false claim that the 
MMR vaccine caused autism) and 
the author admitted this. 

 
Situated Meaning 

• The discredited researcher Casey 
Pitkin refers to is Andrew Wakefield, 
who published an article in the 
Lancet (a highly regarded medical 
journal), but subsequently lost his 
licence to practise medicine because 
his “findings” (which claimed a link 
between MMR and autism), were 
found to be all made up. 
 

Figured Worlds 

• Nicole Miles’ post establishes the 
Figured World and parental 
connection, talking about the 
“heartless” behaviour of anti-
vaccination lobbying against 
Catherine Hughes, knowing that 
Riley is dead. 

• Nicole is grateful for the message 
about third trimester boosters and 
wants Catherine and LFR to continue 
the work to promote immunisation 
and protect young children.   

Identities 

• Casey Pitkin reveals her 
identity and authority by 
sharing she is a Paediatric 
nurse. 
 

Relationships 

• Nicole Miles’ post is highly 
supportive of Catherine 
Hughes and the LFR campaign. 
She relates to Catherine 
because she is also a mother, 
and says the LFR campaign 
informed her choice to get a 
third trimester booster.  
 
 

Politics 

• Both posts on this page 
support the approach of 
education and using “actual 
credible peer reviewed 
vigorous education” to 
discount the arguments of the 
anti-vaccination groups. 

 
Connections 

• The connection is improved 
education on immunisation – 
which these people believe 
will lead to a better 
understanding of the real 
benefits of immunisation and 
less fear, mistrust and 
misinformation.  
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 I am an immunisation nurse & we work near a 

couple of “fringe” areas, where people are less keen 
to vaccinate as a whole;  
it’s truly amazing how many people are still 
genuinely worried about autism from a discredited 
study done over 20 years ago by a now unregistered 

doctor…  
 

I saw you speak on Saturday and was blown away by 
your strength 
To endure the relentless harassment by these 
conspiratorial loonies 
Thank you for speaking out so intelligently and 
respectfully. I was truly moved 
You guys are just amazing, thankyou for all you do in 
advocating for vaccines. I hope you know the hate 
you receive, although hurtful, come from a minority. 
You are so supported and valued by those that 

matter  
I thank you from the bottom of my heart for making 
the whooping cough vaccination during pregnancy a 
routine thing. Who knows how many lives you have 

saved  

What amazing parents Riley has  
 
 
 
As always keep shining your light for Riley 
but aslong as you fight the good fight you’ll continue 
to educate and inspire those who matter 
 
It was an absolute pleasure and privilege to hear you 
share your story over the weekend. Thank you so 
much for your strength ! 
 

Big C Conversation 

• Marie Mutton’s post has additional 
credibility because she is an 
immunisation nurse, and also works 
in a geographical area where 
immunisation rates are lower than 
normal. She describes her surprise 
that the autism concern has such 
traction, even though the study is 
discredited and the doctor has been 
deregistered.   

• Other posts on this page praise the 
work of Catherine Hughes and LFR 
and claim that she is saving lives. 

• They speak of being “truly moved” 
by Catherine’s presentation at 
Skepticon and the respectful and 
intelligent way she spoke about her 
family and herself being harassed by 
anti-vaxxers 

 
 
Figured Worlds 

• A number of the posts on this page 
are personally encouraging to 
Catherine Hughes and the work she 
is doing to promote immunisation 
and stand up to the harassment 
from ant-vax groups.  

• The responses include heart and 
clapping hand emoticons and 
exclamation marks, and remark on 
the fact that the negative comments 
and harassment come from a 
minority of people. 

• Some of those posting use 
derogatory terms, such as 

Identities 

• Marie Mutton’s post reveals 
her identity as an 
immunisation nurse, and this 
adds credibility to her 
comments. 

• The other posts on this page 
reveal the identity of 
motherhood and offer great 
sympathy for Catherine 
Hughes and support for what 
she is doing with LFR.  
  

Relationships 

• The posts on this page reveal 
gratitude and appreciation for 
Catherine Hughes and the LFR 
campaign. 

• Alison Steiner writes of being 
“blown away” by Catherine 
Hughes’ presentation at 
Skepticon and Karen 
McDowall describes it as a 
“pleasure and privilege” to 
hear the presentation. Both 
posts reveal a wish to build a 
connection and relationship 
with Catherine Hughes and 
support for her efforts. 
 

Politics 

• Marie Mutton describes her 
incredulity that a discredited 
study from 20 years ago could 
still influence so many people 
not to immunise. 
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So sorry use get these types of morons contacting 
use. 
Thankyou for fighting and bringing positive talks to 
the public 
 

“conspiratorial loonies” and 
“morons” to voice their opinion of 
anti-vaxxers. 
 

Connections 

• The connection is advocacy 
and education on 
immunisation – to improve 
vaccination rates.  
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 I really wish activists would realize that harassment, 
bashing and hatred does not get anyone to open 
their minds and listen 
 
This is the hardest and most challenging thing about 
anti-vax – the people they influence not to vaccinate 
their children are just parents who lovingly believe 
they are making the best decisions for their children. 
Thank you for showing empathy towards them and 
continuing to educate them. 
I am so glad you continue to stand and fight for the 
importance of vaccination! 
please be encouraged to continue doing it 
VACCINES SAVES LIVES  

Rest in peace sweet little Riley  
 
What a wonderful perspective you shared about 
showing kindness to those impressionable & 
concerned parents 
 
 My kids had their 2nd bexsero shot today 
I’ve had people question why I would immunise 
them, was it the right thing to do 
As a paediatric nurse how can I not?? I’ve seen what 
whooping cough, measles etc can do to a baby/child. 
Prevention is better than suffering 
Education is so important 
The anti vacs have the right to have their say or 
choose if there child is vaccinated. Probably they 
have never seen a child with whooping cough, 
gasping for breath. Coughing to try and get breath. 
After what you and your family have been though 
and continue to do, I thank you for your valued 
information you are giving to all. 
So no one has to go through what you have as a 
family 
Xoxo 

Big C Conversation 

• A number of posts on this page also 
saw Catherine’s presentation at 
Skepticon and praise the respectful 
way she explained the viewpoint of 
some anti-vaxxers who are 
motivated by concern and love for 
their children. 

• Other posts on this page emphasise 
the importance of education, to 
continue to raise understanding of 
the value of immunisation - and the 
terrible repercussions and suffering 
involved with children who do 
contract diseases like whooping 
cough and measles. 

• These posts support Catherine 
Hughes’ approach, that responding 
in-kind with hate and anger makes it 
harder for her to do what LFR is 
about, which is to raise awareness, 
and counter the anti-vax message 
with reasoned argument and 
scientific evidence, and an 
awareness of what whooping cough 
or measles can do to a small baby. 

 

Identities 

• The posts on this page reveal 
the identity of motherhood 
and those posting offer 
support for Catherine Hughes 
and the LFR campaign.  
  

Relationships 

• The posts on this page reveal 
gratitude and appreciation for 
Catherine Hughes and the LFR 
campaign. 

• Some also post their support 
for Catherine Hughes’ “respect 
the anti-vaxxers” position.  
 

Politics 

• The posts on this page are all 
supportive of continuing 
education and awareness of 
the importance of vaccination. 
 

Connections 

• The connection is advocacy 
and education on 
immunisation – to improve 
vaccination rates.  
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 Kindness is always important 
I am studying midwifery and I recently wrote an 
assignment on vaccination.  
There was a fantastic journal article I found in my 
research that gave a specific non judgemental 
strategy to educate parents with scientific evidence 
 

Sending love to you   
One of your recent posts reminded me to get my 
children’s vaccinations that were a month overdue 
because I was always busy 
As soon as I saw your post I thought, no this can’t 
wait, and I took them that night 
 
Gawd you’re amazing! You never stop. 
And very very true re being kind. 
I recently talked to someone close to me about 
pregnancy vaccines- they were just scared. And 
didn’t have the right information. 
 
Keep going im sure you have more supporters than 
haters. 
I don’t know you but as a parent you make me proud 
with what you are doing and creating awareness. 

Never give up. Rileys worth every statement  
 
I had my booster yesterday. I’m 36 weeks with my 
second Bub, so glad I can protect her even if it’s the 

slightest bit  
 
I was there to hear your talk on Saturday. Thanks for 
your bravery and honesty. It takes great strength to 
be on the receiving end of anti-vax attacks. 
 
 

Big C Conversation 

• Adele Catherine Shim is studying 
midwifery and writes about a 
journal article that talks about a 
“non-judgemental strategy to 
educate parents with scientific 
evidence”. 

• The post from Miranda Ivy shows 
that the LFR site and the posts from 
Catherine Hughes are a reminder 
and prompt for parents to keep 
vaccination up to date.  

 
 
Figured Worlds 

• A number of posts on this page are 
personally encouraging to Catherine 
Hughes and the work she is doing to 
promote immunisation. 

• Some of these posts seem to be 
from people who know Catherine 
Hughes, such as “Gawd you’re 
amazing! You never stop”, from 
Claire-Helen Nancarrow Linton. But 
the post from Margaret Hollins 
clearly states that she doesn’t know 
Catherine Hughes, but she respects 
her and feels “proud” as a fellow 
parent for the work she is doing in 
raising awareness on the importance 
of immunisation. 

• The red hearts and “ok” finger 
emoticons support this message of 
solidarity with LFR and Catherine 
Hughes.  

Identities 

• The posts on this page reveal 
the identity of motherhood 
and those posting offer 
support for Catherine Hughes 
and the LFR campaign.  
  

Relationships 

• The posts on this page reveal 
gratitude and appreciation for 
Catherine Hughes and the LFR 
campaign. 

• Some also post their support 
for Catherine Hughes’ “respect 
the anti-vaxxers” position.  
 

Politics 

• Adele Catherine Shim writes 
about a journal article that 
talks about a “non-
judgemental strategy to 
educate parents with scientific 
evidence”. Which is essentially 
Catherine Hughes’ position 
from her Skepticon 
presentation. 

• The posts on this page are all 
supportive of continuing 
education and awareness of 
the importance of vaccination. 
 

 
Connections 

• The connection is advocacy 
and education on 
immunisation – to improve 
vaccination rates.  
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 Thank you so much for sharing our little boy’s story we 
hope this encourages families to get vaccinated so no 

one has to go through what we did last flu season 
please like our page to help us raise awareness! 
#babykinshope #gotyourshot 
 
Flu is very dangerous but it would be nicer if 
governments were to produce proper vaccines that 
actually work and mot just make money from them 
 
 
Last flu season was horrific, so many deaths. My 
workplace start offering free flu jabs soon, I’ll be first in 
line. 
 
Recently I called a surgery to ask if they had this years 
flu vaccine in for my 15 month old. She asked the Dr 
while on was on the phone to hear her say why would 
you want to vaccinate a 15 month old. Wow, seriously? 
The Dr did not exactly support it either but said I could 

if I wanted to  
 
Why not nationally??? 
 
 
 
I hope Tasmania gets on board ! 
 

Big C Conversation 

• Amrita adds a reply post, thanking 
LFR for sharing her story and 
encouraging families to get flu 
vaccinations.  

• She uses the fingers crossed 
emoticon as a symbol of 
encouragement, and uses 
hashtags to build a social media 
connection and direct readers to 
other campaigns on 
immunisation. 

• Vanessa Lee encourages flu 
vaccinations and says she will be 
first in line to get hers in her 
workplace 

• Vanessa Heath is disparaging 
about a doctor’s surgery she 
contacted where both the nurses 
and doctor did not encourage flu 
vaccinations 

• Ingrid Love argues that the flu 
vaccinations should be  and 
Kathryn Hay  

 
 
 
Figured Worlds 

• Vanessa Lee expresses concern 
about the impact of last year’s flu 
epidemic and the number of 
deaths that occurred. 

Identities 

• The posts on this page 
reveal the identity of 
women, sharing their own 
knowledge about 
immunisation and why it is 
beneficial.   
  

Relationships 

• The posts on this page share 
personal information and 
experiences, in an effort to 
build relationships with 
other readers in this site.  
 

Politics 

• Vanessa Heath condemns 
the attitude of the doctor 
and nursing staff at her GP 
clinic, who were not 
advocates of the flu vaccine 
for children.  
 

Connections 

• The connections are 
responsible parenting and 
immunisation, and 
promotion of the 
immunisation message.  
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Appendix 4 

Discourse Analysis (Phase 4)  

Phase 4: Synthesis of Findings 
 
Identifying areas of convergence, agreement, and coverage, linguistic 
details, development of motifs 

Looking for: What is covered and highlighted? What are the repeating 
themes? Do the answers to the different questions from the building tools 
converge? Are they in agreement? Is the analysis valid, does it make sense 
and does it fit with what has come before or after the situation being 
analysed?  

Building Tools Building Tasks 

Figured Worlds 
Motif 1: Loving, empathic parents 

• Parenthood/mothering (nurturing of 
an infant or small child by its 
mother) 

• Allegiances between parents whose 
kids have had whooping 
cough/other serious and life-
threatening illnesses 

• Compassion/empathy/support for 
Riley’s family 

• Solidarity of mothers 

• Parenting fear  

• Shared fear  

• Mothers’ advocacy   

• Preventing suffering  

• Mother of the babies sick with 
measles in the UK are warning other 
parents 

• Parents share their personal stories 
to support the pro-immunisation 
message 

• The family of a gravely ill and 
premature baby say flu 
immunisation is vital 

• One parent shares the story of her 
daughter’s death from SSPE, caused 
by measles, which manifests many 
years after the original illness. Laine 
Johnson went blind and was no 
longer able to walk or talk, 
eventually dying 5 years later. 
 

Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and 
LFR Admirers 

• Admiration for the Hughes family 

• Connection to the Hughes family 

• Catherine Hughes’ gratitude to 
supporters 

• Personal endeavour to advocate for 
immunisation 

• Ardent and unequivocal support 
from parenting magazines for LFR 

Identities 
Motif 1: Loving, empathic parents 

• Knowledge of what non-
immunisation does: disaster 

• Relief that their children are ok 

• Honourable motivations of Hughes 
family 

• LFR has independence from 
pharmaceutical companies 

• Catherine Hughes is so happy that 
the third trimester boosters for 
pregnant women have decreased 
hospitalisations for newborns with 
whooping cough by 94%, showing her 
commitment to this cause. 

• Catherine Hughes is very 
compassionate and does not want 
other people’s children to die a 
painful death like Riley did. 

• Riley is the human face of the pro-
immunisation message and the LFR 
campaign. 

• Catherine Hughes is an advocate for 
immunisation and thereby a caring 
mother who, in empathising with 
others’ situations, is lobbying to 
protect children from preventable 
diseases. 

 
Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and 
LFR Admirers 

• Anger and preparedness to act in 
defence of LFR 

• Catherine and Greg Hughes are 
“remarkable” people, with strength 
of character 

• Strength and courage of Catherine 
Hughes 

• Hughes family will have an open 
conversation about the risks of 
immunisation 

• The discourse in LFR on the 
anaphylactic reaction to 
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• Advocacy born from personal loss 

• Support from organisations like 
Nibbly Bits, LFR’s partner on 
fundraising for the campaign 

• Praising Hughes family for their work 
in lobbying for change and 
promoting immunisation 

• The family of a gravely ill and 
premature baby thank LFR and the 
Hughes family for their work to 
promote immunisation  

• Parental gratitude for the informed 
and educated messages of LFR 

 
Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates 

• Swear words to convey passionate 
advocacy for immunisation and 
outrage at anti-vaxxers 

• Retribution for anti-vaxxers 

• Cruel nature of ant-vaxxer attacks 

• Extreme behaviour of anti-vaxxers, 
“They all went psycho, they wouldn’t 
stop” 

• #FactsfortheWin is a Twitter site 
used to convey accurate, scientific 
information on immunisation 

• Skepticon is a figured World where 
speakers are invited to debunk 
extreme theories and myths, 
counteracting these with facts and 
science 

• Catherine Hughes says anti-
vaccination groups should be treated 
with empathy and respect, because 
they are frightened parents who 
love their children  

• Some anti-vaxxers say measles 
doesn’t exist - revealing startling 
ignorance which needs to be 
combatted in order to change 
peoples’ minds 

• Anti-vaxxers are seen as irrational 
people 

• Claims anti-vax advocates tried to 
attend Laine’s funeral, and were 
moved on 

• Anti-vaxx advocates think people 
who are pro-vaccination are 
“uneducated morons” 

 
Motif 4: Gravely ill children 

• Frightening images of very sick 
babies who contracted measles in 
the UK 

• Photographs of gravely ill children 
on respirators show the impact of 
vaccine-preventable illnesses 

• The photograph of Baby Riley in his 
hospital bed, with breathing tubes 
and monitors, is a reminder of what 
is at stake with the anti-
immunisation argument 

• Pictures of Dana McCaffrey, who 
died from whooping cough in 2009, 

immunisation was open, frank and 
honest 

• The online parenting magazine 
Kidspot is a broker of factual and 
scientific immunisation information 

• Mothers who have children who have 
had allergic reactions to vaccines, are 
still pro-immunisation 

• Catherine Hughes is an extraordinary 
person who has used her grief in a 
positive way to protect other 
people’s children 

• Catherine Hughes is a caring mother 
who is very upset by the images of 
children in the UK who are suffering 
from measles 

 
Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates 

• Audacity and insensitivity of anti-
vaxxers 

• Anti-vaxxers: “Unethical, lying bunch”  

• Mother of child who has adverse 
reaction, is afraid to use her real 
name because anti-vaxx lobby groups 
are so aggressive and their attacks 
are very personal 

• Dislike and anger towards anti-
vaxxers 

• Anti-vaxxers peddle “lies and 
ignorance” 

• Anti-vaxxers harass and “menace” 
families whose children have died 
from preventable diseases 

• Anti-vaxxers cause incredulity for 
their ignorance 

• Catherine Hughes tries to analyse the 
motivations of anti-vaxxers so she 
can understand them better 

 
Motif 4: Gravely ill children 

• Poignant images of baby Riley 

• The mother of a gravely ill baby 
wants to protect others 

• The photograph of gravely ill Riley 
Hughes reminds readers what is at 
stake and this baby is the human face 
of the pro-immunisation campaign 

• The mothers of two autistic children 
argue for immunisation and to 
destroy the argument that 
immunisation causes autism 
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and Riley Hughes who dies from 
whooping cough in 2015, provide 
poignant images of the loss of 
innocent life from preventable 
diseases.  

 

Big C Conversation 
 
Motif 1: Loving, empathic parents 

• Education on immunisation for 
parents 

• Outbreak of measles in the UK, 
reported on by the Daily Mail, where 
many children too young to be 
immunised become very ill 

• The article in the Daily Mail is 
strongly pro-vaccination and is 
attempting to warn and educate 
parents 

• Non-judgemental strategy to 
“educate parents with scientific 
evidence” on why immunisation is 
critical and essential to protect 
children  

 
Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and 
LFR Admirers 

• Legacy of Riley Hughes 

• Gratitude to LFR 

• Support from medical profession: 
GPs, midwives, immunisation nurses 

• Changes to NHMRC protocols and 
boosters for pregnant women in 
third trimester 

• Implications for overseas 

• Independence of LFR 

• Gratitude  

• Knowledge and awareness of 
immunisation message 

• Whooping cough vaccine trials are 
important and trials are safe 

• Ongoing research to ensure and 
improve safety of vaccines and 
efficacy 

• Death is a real possibility and threat 
from immunisation-preventable 
diseases  

• Diseases are dangerous and life-
threatening 

• Advocacy for immunisation 

• LFR as an independent, self-funded, 
personal campaign and crusade 

• Society’s obligation to protect babies 
too young to be immunised 

• Scientific arguments for 
immunisation 

• Correct misunderstandings, 
inaccuracies about immunisation 

• Combat myths and extreme beliefs 

• Herd immunity reduces likelihood of 
infection 

• Importance of ensuring the value of 
immunisation remains prominent in 

Relationships 
 
Motif 1: Loving, empathic parents 

• Mothers provide safety, love 
protection 

• Heartbreak/empathy/sympathy 

• Riley’s legacy 

• Riley’s Mum, Riley’s Aunty, Riley’s 
Dad (Riley is the conduit) 

• Commitment to plasma donation 

• Fellow parents who saw Riley’s family 
in hospital are posting to this site 

• Riley’s Dad is the protector of his 
family’s reputation and his own 

• Relationship between Catherine 
Hughes and her son, Riley 

• Relationship between Catherine 
Hughes and those posting on LFR site 

• The Hughes family’s love for Riley 

• Mothers of sick children are warning 
other parents about the measles 
outbreak 

 
Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and 
LFR Admirers 

• Unafraid and brave enough to take 
on anti-vax groups 

• Arguing for the independence of LFR 

• Saving the lives of other people’s 
children 

• Gratitude and appreciation for 
Catherine Hughes and the LFR 
campaign 

• Loyalty and love expressed towards 
Riley’s family  

• Protectiveness towards Riley’s 
parents and family 

• Supported by parenting magazines 

• Expressions of gratitude to Catherine 
Hughes and LFR for raising awareness 
and taking lobbying action to change 
immunisation protocols and better 
protect children too young to be 
immunised 

 
Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates 

• Harassed, hounded and maligned by 
anti-vaxxers 

• Disrespect for Riley from anti-vaxxers 

• Catherine Hughes wants to treat anti-
vaccination advocates with empathy 
and respect because they are 
frightened parents who love their 
children. This is a surprising and 
generous approach, given her son 
died from a vaccine-preventable 
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the public eye, “campaign for 
change” 

• Don’t stop the work of LFR, 
disregard bullying 

• Praise for LFR campaign and the 
outcome of third trimester boosters, 
funded by State Health Departments 

• Lobby for improvements to policy 
and immunisation protocols 

• “Children deserve the right to have 
happy and healthy lives” 

• Fighting for public health 

• Organisations like Unicef support 
immunisation in poor countries 

• The majority of people around the 
world accept that vaccination saves 
children’s lives 

• Vaccines for underprivileged 
children bought in the name of 
prominent anti-vaccination 
advocates 

• Vaccination isn’t perfect and serious 
allergic reactions do occur 

• Adverse reactions are rare 

• LFR will not hold back or disguise 
information which shows the risks of 
immunisation 

• World class specialists and 
paediatricians recommend 
immunisation, even for children who 
do have anaphylactic reactions 

• Pro-immunisation videos are 
produced to share facts on 
immunisation 

• General immunisation rates need to 
remain high to protect the 
vulnerable 

• Information on the negative sides of 
immunisation should be discussed 
openly, so the risks are known in a 
balanced way. 

• The choice lies between managing a 
child’s allergic reaction to a vaccine 
and seeing a child die from a 
preventable illness 

• The Daily Mail article links low 
immunisation rates with fear 
following the discredited study by 
Andrew Wakefield, linking MMR and 
autism 

• One parent expresses the irony of 
living in a country where vaccination 
is affordable and readily available, 
but choosing not to immunise 
children 

• Some posts criticise the Daily Mail 
for running anti-immunisation 
stories in the past 

• One post cites 3 million deaths per 
annum around the world from 
Immunisation preventable illnesses 

• Catherine Hughes is very supportive 
of many Australian State 
governments’ decisions to offer free 

disease, more prevalent because of 
the anti-vaccination position 

• Catherine Hughes wants a respectful 
relationship with anti-vaxxers, so she 
can talk to them and change their 
minds 

• Catherine Hughes wants to better 
understand anti-vaxxers so she can 
communicate with them better 

 
Motif 4: Gravely ill children 

• Connections with the McCaffreys, 
who lost their daughter Dana to 
whooping cough in 2009 

• Connection between mainstream 
media and social media 

• Readers are very upset by the images 
of gravely ill children in the UK, 
suffering from measles 
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flu vaccines to children under 5 
years 

• Catherine Hughes set up a charity, 
the Immunisation  Foundation of 
Australia, to support the pro-
immunisation message 

• The ACT government says the 
federal government should fund the 
flu shots for young children through 
its National Immunisation program 

• Catherine Hughes describes three 
different anti-vaccination groups: 

o Those who are frightened, 
worried and misled 

o Those who see a 
conspiracy in 
immunisation 

o Those who can’t be 
bothered to keep their 
vaccinations up-to-date 

• Education on adult immunisation is 
important 

• Education is high schools could help 
young people learn about the 
importance of immunisation 

• The mother of an autistic son 
describes the disdain she feels for 
those who argue immunisation 
causes autism. 

• Some anti-vaxx groups aren’t 
actually anti-vaxx… they just don’t 
know that immunisation boosters 
are needed for adults. 

• Childhood immunisations do not 
provided lifelong immunity 

• An Australian study has shown that 
the whooping cough pregnancy 
booster reduces babies being 
hospitalised with whooping cough by 
94% 

• Catherine Hughes argues that this 
program of third trimester boosters, 
has the potential to end newborn 
whooping cough deaths in Australia. 

• The scientific journal, Vaccine, 
reports the 94% reduction in 
hospitalisation for newborns as a 
consequence of the third trimester 
boosters 

• The lowest rates of whooping cough 
rates in WA in the past six years and 
a 20% reduction in overall rates are 
attributed to the LFR campaign and 
its efforts to raise awareness about 
the importance of immunisation  

 

Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates 
• Spreading fear and doubt about the 

safety of vaccines 

• “Vilify the bereaved”, “prey on the 
vulnerable” behaviour from anti-
vaxxers 

• Report anti-vaxxers to Facebook 
authorities for dangerous position 
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• Anti-vaxxers using Riley’s image and 
name to promote their own message 

• Lack of legitimacy of anti-vaccination 
message: “ridiculous claims from 
ridiculous people” 

• Technique of anti-vaxxers to harass 
bereaved parents, tell lies about 
them, impugn their motivations 

• Anti-vaxxers need to see children 
who are sick or dying from 
preventable diseases 

• Anti-vaccination groups are one-
sided and their arguments are not 
based on science and facts, but 
rather “conspiracy and fantasy” 

• It is important to understand the 
nature of the dissent from anti-
vaxxers, that they are afraid for their 
children’s safety. 

• Catherine Hughes’ Skepticon 
presentation used to expose “frauds 
of all sorts” and to share the story of 
the attacks on herself and her family 
by anti-vaxx advocates 

• Catherine Hughes advocates for 
respectful dialogue with anti-vaxxers 

• Catherine Hughes is praised for the 
respectful and intelligent way she 
responds to anti-vaxx harassment 

• Responding to anti-vaxxers with 
aggression and hate and anger will 
stop LFR from achieving its purpose 

• Anti-vaxxers are starting their own 
childcare centres to avoid being 
compelled to vaccinate their 
children as a consequence of the “no 
jab, no pay” initiative 

 

Situated meaning 
 
Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and 
LFR Admirers 

• “Go high when they go low”: 
referencing Michelle Obama and her 
message about how to deal with 
criticisms of Hilary Clinton in the 
2016 US elections 
 

Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates 
• Derogatory connotations of “big 

pharma” 

• Andrew Wakefield is the discredited 
researcher and former doctor (now 
struck off the medical register) who 
manufactured and manipulated his 
research to argue that vaccines 
cause autism 

 

 

Politics 
 
Motif 1: Loving, empathic parents 

• Parents whose children have had 
frightening allergic reactions support 
immunisation, despite the risks 
involved. 

• Parents of a gravely ill baby support 
free flu vaccines for young children 

Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and 
LFR Admirers 

• Advocacy for immunisation 
• Saving lives 
• International perspectives 
• Verifiable scientific facts 
• Emotion and vehemence behind the 

immunisation issue 

• Independence of LFR site 

• Commitment to pro-immunisation 
message which is Riley’s legacy 

• Vaccination “makes the world a 
better place” 

• LFR encouraged to take action 
against anti-vaxxer bloggers 
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• Mother of child who has an adverse 
reaction to her immunisations, is still 
pro-vaccination 

• Negative reactions to vaccines should 
be openly discussed so balanced and 
informed decisions can be made.  

• Incredulity that a discredited study 
from 20 years ago still frightens 
people and affects their decision to 
not immunise their children 

• The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) is warning about the outbreak 
of measles in other European 
countries where immunisation rates 
are low 

• Measles is not always properly 
recognised and diagnosed 

• An emergency doctor is asking 
parents to use all avenues to warn 
parents about the outbreak of 
measles 

• Fear of vaccines and complacency are 
considered to be responsible for low 
vaccination rates 

• The Daily Mail is criticised for running 
anti-immunisation articles in the past 

• Immunisation is a victim of its own 
success, because parents no longer 
regularly see gravely ill children or 
know about children who die from 
immunisation preventable diseases 

• People have become complacent 
about immunisation 

• State governments are praised for 
offering free flu vaccines to children 
under five years of age 

• The ACT government says the federal 
government should fund the flu shots 
for young children 

• Not all GPs and nursing staff are 
aware of the importance of flu 
vaccination for very small children 

• Catherine Hughes is an advocate for 
adult immunisation, to raise herd 
immunity 

• Parents should be more aware of the 
incidence of preventable diseases in 
Australia 

• Immunising and protecting society 
through immunisation, is the 
responsible position for all human 
beings. 

• Freedom of speech in relation to the 
anti-immunisation message is 
damaging 

• The anti-immunisation message 
compromises public safety. 

• The third trimester booster for 
pregnant women is having a 
substantial effect on reducing 
hospitalisations for newborns with 
whooping cough 

• Babies lives have been saved through 
this initiative 



 

289 
 

• Toni McCaffrey says the maternal 
whooping cough booster should be 
added to the National Immunisation 
Program 

• Credit for the adoption and success 
of the maternal booster in protecting 
newborns is given to the Hughes 
family, through LFR and their 
lobbying for the change 

• The 20% reduction in whooping 
cough rates in WA is reported, but 
parents are warned against 
complacency 

• Many people attribute the lobbying 
actions of Catherine and Greg Hughes 
with achieving a positive reduction in 
whooping cough rates in WA. 
 

Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates 
• Deceit, lack of transparency of anti-

vaxxers 

• Influence of anti-vaxxers on 
frightened and concerned parents 

• Personal attacks by anti-vaxxers 

• Anti-vaccination: Against the good of 
society 

• Anti-vaxxers tell lies about 
immunisation advocates and impugn 
their motivations 

• Wish to silence pro-immunisation 
advocates and make them “go away” 

• The anti-vaccination movement’s 
arguments are one-sided, incomplete 
and they should be more open and 
prepared to address the science 
behind the debate on the safety of 
immunisation 

• Catherine Hughes wants a respectful 
dialogue with anti-vaxxers 

• The anti-vaxx position is irresponsible 
and puts society and other people’s 
children at risk 

• Anti-vaxxers can be classified in 
different groups and have different 
motivations/arguments 
 

 

 Connections 
 
Motif 1: Loving, empathic parents 

• Responsible parenting and 
immunisation 

 

Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and 
LFR Admirers 

• Saving lives through immunisation 

• Prevention of illness through 
immunisation 

• Herd immunity to protect others 

• Personal stories and public health 
messages 

• Conscientious objection and low 
immunisation rates 
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• Individual versus societal rights 

• Honesty and truth in the 
immunisation debate 

• Immunisation is important for public 
health and saves lives across the 
world 

• Advocacy and education to improve 
immunisation rates. 

• Debunking myths about the safety of 
vaccination from false and misleading 
studies will lead to increased 
immunisation rates 

• Advocacy for and education on 
immunisation is needed to combat 
ignorance and misinformation 

• Responsible journalism and the 
promotion of the pro-immunisation 
message 

• Increased vaccination reduces the 
incidence of dangerous diseases 

• Responsible governments advocate 
for immunisation as a public health 
issue and priority 

• Through better understanding the 
motivations of anti-vaxxers, they can 
be better targeted for the protection 
of the community 

• Increased adult immunisation 
reduces the prevalence of 
preventable diseases 

• Increased adult immunisation will 
also decrease the prevalence of 
immunisation preventable diseases 

• Lobbying for change by LFR and the 
implementation of the maternal 
whooping cough booster by State 
health departments 

• Lobbying for immunisation has 
reduced whooping cough rates in WA 
by 20% 

 

Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates 
• Respectful discussion with anti-

vaxxers to help educate them and 
change their minds, so immunisation 
rates can be increased 

• Improved education on the facts in 
support of immunisation will lead to 
greater understanding, less fear and 
higher vaccination rates 
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What is covered and highlighted? What are the repeating themes? Do the 
answers to the different questions from the building tools converge? Are they in 
agreement?  
 
Several key motifs have been identified from the analysis using the Buildings tools 
and building tasks: 
 
Motif 1: Loving empathic parents;  
Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and LFR admirers;  
Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates;  
Motif 4: Gravely ill children. 
 
The names of these motifs have been chosen because they reflect the identities, 
attitudes, core beliefs and imperatives of those posting, the “triggers” that 
motivate them to post, or their responses to the posts of Catherine Hughes and 
others, as manifest by the images of gravely ill children which are central to Motif 
4.  
 
All motifs can be discerned in the Figured Worlds and Big C Conversation building 
tools as well as the all of the building tasks for this analysis: Identities, 
Relationships, Politics and Connections. The Situated Meaning tool elicits only 
Motif 2: Immunisation advocates and LFR admirers. 
 
The motifs are remarkably consistent (Gee 2014), highly represented and strongly 
convergent among the building tools and building tasks used in the analysis of the 
Light for Riley Facebook site. But it is the rich tapestry of experiences which those 
posting share with each other and with Catherine and Greg Hughes, which is 
drawn out from the analysis of the posts through the examination of the identities 
and politics revealed by those posting, their motivation to build relationships with 
each other within the site, and the connections they express (Gee, 2014). The data 
evident from the building task analysis strongly converges with the discourse 
revealed through the examination of the Figured Worlds (with the centrality of 
motherhood, parenthood and the protection of children), and the Big C 
Conversation (which in this discourse centres around the importance of 
immunisation for the safety of all people, all children and society as a whole). The 
key data resulting from the Situated Meaning tool aligns primarily with Motif 2: 
Immunisation advocates and LFR Admirers and Motif 3: Anti-vaxx advocates.   
 
Is the analysis valid, does it make sense and does it fit with what has come 
before or after the situation being analysed?  
Given that the LFR social media site was established to advocate for immunisation 
and to share information about the importance of immunisation, it is not 
necessarily surprising that the data from the chosen building tools and building 
tasks would be highly consistent and highly convergent. Also, the site is managed 
by Catherine Hughes and her family, and it is quite clear from the analysis of the 
more mainstream media coverage which has been reposted to the Facebook site, 
that the materials in the site have been chosen because they support the 
messages the Hughes family wants to convey: that immunisation is important, 
that it is critical in saving the lives of vulnerable newborn babies, that people and 
society need to be more aware and less complacent about the risks of 
immunisation-preventable diseases, that much can be learned from sharing the 
stories and experiences of other women, mothers and parents, the death of Riley 
Hughes is a rallying point and a reminder that newborn babies can die or suffer 
horribly from immunisation-preventable diseases, that anti-vaccination advocates 
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are extremely active and aggressive in pursuit of their objectives, that parents can 
be swayed by anti-vaccination arguments, and there is great danger in the 
promulgation of anti-immunisation messages. 
 
What is also revealed from this discourse analysis is the contested nature of the 
immunisation issue; that certain triggers, such as attacks from anti-vaxxers or the 
outbreak of measles in the UK, can cause people to become more active in their 
posting habits, or more strident in the way they express their viewpoints and 
ideas. As such the immunisation issue, and the way it is advocated for, defended 
and posted about in the LFR Facebook site, is a true paracrisis – fluctuating 
between a more dormant state of positive advocacy and a more strident voice 
and platform to defend the Hughes family in connection with attacks from anti-
vaxxers and in support of immunisation in general.   
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Appendix 5 

Interview Guide  
 

 

Preparing for the challenges of paracrisis in an online world: A case study? 

 

Principal Researcher   Roslyn Cox 

Doctoral student, School of 

Communication and Creative Industries, 

Charles Sturt University 

 

Welcome and introduction Thanks for agreeing to be interviewed 

and thank you for your time. 

Ask participant for consent to tape record 

the interview. 

Explain that I am currently undertaking a 

research project for a Doctoral degree. 

 

Background to the research project Explain that this research project aims to 

investigate crisis and paracrisis events in 

relation to immunisation in Australia – 

looking at the issue of social media 

engagement between the organisation 

and key stakeholders. 

Advise participants at any stage that they 

are free to withdraw from the research. 

Are there any questions? 

 

Consent Form Ask participant to read and sign the 

consent form, prior to conducting the 

interview. 

 

 

  

mailto:SCCI-Office@csu.edu.au
http://arts-ed.csu.edu.au/schools/communication-creative-industries
http://arts-ed.csu.edu.au/schools/communication-creative-industries
http://arts-ed.csu.edu.au/schools/communication-creative-industries
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Questions 1. Can you tell me how you became interested in 

epidemiology and the role of immunisation in 

public health?  

a. Why did this become an area of research 
interest for you? 

b. You’ve had a long career in public health, 
both internationally and in Australia. What 
goals do you have in relation to your own 
work in public health and immunisation? 

c. Can you tell me about some challenges you 
have encountered? 

d. What can you say about the nature of the 
public debate on immunisation? 

 

2. Let’s talk for a moment about social media or 

online engagement in relation to immunisation.  

a. What have been your experiences? 
b. Who gets involved? 
c. What have you observed about these 

communications? 
d. What scope do you see here for engagement? 
e. How important do you think engagement and 

dialogue is in disseminating public health 
messages? 

 

3. During your career, you have had many 

experiences with public health messaging on 

disease outbreaks through traditional media. 

What differences do you see with traditional 

media versus SM? 
     

a. Accuracy? 
b. Speed of response? 
c. Longevity of the impacts? 
d. Revivability? (Issues that never go away) 

 

 

4. Could you tell me something about online 

postings on immunisation or public health 

initiatives more generally? 

a. What are the sorts of issues that senior 
people like you in public health policy might 
encounter? 

b. Please tell me more about your experiences 
with pro and anti-vaxx groups.  

c. How do you feel about these groups? 
d. What could you say about how they promote 

their positions?  
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5. Are you aware of any “triggers” that push 

immunisation into the spotlight? 

a. Can you share an example? 
b. Do you have any insights into what triggers 

incidents of immunisation crisis? 
c. Can you share insights into how health 

organisations respond during these periods? 
d. What are the major challenges you see during 

crisis events? 
 

6. Can you share a story of an immunisation 

crisis in an online space? 

a. How did it develop? 

b. Can you talk about your involvement? 

c. Was there anything that could be done to 

reduce the impact? 

d. What lessons can be learned?  

 

7. What does the future hold for the 

immunisation issue? 

a. Will immunisation always be 
controversial/debatable? 

b. What role does research have here? 
c. Will Health departments and authorities 

always have to defend the practice? 
d. What role does social media have in this? 
 

 

8. Finally, are there any comments that you 

would like to add or are there questions you 

have for me? 

 

Closure    Thank participant for their involvement 

    Reinforce confidentiality 

Turn off recording device 
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Appendix 6 

Selected examples of significant statements from pro-immunisation 

strategists  

 

Significant Statement Formulated meaning 

 
And there is no right or wrong answer. It’s just 
trying to find a way that you think is going to 
engage and connect with the audience and impart 
a message in a simple and clear way, and have a 
call to action. Always have a call to action. Whether 
it is download the app, or go to the GP, vaccinate 
your child on time, that kind of stuff. 
 

 
Messages must be 
engaging so people can 
connect 
 
Messages must 
encourage the recipient 
to take positive action 
that supports 
immunisation  
 

And trying to provide information that’s clear, in 
the channels that they actually use, like Facebook, 
like catch-up TV, like some radio channels for 
example, like Mamamia, rather than what we used 
to do, like mainstream television.  
 

Information must be 
clear and delivered 
through a channel that 
young parents actually 
use 

And it’s an interesting conversation we have about 
free speech versus public interest and all the rest of 
it. It’s a public interest conversation again around 
education versus public health in the childcare 
vaccination space.  
 

Pro-immunisation 
advocates must deal with 
the dilemma of the free 
speech argument (used 
by anti-vaxxers) versus 
the public interest of 
safety from high 
vaccination rates 

There is kind of a cliché saying in social media 
about how you get an echo chamber. I’ve done that 
before, I’m watching a particular video on YouTube, 
for example, and then through the algorithms on 
YouTube you get a bunch of similar ones, and you 
get caught in a vortex of whatever it is. And I think 
Facebook is kind of the same way, they try to 
understand what you are interested in and then 
show you stuff. And it makes sense from a business 
point of view but you do get this echo chamber 
effect and you only kind of hear the things that you 
perhaps want to hear, the sources that you want to 
hear. And then you don’t, perhaps, get messages 
outside of that and your ideas are never 
challenged. 
 
How do we connect with those people when they 
are in the echo chamber? 

 
The echo chamber effect 
of social media results in 
a difficulty for pro-
immunisation advocates 
in connecting or sharing 
a pro-immunisation 
message with anti-
vaxxers or vaccine 
hesitants. 
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If it is a policy change… that also gets out because a 
lot of anti-vaccination groups watch our website, as 
you’d expect, and they umm, they’ll wage a 
campaign for their own website, they’ll send 
messages to their members and to their other 
stakeholders, saying: “Write in, complain to your 
local member”. And then we’ll get a lot of stuff, 
we’ll get a lot of work on Facebook and Twitter 
about it as well. So it is about us recognising what 
might happen and being as prepared as we possibly 
can be for it. 

Anti-vaxx groups are very 
organised. They 
encourage their 
members to write 
protest letters to local 
members of parliament, 
or post messages to 
Facebook and Twitter. 
Pro-immunisation 
advocates should expect 
that and be prepared for 
it.  

And often it comes from a place where, “I don’t 
trust government, I don’t trust ‘Big Pharma’”, as 
they call it. “They are all in cahoots, they are all 
paying off each other and they are killing our 
children”. And we have things like, for example, 
some anti-vaccination groups are literally writing  
umm… letters, physical letters and sending them, 
or they are emailing schools and saying why are 
you supporting the HPV vaccination program. 
 

Anti-vaccination 
advocates have a great 
distrust of government 
and pharmaceutical 
companies, and they 
organise group protests 
through mail and email. 

Immunisation is one of those issues that gets 
people very, very riled up. Most people, to be fair, 
think that it is just something that happens. It’s 
been around for a long time, they don’t really 
question it, they might have a couple of queries or 
concerns about it, but they tend to be umm… 
satisfied by the information that we give them, 
which is demonstrated by the high coverage that 
we get. But there is that, you know, that smaller 
group that has … that needs a bit more work in 
terms of messaging. But umm, but there is that 
very strong anti-vaccination movement. 
 

Immunisation remains a 
contentious health 
program for a small 
group of very active and 
often very “riled up” 
people 

We need to kind of monitor and be aware of what’s 
happening in the world and not be blind to the kind 
of tactics and strategies that these anti-vaccination 
groups are using. 
 

Pro-immunisation 
advocates must monitor 
what is happening in 
social media spaces and 
be aware of the 
strategies being used by 
anti-vaccination groups 
to encourage doubt 
about the safety of 
immunisation. 
 

People are using media in different ways and are 
accessing it in different ways. People are leading 
increasingly busy lives and they were probably 
saying that 50 years ago as well, they’ll be saying it 
50 years from now but that doesn’t make it any less 
true. And so how do you connect with people, and 
engage with them, and give them a simple clear 
message and make it as easy as possible for them 

Social media brings 
benefits, (such as 
opportunities to connect, 
discuss, and share), as 
well as disadvantages, 
(such as the echo 
chamber effect), for 
those communicating 
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to be immunised, both for their children and 
themselves, that’s the ongoing challenge that we 
are facing. And social media is both a challenge in 
that space, because of the echo chamber effect, 
and because in some ways it is more difficult to 
engage with them. But in other ways it is an extra 
channel for us to connect with them and to target 
people in particular as well. So like most things it is 
kind of a grab bag of positive and negative. 
 

about and advocating for 
immunisation 

And what’s interesting because we can’t, and we 
won’t, use scare tactics as part of our campaigns. 
So when we actually go out to tender for 
companies, for example, to come and advertise, 
one of the things we say is you can’t use things that 
are going to scare people 
 

Scare tactics are not used 
to encourage 
immunisation 

And at the end of the day we rely on people making 
informed decisions, based on the evidence, and our 
role is to make that evidence as accessible and easy 
to understand as possible so they can make those 
informed decisions. 

Immunisation advocates 
want parents to know 
the facts, to understand 
the evidence, so they can 
make informed decisions 
 

Well, with social media there’s always a risk of 
negative comments, unfortunately, and all parents I 
would say nowadays are all online …. And we’ve 
got 100,000, a birth cohort of around 95-100,000, 
kids every year. So we get new parents every year 
that we need to touch base with. So even though 
we have our high vaccination rates, we have to 
make sure the parents are aware that … a big 
challenge for us is making sure we can try and 
interact where there are negative comments that 
have been provided online.  
 

It’s important to interact 
and respond online. With 
95-100,000 births in the 
State every year, it’s 
important not to be 
complacent with pro-
immunisation messaging. 

So it’s trying to negate the negative comments 
without being too Big Brother-ish, and saying: “No, 
you’re wrong”. So we don’t feed into the negative 
comments when someone says MMR vaccine 
causes autism. We wouldn’t reply and say: “No, it 
doesn’t”.  But we would say: “Evidence shows 
that…” So it’s about not giving room for a whole 
discussion. You have to nip them in the bud early, 
and try to get in early, so timely response is 
important as well. Particularly for the monitoring of 
those responses through the NSW Health 
*webpage, for example. 
 

It’s important to respond 
with evidence-based 
information, and not to 
directly argue with anti-
vaxxers. 
 
A timely response to 
social media posts is 
critical and necessary. 

And so it’s trying to have consistent messaging 
umm… without opening up a, umm… I suppose a 
whole flurry on social media that could create even 
more angst. 

Responding in social 
media is about replying 
without adding angst for 
parents 
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And parents do use Google, you know. And it’s 
trying to refer them to the appropriate resources. 
And a lot of educated parents are using, you know, 
the internet more and more nowadays … and 
where you would have thought that educated 
parents would have just accepted that vaccination 
is just what you do. But they go off and do their 
own research. So you have to accept that they will 
do their own research but also try and provide 
them with the evidence-based information. 
 

Parents seek their own 
information on 
immunisation through 
Google and other search 
engines, so evidence-
based, pro-immunisation 
arguments must be 
readily available in those 
forums.  

Sometimes issues just pop up that you are not 
aware of so you have to make sure that you are 
ready to respond at any given time. 

Social media moves fast, 
so pro-immunisation 
advocates must be 
monitoring and ready to 
respond to unexpected 
or crisis-type events 
 

And through social media we are more aware now 
of what the issues are. 

Social media provides 
new insights into what 
parents are thinking 
about immunisation. 

So it’s important that we carry out a 
comprehensive investigation of what has been 
reported to us, and then look at the facts and 
address which ones that need to be addressed 
umm… and some things you just don’t want to give 
any air to, and it’s not worth responding to… I don’t 
mean “worth” but you have to pick and choose, 
you know, the important, salient ones, the ones 
that pose the biggest risk should they be 
communicated. 
 

Some arguments or posts 
should not be given “air”, 
and decisions must be 
made about what should 
be responded to. 

Yeah, so it’s got that health messaging, evidence-
based information. And that’s the approach we 
take with everything we do, it has to be evidence-
based and there is lots of evidence to back up 
immunisation value, and while there are risks 
associated, and there is always risks associated 
with any medication, umm… we have to make sure 
those risks are transparent as well, you know, there 
is a chance of local adverse reactions or you know 
there is a chance of anaphylaxis for some, but the 
risk is low and minimal, so we are very transparent 
with our information and, you know, it is evidence-
based information… 
 

It’s important to be 
honest and transparent 
about the risks of 
immunisation, to be 
upfront that there can be 
adverse reactions to 
immunisation for some 
children. But the risk of a 
negative reaction to a 
vaccine is low and the 
evidence supports this. 

But there are a huge amount of parents that are 
hesitant because of what they read on the internet, 
misinformation, and we try, and we make it very 
clear, that providers need to spend time with these 
parents. But providers also need to be 
knowledgeable about how to deal with those 

Vaccine hesitant parents 
have been frightened by 
what they have read on 
the internet. 
Immunisation providers 
need to spend time with 
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parents, so that is why we have these resources, 
and we try and make sure they are aware of those 
resources to deal with the vaccine hesitant parents 
because of what they read on the internet. 

these parents and refer 
them to appropriate 
resources which provide 
clear evidence for why 
immunisation is 
beneficial. 

What you have to respect is that these people 
come from different, varying backgrounds and have 
different knowledge and educational knowledge 
and you have to appreciate and respect that you 
don’t know what has led to their beliefs and you 
have to accept that people have beliefs for 
whatever reason. But you have to set that aside. 
You acknowledge it but you have to always stick to 
the facts, and evidence-based, and acknowledge 
that there are concerns.  
 

Vaccine hesitant parents 
must be respected. 
Parental fear must be 
acknowledged and then 
the facts should be 
presented, with 
evidence-based 
arguments of why 
immunisation is 
beneficial.  

No…. It’s just important to acknowledge that 
vaccination is not getting any smaller … there is 
always going to be new research, and new research 
will always bring new issues. So it is important to 
be on top of the research and what those issues 
being raised are so that can obviously address 
those in case something controversial comes out. 
And it’s an ever-changing space that you have to be 
on top of it. And it’s a very challenging space but 
also very rewarding.  
 

The vaccination schedule 
is growing in size and 
complexity. 
 
Being a pro-
immunisation advocate is 
challenging but 
rewarding. 

I came to vaccination through an interest in health 
message reporting and all the values, ethics, 
evidence, matters of evidence, that it 
encapsulates…. and the fact that it’s a main part of 
public health, and I love public health, and I love 
research. So a lot of people come into this area 
with a real driving passion for vaccination. That’s 
not me. I … I’m very supportive of vaccination… 
Umm… passionate about my work, But don’t have 
the kind of fire in the belly that some people do. 
So, and that’s good, because it allows me to be a 
bit objective…  
 

This participant came to 
the field of immunisation 
through an interest in 
public health. 
 
This participant supports 
immunisation, and is 
passionate about her 
work, but doesn’t have a 
“fire in her belly” about 
immunisation which 
allows her to be more 
objective 

There is always going to be umm… an element… a 
group of people who oppose vaccination and who 
are dedicated in their opposition and, may or may 
not be fanatical in their beliefs, and there is 
certainly more of an element of conspiracy thinking 
among these activist groups. So I delineate the 
activists, who may or may not be parents, (often 
they are not or they were but they’ve got grown up 
children), from the non-vaccinating parents. 
Because they are not the same thing. 

There is a difference 
between fanatical 
activists, who are 
vehemently anti-
immunisation, and 
vaccine hesitants. 

Because if you have groups which are… individuals, 
groups, people online, who are naïve to the anti-

Social media has 
provided a platform for 
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vaccination element, suddenly they are being 
exposed to it, through social media. Social media 
platforms give us far more exposure to anti-vaccine 
voices than ever before. Those anti-vaccine voices 
have always been there. They were there in the 
‘90s, they were active and vocal and they are there 
now. But the general public have more exposure to 
them and what we’re seeing is their reaction 
against it. 

the anti-vaccination 
movement, which has 
always existed. Social 
media has allowed 
greater proliferation and 
exposure to anti-
vaccination arguments  

If you’ve got a bunch of people who are umm… you 
know, questioning vaccination and have genuine 
concerns, and they’re parents, and they are 
approaching the vaccination decision, or they’re 
pregnant and they’re deciding what they’ll do, and 
all they see are people like them with questions 
who are being shouted down in a social media 
environment because they’re misdiagnosed as 
being anti-vaccine, then it’s going to a harsh 
environment for them. And what we need to do in 
vaccination is lead a more constructive, less 
polarised, public discussion around vaccination that 
doesn’t lump all people who raise questions, or 
even are not vaccinating, into the so-called anti-
vaxxer category. 

It’s important not to 
describe vaccine 
hesitants as being ardent 
anti-vaxxers. 
 
There are benefits to 
leading a more 
constructive, less 
polarised, public 
discussion around 
vaccination, where 
vaccine hesitant parents 
are not shouted at. 

We’ve just got to make sure that we don’t react so 
strongly to that, that we create all these backfire 
effects… the familiarity backfire effect where you 
say: “Dear Parents, you weren’t thinking about this, 
but by the way MMR vaccine doesn’t cause 
autism.”   
 

Care must be taken not 
to raise a concern 
parents were not 
thinking about 

With the anti-vaxxers, don’t give them oxygen, 
don’t engage with them and debate with them, 
you’re not going to change them, and you’ll 
increase people’s exposure to their arguments 

Care must be taken not 
to give “oxygen” to anti-
vaccination arguments, 
and accidentally increase 
people’s exposure to 
their arguments 

Provide an environment where their questions can 
be answered respectfully, where they can see that 
their healthcare provider wants them to vaccinate, 
where they are exposed to recommendations to 
vaccinate, but in a way where the provider can 
confidently address their questions and concerns 
with their own reasonable knowledge about 
vaccination 
 

Immunisation providers 
must have the 
knowledge and ability to 
answer parents’ 
questions and address 
any vaccine hesitation 
with confidence and 
respect for the parent 
asking the questions. 
 

If our strategies against anti-vaxxers are shouty, 
and aggressive and just involve shouting science 
louder, they are going to fail to even capture those 
people on the margins who are audiences to these 
debates… often quiet audiences to these debates…  
 

Shouting science in an 
aggressive way does not 
help in convincing 
vaccine hesitant parents 
to vaccinate their 
children. 
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We need to represent vaccination in a manner that 
is worthy of the enterprise itself. The enterprise is 
about human flourishing, health and well-being. 
And … ahh…. As stewards, as representatives of 
that enterprise, the way we conduct ourselves 
around these fraught, emotional public discussions 
(because it is fraught and emotional), it’s very 
important that we conduct ourselves with dignity, 
with respect, and in a way that says to parents: 
“We respect you as parents” 
 

Vaccination should be 
represented in a 
dignified way, that is 
worthy of this initiative 
which protects life 

[We must support] the vast majority of parents 
who want to do the right thing by their kids, and be 
allies with those people in that process. Umm… and 
we know from our research that there are parents 
who are genuinely hesitant, but they are 
misdiagnosed as being anti- vaccine on social 
media, and then they cop it. 
   

The vast majority of 
parents want to do the 
right thing for their 
children; to protect their 
health and well-being. 
 
Supporters of 
immunisation must be 
“allies” with parents 
throughout the process. 

‘Cause, you know, people jumped in with all this 
enthusiasm and sort of got really frontal and 
unfiltered in their responses to things and realised 
that that was going to backfire in a number of 
different ways, including for professionals, and 
started to be a bit more wise to it. And, you know, 
there were people debating anti-vaxxers and 
realising it wasn’t going to work. So people are 
becoming more wise to it and so that’s changed 
now.  

There is no point 
debating with ardent 
anti-vaxxers, especially in 
online spaces, which can 
backfire and result in less 
support for 
immunisation. 
 

But I think there’s room… social media … the 
obvious answer there is, that it’s an opportunity to 
engage with people who are asking questions. But 
because it is so volatile, you have to be very careful 
about the way you do that and what topics you 
choose to respond to, and how you choose to 
respond, and when. And it needs a fair bit of 
thought. And people are learning those lessons 
now. 
 

Pro-immunisation 
advocates have learned 
how to better use social 
media, to respond in the 
right way, to choose 
carefully when to 
respond and where. 

But it’s possible because we underestimate the 
critical capacities of women and mothers that we 
think that the audiences are much more swayable 
than they really are. And … the evidence says that 
people … it is not that easy to sway people, even 
with MMR vaccine scare it took four years to see a 
bottoming out of the vaccination, the MMR 
vaccination rates. You know, people are not stupid. 
Audiences are intelligent. They may not be well-
educated, they may not be very literate, but most 
people have critical faculties. 
 

People’s opinions on 
immunisation may not be 
as easily swayed as some 
fear. 
 
Audiences are intelligent. 
They may not be well-
educated but they can 
understand and 
appreciate a clear 
argument. 
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So… the future… people are never going to stop 
debating with others about vaccination. 
 

There will always be 
debates about 
vaccination 

And so I thought… hey… this is fun… I’m enjoying 
this, you know, because I had gotten… in medicine 
I’d gotten a bit disappointed with … all I was doing, 
and I’d been a medical registrar, so I was on call at 
North Shore * Hospital, and all I was seeing 
patients with … with A&E things… patients coming 
in with cardiovascular disease, coming in with 
strokes, and that’s kind of... you know… after the 
fact… 
 

This participant was 
drawn to public health as 
a way to address health 
problems before they 
occur 

And then I’m into these studies in reproductive 
health. And I was really enjoying it and then they 
said to me do you want to do a preventive 
medicine residency, because if you do we’ll support 
you for another year above the two years. So then I 
stayed a third year and then they offered me, like, 
permanent employment with CDC in the Division of 
Reproductive Health so I did another year umm… 
and then got involved in national studies of oral 
contraceptives and cancers... so breast cancer, 
endometrial cancer, ovarian cancer… 
 

This participant became 
involved and interested 
in epidemiology through 
a residency at the CDC 
and special projects on 
reproductive health  

So then I was working for the head of the CDC on 
the taskforce for child survival, it was on 
immunisation, it was a taskforce for child survival 
that was set up by Carter [President Carter]… at the 
Carter Centre… and it was looking at… and that 
stage…  because you remember this was 1986… 
and there were concerns about HIV… and it was 
still very unclear… the science was unclear … and it 
was a concern that immunisation programs would 
suffer because people would be worried that…. 
getting the needles would transmit HIV. So my job 
was to work out … well, what can we do about it? 
So that was a programmatic issue and we were 
looking at trying to see if we could have single use 
syringes... all of that jazz, ok? So I did that for about 
six months… 
 

This participant became 
involved in child survival 
and immunisation 
programs through the 
CDC taskforce 

So they offered me a job as the Health of 
Epidemiology and Health Services Evaluation and 
then they said, look… we’ve got these grants with 
end-of-year money, with money left over, we never 
have that nowadays but, umm… but give us a 
proposal for what you think should happen and so I 
said well, ok, well, let’s spread this around, we’ve 
got to have Public Health Units in every… then 
there was the …. Area Health Services, every Area 
Health Service ought to have a Public Health Unit as 
a basic. So it was a phenomenally successful 
program and it’s continued to this day. 

This participant helped 
establish the 
Epidemiology unit at a 
government health 
department that focused 
on tracking outbreaks of 
disease, including 
immunisation 
preventable illnesses   



 

304 
 

So the potential is enormous. The challenge is how 
do you craft the messages in a way that convinces 
people, that the message about whooping cough or 
whatever is important. Ok, so then now this is 
another mechanism, you’ve got radio, you’ve got 
papers (which are sliding), you’ve got websites… so 
now we are in a completely different environment 
and I guess that’s where you are, you’re at the 
pointy end…  
 

Social media has 
phenomenal potential 
but messages have to be 
carefully crafted. 

Yeah, so the reach is the powerful thing, so you’ve 
got the opportunity to reach many, many more 
people with a message, rather than put something 
in … a newspaper or try to get a spot on the 6pm 
news… umm… which was the way we used to think 
about it…  
 

Social media provides an 
opportunity reach many 
more people with a pro-
immunisation message. 

I would see it as a fantastic opportunity to basically 
to put out via social media, Facebook and Twitter, 
about all sorts of things. About well-communicated 
messages about the importance of… so we’ve got 
whooping cough over in Liverpool, understand 
that… I mean very brief, it has to be really brief and 
punchy, and so the importance of well-crafted 
messages… but here it is, getting it out on Twitter, 
so it is picked up by all sorts of media and so there 
is a much greater awareness… so it’s immediate 
and that can only help, I think, if the messages are 
crafted well. So I’d see it as fantastic, a boon, for it. 
And I’d think the importance of having a really 
good media team to assist, like the nerds, because 
the people who are doing the investigations are not 
necessarily the people who are the best 
communicators. Umm… 
 

Crafting of pro-
immunisation messages 
for social media is 
important 

Because for example if you take Twitter, which is a 
particularly…. speedy… and lots and lots of 
comments back, it offers the opportunity if you are 
smart and you’ve got to have the time, see you 
have to have the resources to be able to do these 
things and not be just off-handed about it…  
 

Ensuring appropriate 
resources so comments 
can be responded to is 
critical  

You can’t be talking to people and then not 
replying. So you need to be following up and that 
needs to be carefully followed up, but it gives you 
the opportunity to dispel negative comments. And 
then so it’s the importance of the message, of the 
follow up for your messages, and again, here you 
have the opportunity of a big audience, so it’s 
important to get the right messages. 
 

Replying to comments is 
important and the right 
messages are important. 

I don’t think it’s going to change dramatically. I 
think you’ll always get a small proportion of people 

Immunisation will always 
be controversial. 
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who are … you know… the people who tend to be a 
little bit paranoid about the government… you 
know… it’s out to poison us. And you are always 
going to get people who are a little bit fringe in 
their thinking. And I think there will always be a 
struggle to convince these people… it’s like trying 
to convince a person convinced that the copper 
bracelet they wear is curing their arthritis… but at 
the end of the day, you sort of say, well, you know 
there is no evidence for it but it doesn’t matter. 
Evidence is not sufficient to change people’s 
thinking necessarily. It’s not necessarily enough. 
 

Evidence is not always 
enough to change 
people’s thinking. 

I think increasingly we will see that immunisation 
will just be rolled into healthy living… there is 
exercise, get your immunisation, don’t smoke, 
don’t drink too much, and just get walking … that 
kind of thing… I see that as the ideal way for it to 
evolve, so that it becomes an accepted part of 
healthy living….   
 

Immunisation should be 
seen as a normal part of 
healthy living 

And it's really, really important to be doing analyses 
of social media… you know where they're operating 
in terms of health messages or health 
miscommunications… 
 

It’s important to look at 
how social media is used 
to support public health 
messages, and to 
monitor false statements 
posted there. 

So after doing Paediatrics, and getting my 
qualifications, I did microbiology, because I was 
interested in infectious diseases in children… And 
whilst doing that, my boss was actually the head of 
microbiology, but he also had a public health 
interest and a public health role…   an official role… 
and so whilst I was doing microbiology we were 
working together on public health aspects of 
microbiology…  including childcare outbreaks but 
also immunisation.  
So in the late 1980s I was working on… I was doing 
some research on childhood immunisation and 
looking at ways of networking and promoting 
immunisation… particularly in children. 
So understanding, knowing where the weaknesses 
were and increasing rates… so that was in ’88 and 
’89. So then the public health units were formed in 
1990 and I was the first public health unit director 
appointed 
 

This participant began his 
career as a paediatrician, 
became interested in 
microbiology, 
immunisation and public 
health. 
He was the first Public 
Health Unit Director in 
his State and still holds 
this role. 

The team I was working with was general and 
infectious diseases. And I think it was there… so 
they had the isolation ward and I was there during 
this massive whooping cough epidemic. And you 
know the ward was full of these poor little babies 
coughing their lungs out… And, you know, the 
parents were petrified. But the staff, you know, the 

Illnesses such as 
whooping cough are very 
serious, life-threatening, 
and very frightening 
experiences for parents 
and staff. 
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staff were petrified as well. I mean the really 
experienced ones… 
 

So in the early middle of the ‘80s there were still 
large outbreaks of measles… and certainly 
pertussis… and someone realised that we weren't 
vaccinating our children well enough… and an ABS 
survey showed that vaccination rates were in the 
50 or 60… I think 63 percent or something was the 
ABS data…. 
 
Yes… yep… so someone came up with the idea of 
having this Bicentennial Measles Campaign which 
basically targeted school-aged children and there 
was an obvious gap to me because, I think, GPs 
[general practitioners] were encouraged to 
vaccinate under-fives… 
But it didn’t really happen … so we wrote a paper… 
I can’t remember how we actually did the 
research... 
 

Immunisation rates must 
be high (90-95%) to 
prevent disease 
outbreaks and how a 
government program, 
the Bicentennial Measles 
Campaign, could provide 
a focus and raise levels of 
immunisation in 
Australia. 

… in the infectious disease ward across the road, 
and, I think, during another whooping cough 
outbreak … and I think this impinges on my ongoing 
interest, but there was a baby that hadn't been 
vaccinated… and when you spoke to the parents… 
one of them… you know, they would blame each 
other.  
They would say, umm... you know, I did want to get 
my baby vaccinated but my partner said “No”… you 
know, this sort of thing. So it really was a very good 
lesson and the basis for some of my 
communication when you get in there and actually 
tell people. Before it happens. 
 

The parents of an 
unimmunised child may 
blame each other, so 
pro-immunisation 
advocates need to be 
talking to parents about 
the impacts of their 
decisions before the 
disease happens. 

If I have to argue with someone about 
vaccinations… I probably use it more in teaching 
than in actual parent contact because obviously 
those parent situations can be very fraught. But if 
there's the right psychological moment, I can 
reflect on that experience and say oh look, you 
know I was working at Prince of Wales * Children's 
Hospital during that whooping cough epidemic… 
 

This participant describes 
the “right psychological 
moment” for discussions 
with anti-vaxxers or 
vaccine hesitant parents. 
Sharing his own 
experience of an 
epidemic with parents is 
a powerful argument for 
the benefits of 
immunisation 

And I guess, in doing our work, if we get a 
whooping cough case notified… say in a childcare 
centre, or in a household, you know we're 
basically…  because you know it's everywhere…  
and you can't stop it… we are focused on stopping 
cases in babies essentially because they will be the 
ones who go into hospital or die. And secondarily 
on women who are about to have babies. Because 

The role of this 
participant is to track 
preventable and life-
threatening illnesses, 
such as whooping cough, 
so that the lives of the 
most vulnerable can be 
protected or saved. 
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if we stop them from being infectious then they 
won’t pass it on to their babies. So these are the 
groups that public health is targeting.  
 

 

So our job is to stop cases. Once the case has 
happened, there may be things to stop that person 
being infectious, like antibiotics for whooping 
cough. So if you've got whooping cough, you’re 
infectious for three weeks after your cough starts. 
And so if you give them the right antibiotics in that 
period then, it doesn't actually make you feel any 
better, but it stops you infecting other people. So 
that's the intervention targeting the case. But the 
case is managed by the clinician. So the clinicians 
often do that without us, or with us. But our main 
role is stop other people from getting it. 
So we are in the position to be … I'm just explaining 
what we've just been talking about … so we're in 
the position to talk to people and parents where 
they are now at measurable risk of getting the 
disease. They haven't gotten yet… and, you know, 
they might be motivated because we can tell them 
they’ve been exposed. And your baby has been 
exposed so you want to avoid it…  
 

Parents who are vaccine 
hesitant or have refused 
vaccines for their 
children may be more 
persuadable if they and 
their children have been 
exposed to a serious 
illness, like whooping 
cough. 

In the rational sense there is no debate. The debate 
was finished decades ago, centuries ago…. 

There is no debate on 
the benefits of 
immunisation. The 
evidence that 
immunisation protects 
and saves lives is 
unequivocal 

So the Public Health Units have been lucky and 
have had people that have introduced social media 
activities and programs here. So we've had a 
Twitter page for three or four years and we've 
developed Facebook. We were using the district's 
Facebook page for public health messages and they 
then trusted us and allowed us to develop our own, 
which was great. So we're still exploring that so 
we've used social media for both alerts and 
responses to things that are happening in an acute 
sense. 
 

Social media is used to 
support public health 
messages and send out 
alerts for outbreaks of 
disease. 

I don't think we've had any, luckily, any angry, crazy 
people … but there's been a couple of people that 
have, you know, posted information suggesting 
that measles is not a serious illness or vaccination is 
not the way to go or something. But that is just 
answered factually, but you’re not face-to-face 
with someone … you’re just trying to make it very 
low key so it doesn’t escalate into an angry 
response…. 

It’s important to answer 
questions factually and 
without emotions so that 
it minimises the risk that 
the exchange will 
escalate into an angry 
response. 
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So we've probably been lucky… it's been fine so far. 
But we know there’s the possibility… 
 

And obviously in the Public Health field, social 
media is being used more and more to inform 
people… individuals who might be at risk or 
something as well as generally… 
 

Social media is being 
used more and more to 
inform and to warn 
about outbreaks of 
disease. 

And that it's more under our control, of course, 
because we're deciding what's actually going to be 
published and you can’t do that with journalists. 

Social media allows 
public health experts 
greater control over the 
message and greater 
opportunities to share 
health warnings or 
messages. 

Well it’s interesting to reflect… so when I started 
doing immunisation and research and stuff 30 years 
ago, there weren't a lot of people doing it. Now 
every layer of government… everyone's interested 
in immunisation. 

This participant has 
worked in public health 
for 30 years and there is 
now a greater interest 
than ever before in the 
role of immunisation in 
public health. 

The team I was working with was general and 
infectious diseases… they had the isolation ward 
and I was there during this massive whooping 
cough epidemic. And you know the ward was full 
of this poor little babies coughing their lungs out… 
And, you know, the parents were petrified. But the 
staff, you know, the staff were petrified as well. I 
mean the really experienced ones… 
 

This participant 
witnessed a whooping 
cough epidemic which 
terrified parents and 
staff, and cemented his 
commitment to saving 
lives through promoting 
immunisation  

I guess in theory, definitely. I guess in practice you 
still don't know what people are thinking… you 
know… “We all had measles as children… and I 
don't know what all the fuss is about”… that sort of 
thing. So, yes, I think there's many competing 
potential messages there. And there’s different 
ways of using facts. 
So people… travellers from overseas are bringing it. 
Well, backpackers are generally young people from 
overseas.  

International travel is 
increasing the likelihood 
of exposure to diseases 
like measles, which can 
then be brought back to 
Australia by travellers 
and cause outbreaks. 

So a substantial proportion of them would come 
from countries where the attitude to measles 
vaccination is not seen as that an important. So 
they'll have that background… and presumably 
many of them would have had measles naturally … 
and probably felt unwell for a couple of weeks but 
didn't think a lot of it… and then we've got 
Australian young people, who are going overseas to 
places where there may be measles. And it's an 
opportunity to remind them… the message is if 
you're thinking about traveling overseas then you 
need to see your doctor several weeks in advance 

Not all overseas 
countries have strong 
vaccination programs. 
 
 
Travellers need to 
prepare for the risks and 
ensure their vaccinations 
are up-to-date. 
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because there's actually many different things that 
you might need. And you go two weeks before you 
go at the latest. 
 

There's been a very clear understanding that we 
can't hide information about vaccine reactions. So 
that's been a very explicit journey in Australia 
about health agencies acknowledging and being 
upfront about the fact that vaccines aren't perfect. 
 

Vaccines aren’t perfect 
and clinicians must 
acknowledge that in the 
interest of promoting 
trust and transparency 
with parents. 

And so we were talking about trust at the 
beginning, so I've certainly incorporated into my 
practice and approach that we have to be very 
clear to people that we're not pretending that 
vaccines are perfectly safe and there's actually lots 
of websites that publish official information about 
adverse reactions. 
 

Part of earning the trust 
of vaccine hesitant 
parents lies in 
acknowledging that 
vaccination has risks. 

So I guess I'm sure you're aware that public health 
is its worst enemy… because as we solve problems 
they become unknown to people and vaccination is 
obviously a great example… but clean water and all 
sorts of things as well… 
 

Immunisation is its own 
worst enemy, because 
people don’t see 
suffering or deaths as 
often from preventable 
diseases among their 
own families and friends. 

And it's hard for doctors now because the younger 
doctors haven't seen measles at all ... it’s harder for 
them to counsel their patients if you haven't had 
that experience… 
 

Many younger doctors 
haven’t seen diseases 
like measles and find it 
harder to counsel people 
on the benefits of 
vaccination because they 
haven’t had those 
experiences first-hand. 

But I think there's a lot happening … but there 
needs to be a constant educational campaign and 
we have to be a bit more savvy about engaging the 
people that need a lot more convincing or 
motivation compared to others... 
 

Education about the 
benefits of immunisation 
must be ongoing. Public 
health professionals 
needs to be savvy about 
engaging and convincing 
those that are resistant 
to pro-immunisation 
messages. 
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Appendix 7 

Significant statements categorised into meaning units or themes  

 

 
Imperative to save lives  

o Motivated in PH by a wish to help others, minimise suffering, save 
lives 

o Two as doctors (paediatrician and epidemiologist) 
o Two as immunisation clinicians 
o One through PH background in HIV and AIDS, disability support 
o “Challenging but rewarding” * 
o Worked in PH for more than 30 years, “I’m the sort who sticks 

around” * 
o Wanted to improve the health of people, avert suffering “before it 

happens” * 
o “Before it happens” * 
o Take a proactive approach to protecting and promoting good health 

in others 
o Value of public health messaging, to save lives, save people and 

prevent or minimise children from suffering 
o Immunisation seen as part of a healthy life 

 

 

 
“Phenomenal potential” * of social media health messaging 

o Reach of SM – “phenomenal potential” to reach others with 
public health messaging 

o People are looking for clear information, and are going beyond 
traditional media outlets for their information  

o “Crafting messages is important” * 
o Speedy response to SM posts is critical and necessary 
o Momentum and credibility in SM is lost with a delayed response 
o Responses must be respectful, with no judgement, no aggression 
o Empathy is needed: vaccine hesitant parents are loving parents, 

concerned for their children’s safety and well-being 
o SM is a positive as well as a negative 
o SM provides exposure to anti-vaccination voices 
o It’s necessary to monitor what anti-vaxx voices are saying in 

online forums 
o Energy and resources should be directed at those that can be 

reached 
o It’s not a good idea to engage in confrontation and argument with 

anti-vaxxers, or give them “too much air” * 
o “Audiences are intelligent; they may not be educated, but they 

are intelligent” * 
o SM allows targeting of messaging, but messages can also be hard 

to distribute given the extent and fragmentation of online spaces 
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“Responses must be evidence-based” * 
o There is no “debate” on immunisation, the evidence of benefits 

cannot be denied 
o Messages must be engaging so people can connect 
o It’s necessary to understand the emotion of communication 
o It’s necessary to find the “right psychological moment” * to talk to 

vaccine hesitant parents 
o It’s necessary to engage with vaccine hesitant parents; engaging 

them and convincing them of the value of vaccination  
o It’s important to be scientific, not too emotional 
o A constructive, less polarised and less emotional public discussion 

is needed 
o Need to be upfront about the risks of immunisation, that some 

people and children will have negative reactions 
o It’s important not to exaggerate and give respectful answers to 

genuine questions, to be “allies” * with people in a conversation 
on immunisation 

o “Can’t be complacent” *  
o Herd immunity needs to be high to prevent outbreaks  
o 100,000 babies are born in this State every year and the goal is to 

immunise as many of them as possible. 
o Perspective is important and it is only approximately 2% of 

parents who refuse to immunise their children  
 

 
Immunisation is complex 

o Immunisation is not simple 
o Immunisation is emotive 
o The immunisation schedule in Australia is crowded and many shots 

are needed to be compliant 
o Need to address the convenience of immunisation 
o Complicated immunisation protocols 
o Time pressures for working parents in arranging appointments with 

GPs 
o Need for information kits or resources for midwives or nurse 

immunisers so they can confidently respond to vaccine hesitant 
parents. 

 

 
Reflecting on scepticism  

o SM has an “echo chamber effect”, and people go to sites which 
reinforce their existing beliefs 

o Parents who are anti-vaxx love their children and are frightened 
o It’s important to realise anti-vaxxers are distrustful of government 

and “Big Pharma” * 
o Immunisation will always be controversial and questioned within 

society 
o Immunisation “is its own worst enemy” *, people don’t see the 

frightening impacts of dangerous and preventable diseases;  
o “Younger doctors have never seen measles” *  

 

* Denotes In Vivo description 
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