news & views

Union University:

Students assist with PR following a devastating tornado

Jackson, Tenn.— Feb. 6 “Shock and ter-
ror filled the faces of Union University students
as they told their stories of the devastating tor-
nado that ripped through the Jackson, Tenn.,
campus Feb. 5. Miraculously no one was
killed.”— From a Union University news
release, written by journalism students.

By Chris Cobb

Even the best crisis planning 1s insuf-
ficient without spur-of-the-moment cre-
ative thinking.

The tornado damaged an estimated
$40 million worth of Union University’s
campus — roughly three-quarters of the
school that is home to 3,300 students.

Given the destruction, to no surprise,
media from around the world descended
upon the campus.

In the midst of this media frenzy was a
PR department staffed by eight people.
The 500 media calls handled by Union’s
PR staffin the three days after the torna-
do, and the parallel clamor from families
for information about students, was any-
thing but routine.

“During the first 24 hours after the
storm, I got close to 300 phone calls and
used 700 cell phone minutes,” Tim
Ellsworth, Union’s director of news and
media relations, tells Tactics.““T was on the
phone for 11 hours, taking calls as they
came, but trying to be sensitive to dead-
lines. For the most part, I handled all the
media calls myself. It was overwhelming.
‘When I'look back,it’s just a blur.”

Union’s inundated PR team had two
overarching challenges:The storm dis-
abled the campus Web server, blocking
one potential avenue of efficient commu-
nication. But, more important, the univer-
sity needed to get its own SOS out. Union
was badly damaged and desperately need-
ed help. (Fifty-one students were injured.)

Out of necessity emerged a couple of
bright ideas: Create an emergency blog
hosted on an independent server and cor-
ral as many journalism students as possible
to help.

For Union, this proved the magic
communications formula to calm the
information chaos.

“I don’t know that you can plan fora

ducers at ABC’s“Good
Morning America.”

“We lost track of
where it all went,”he
says.“We didn’t even
know it was on
CBSNews.com until 10
days later.”

Ellsworth, a former
news reporter, says he is
“deeply grateful” for the
students’ work.

“I was so inundated
with media requests [
didn’t even have time to
think about putting out
our own news,” he says.

Even when the
university’s main Web
site was running again,
the blog still proved the

more efficient and ver-

Students survey the damage the morning after a tornado tore through the campus of Union University.

tornado that wipes out 70 percent of your
campus,” Ellsworth says.“Nobody pulled
out a manual to see what to do next. But
the blog was the single most important
communications tool we used.”

Katherine B. Chute, Ph.D., APR ,an
associate professor of communications arts
at the university, helped organize the mul-
timedia journalism student team to feed
material to the blog and to the outside
world via Baptist Press and UWIRE, a
cooperative college news service.

“What we knew from other settings
is that when a disaster hits, the media are
right there but when you're in the recov-
ery phase they tend to drift away, she says.
“By getting these multimedia stories out
— the video and still photography — we
would be able to puta face on the disaster
and, by seeing stories, people might also
respond to our financial needs. We raised
about $2 million in the first two weeks, so
it was pretty effective.”

Student aid

Chute, who teaches public relations at
Union and was previously an associate
vice president for enrollment and univer-
sity communication, says the group of
eight or so journalism students relieved

the pressure on the PR staff.

“We used everyone we could get,”
she says.*“Some were basically beginners
and some were seniors and very adept.”

Chute’s husband, Michael, a journal-
ism professor, and Jim Veneman, an assis-
tant professor of photojournalism, rallied
the student help. It was a unique learning
experience, says 22-year-old journalism
student Brian Burns who had emerged
with other seniors from the safety of win-
dowless basement bathrooms to witness
the devastation.

“I'm used to deadlines and due dates,
but this was all about now;” he says.

Burns and his fellow students got an
education in crisis communications that
no classroom lecture could have taught.
They worked long hours and weekends
for a solid two weeks, interviewing stu-
dents and faculty and covering post-tor-
nado events on campus.They gathered
news, edited day and night,and fed the
university’s emergency blog, which had
quickly become the primary communica-
tions tool.

Burns and his fellow students also
found themselves thrust into the main-
stream — having their work posted on
CBSNews.com and chatting with pro-

satile method of com-
municating, he adds.

“There was so much information
and the blog was much more conducive
to communicating that information than
the main Web site,” Ellsworth says.
“Students, parents and media were all
reading it.”

Reporters stuck around campus for a
week after the tornado but, more than a
month later, Ellsworth was still handling
storm-related media questions.

He hesitates, more than six weeks
after the tornado, when asked what les-
sons he learned from the crisis.

“I’'m not sure I've had time to think
long enough about that,” he says.“But we
did learn the value of having an official
communications tool not tied to the
main server so you can communicate in a
time of crisis.” @)

Editor’ note: Past and present
Union University tornado stories are at
wiww.uu.edu/stories and wiww.uurecovery.cont.
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