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It’s a good time to dust off your communications plan.

Given the round-the-clock realities of modern newsgathering, and the 
incessant tweeting and nattering of social media outlets, modern power 
providers have to ensure that their communications operations not only are 
responsive to continuous demands, but are equipped to weather a crisis. 

“During an event or emergency, we used to gear our messaging for the 
news cycle — providing updates for the morning news, at noon and at five,” 
recalls Steve Corson, an external communications specialist with Por tland 
General Electric (PGE). “That no longer applies; today it’s continuous.” 

Corson said that PGE, which supplies 840,000 customers in Oregon’s nor thern 
Willamette Valley and metropolitan Por tland, enjoys a bit of a natural advantage 
planning for events such as weather outages. “We experience ‘normal disaster’ 
events such as wind or rain storms that come through almost every year,” 
he said. “We prepare and mobilize for those events as we would for a larger 
disaster. It keeps us mindful and prepared for mobilizing our resources.” 

“Whether it’s wind, ice storms, a manmade incident or the oft-discussed 
Cascadia subduction zone ear thquake, we want to be as prepared 
as possible.” Corson added that PGE’s risk management, business 
continuity and communications effor ts now incorporate customer, 
news media and general public outreach on social media. 

BASIC PLAN COMPONENTS
In a traditional emergency communications plan, a company: 

 Specifies roles and launches quickly.

 Briefs senior management on the situation.

 Identifies and briefs the company spokesperson of the situation.

 Prepares and issues company statements to the media and other organizations.

 Organizes and facilitates broadcast media coverage.

 Communicates situation information and procedural 
instructions to employees and other stakeholders.

 Communicates with employee families and the local community.

 Continually adapts to changing events associated with the emergency.

Today, we add a new, key function:

 Creates messages for social media platforms, such as 
Twitter, Facebook and the company website. It continually 
updates those messages and responds to inquiries.

AUDIENCES
What’s different in today’s emergency communications is 
the number of audiences and message platforms. 

GUEST COLUMN // SOCIAL MEDIA

“When we talk audiences, we actually 
need to interact with just about 
everyone in our service area, even for 
routine outage events,” Corson said. 

In a risk communications plan, 
these audiences include:

 Customers

 Those impacted by the 
incident and their families

 Employees and their families

 News media

 Community — especially 
neighbors living in or near 
an impacted area

 Company management, 
directors and investors

 Elected officials, regulators and 
other government authorities

 Suppliers

At PGE, its corporate communications 
shop manages the development 
of messages and materials for 
customers, employees, repor ters, 
social media and the general public. 

“With social media, audience 
expectations have evolved in terms of 
information frequency and interactive 
capability,” Corson said. “As time 
goes by, we’ll need to increase the 
integration of our social media into 
our customer contact operations 
for repor ting outages and where 
downed wires are located.”

MONITORING SOCIAL MEDIA
Social media continues to evolve 
and grow. As of the f irst quar ter of 
2015, Twitter averaged 236 million 
monthly active users, while Facebook 
totals 1.19 billion monthly users 
(728 million daily users). Therefore, 
it behooves every company to 

USING SOCIAL MEDIA IN 
RISK COMMUNICATIONS 
By Deston Nokes, Western Energy






