US DISASTER PROGRAM

How To: Using Social Media When
Phones and E-Mail Fail
Disaster Response: Follow in Their Footsteps

CASE STUDY
When Yvonne Cassidy set up the social media program for Holy
Apostles Soup Kitchen in New York City, she envisioned using it
as a tool for fundraising, for increasing the ministry’s volunteers
and supporters and for getting the word out about the 30-yearold ministry.
She didn’t think of it as a disaster response tool.
But after Hurricane Sandy hit the East Coast on October 29,
2012, Facebook and Twitter became the main means for
the soup kitchen to communicate with its volunteers, other
agencies and the community, said Cassidy, the soup kitchen’s
development director.
Holy Apostles Soup Kitchen is an outreach of The Church of the
Holy Apostles, an Episcopal parish in the Chelsea neighborhood
of Manhattan. It serves between 1,000 and 1,200 hot meals
every day, Monday through Friday. The day after the hurricane,
staff and volunteers were busily making items that could be
prepared without electricity. Meanwhile, the demand swelled to
about 2,000 a day.
Then Holy Apostles began to run out of food. So Cassidy put
out an appeal for sandwiches on the soup kitchen’s Facebook
page. It yielded a flood of donations that not only kept the soup
kitchen afloat while the power was out, but provided food for
other nearby programs as well.
“If we ever wondered if those people in social media land were
real people, they absolutely were real people with real kitchens,”
Cassidy said. And they were hungry for a simple and effective
way to respond to the disaster.
Cassidy offers the following insights for mobilizing a social
media network after a disaster:

START BUILDING A SOCIAL MEDIA COMMUNITY NOW
“Social media is only as effective as the people in the social
media community,” Cassidy said. “Building a community in the
first place is the key to the whole thing.” Facebook is free, and
it’s simple to set up a page for your congregation or outreach.
Encourage members and volunteers who have Facebook to “like”
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it. That means they will receive any updates you put on the page.
To maintain a useful Facebook page, you don’t have to post
information all the time, Cassidy said. “Just put up what’s relevant. Be driven by what you have to say.” She generally uses
Holy Apostles’ Facebook page to tell people about the food they
serve, to provide information about volunteering and to share
stories about the people who use their services.

AFTER A DISASTER, GET THE WORD OUT
Holy Apostles’ Facebook page wasn’t quite a year old when
Hurricane Sandy hit, Cassidy said. It had about 1,500 fans
at that time. While she didn’t know exactly who they were or
whether they were local, she said she took a chance and posted
the need for donated sandwiches, and she provided her cell
phone number for people who had questions. While posting a
personal number isn’t recommended for social media, in this
situation she knew there would be few avenues available for
people to call and ask direct questions. “Literally my phone
was ringing all day,” she said. She was able to post updated
messages based on people’s questions.

TIPS FROM THE OFFICE OF
COMMUNICATION
“Social Media and The Episcopal
Church”, a white paper by the
Episcopal Church Office of
Communication, offers these six best
practices on social media strategy:
KNOW THYSELF: Make sure your
web site and other media reflect who
you are as a parish.
MAKE YOUR WEB SITE THE CROWN
JEWEL OF YOUR STRATEGY: Fill
it with information that would
especially appeal to newcomers.
Update it constantly.
MAKE IT A TWO-WAY
CONVERSATION: Give people
ways to respond by providing email
addresses and feedback forms.

KEEP REQUESTS CLEAR AND SIMPLE

PUT SOMEONE IN CHARGE OF YOUR
ONLINE STRATEGY: Write a job
description and tap a few volunteers
who are skilled at managing social
media.

The request for sandwiches, with clear instructions and images
of what the soup kitchen did and didn’t want, helped ensure that
it received what it needed. Cassidy said she made sure people
knew not to send in their leftover Halloween candy in order to
keep the meals healthy. But the soup kitchen did welcome the
desserts and healthy snacks that contributors added to their
donations of food.

DON’T REINVENT THE WHEEL:
Research products that already exist
before building your own.

Additionally, the Facebook posts allowed other service
organizations to contact the soup kitchen and coordinate needs.

ASK PEOPLE TO “SHARE”
Cassidy asked Facebook fans and Twitter followers to share the
information about the need for sandwiches with their networks.
Sometimes people need to be reminded to do that, she said. “As
a byproduct, we got a real surge in our likes and our followers,”
she said. “We have about 3,000 (fans) now, a few hundred of
whom came from that experience.”
That means that the number of people who are aware of and
supporting Holy Apostles Soup Kitchen continues to grow long
after the need for home-made sandwiches has passed. And should
another disaster strike, even more people will know how to help.
You can follow Holy Apostles Soup Kitchen on Facebook at
www.facebook.com/holyapostlessoupkitchen and on Twitter at
#HolyApostlesNYC.
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DON’T BE TOO CONTROLLING:
Provide guidelines for webpage
etiquette, but don’t censor those who
merely disagree.

The white paper can be downloaded
from http://episcopal.ekklesia360.
com/white-paper/

ADDITIONALRESOURCES
 or more information on similar
F
topics see the following online
resources at www.episcopalrelief.
org/resourcelibrary
• Making Sandwiches by Candlelight
After a Hurricane
• How To: Adapting A Parish Soup
Kitchen After a Disaster
• Setting up Communications During
Disasters
• For more information on the US
Disaster Program visit:
• www.episcopalrelief.org/usdisaster

