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Abstract

This paper builds on the relatively underexplored yet increasingly intriguing domain of
ignorance, a topic that is garnering interest within the academic community. Traditional
crisis management often relies on existing knowledge, creating a restricted view of crisis
nature and organizational reality. This approach can miss insights from recognizing and
understanding the unknown. This paper employs a mixed-methods approach comprising a
literature review, interviews, and a Security Café workshop to examine social media’s role
in sensemaking in different crisis stages (anticipating, responding, and recovering). The
paper’s findings highlight two main contributions: First, it redefines ignorance not just as
a void of information but as a pivotal element affecting decision-making during crises.
Strategic use of social media is presented as a means for public authorities to manage
ignorance by improving their sensemaking processes. This involves the active gathering,
verification, and dissemination of information, utilizing social media as a tool for early
warning and analysing public sentiment. Second, the paper illustrates how social media
serves as a dynamic platform for building trust, fostering public engagement, and
combating misinformation before, during, and after a crisis, thereby enhancing public
authorities’ capacity to respond to rapidly evolving situations. The paper concludes by
advocating a proactive stance in managing ignorance through social media, emphasizing
the importance of strategic communication planning, fostering public trust, and
collaborative knowledge creation to anticipate and respond to crises effectively.
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1 Introduction

Crises necessarily involve limited access to (e.g., Garnett & Kouzmin 2007; Boin et al.
2017, Comfort 2022) and an abundance of false or misleading information (e.g., Bawden
& Robinson 2009; Vosoughi et al. 2018; Hannah et al., 2023). Ignorance, therefore,
becomes a key challenge in such situations, encompassing not only a lack of knowledge
but also a limited understanding of the implications of known and unknown factors. The
persistence of ignorance, despite the rapid advancements in information technology,
presents a paradox: while access to information has never been easier, distinguishing
relevant knowledge from the overwhelming flow of data has become more difficult. This
paper explores the role of ignorance in the crisis response context. It focuses on how public
authorities can use social media to confront ignorance and improve their sensemaking
abilities.

The paper builds on the relatively underexplored yet intriguing domain of ignorance, a
topic that is garnering growing interest within the academic community (Shaefer 2019,
Scharzkopf 2020, Essén et al. 2022, Alvesson et al. 2022, Jalonen 2023). This exploration
is particularly relevant given that the crisis management literature emphasizes the
organization’s ability to acquire existing knowledge or to generate new knowledge (e.g.,
Wang & Belardo 2009; Anand et al. 2023), which can lead to a restricted view of the nature
of a crisis and the organizational reality. By examining ignorance, this paper aims to expand
our understanding of sensemaking in crises, emphasizing the significance of recognizing
both what is known and what is not. Employing a mixed-methods approach comprising a
literature review, interviews, and a workshop, this paper details social media’s role in
sensemaking in different crisis stages.

The article makes two main contributions. First, it advances the understanding of
ignorance not merely as a lack of information but as a critical component that influences
decision-making in times of crisis. By examining how ignorance can be managed and
mitigated through the strategic use of social media, the study sheds light on the nuanced
ways in which public authorities can enhance their sensemaking abilities. Second, the paper
demonstrates the multifaceted role of social media, highlighting its utility in gathering,
verifying, and disseminating information, and serving as a sensor network for early
warnings and public sentiment analysis. The findings offer practical insights for public
authorities on leveraging social media to navigate the complex information landscape of
crises, enhancing their ability to respond to rapidly changing situations and information

gaps.
2 Theoretical framework
2.1 The intertwining of sensemaking and ignorance

Sensemaking refers to the process of creating meaning from information and

experiences. It involves understanding a situation or circumstance in such a way that the
understanding can form the basis for action or knowledge (Weick 1995). Sensemaking



conventionalizes unfamiliar phenomena, allowing individuals and groups to relate the new
phenomena to familiar bodies of knowledge. For example, Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010)
depict sensemaking as a process of social construction that occurs when discrepant cues
interrupt individuals’ ongoing activities and involve the retrospective development of
plausible meanings that rationalize what people are doing. Institutions are also perceived
as entities with a high degree of shared meanings derived from sources and activities of
sensemaking (Scott 1995).

Ignoring has received significantly less attention in research than knowing, which is
both regrettable and perplexing. That oversight is perplexing given the likelihood that the
former is more prevalent than the latter and regrettable because understanding ignoring
could offer new insights into the challenges and opportunities of knowing. Focusing solely
on what makes sense offers a limited view of organizational reality, whereas considering
ignorance can uncover entirely new dimensions of it.

Sensemaking and ignorance are often inseparable, particularly in the context of crises.
High levels of ignorance lead to problems in sensemaking, and conversely, issues with
sensemaking can exacerbate ignorance. Ignorance can take several forms, such as
defensive, designed, contingent, and emergent (Jalonen 2023). Defensive ignorance, where
individuals use ignorance as a shield against uncomfortable truths to maintain a cognitive
comfort zone, and designed ignorance, where ignorance is strategically used to advance
personal or organizational agendas, reflect intentional approaches to managing knowledge
and information. Contingent ignorance arises unintentionally due to limitations in
knowledge or cognitive capacity, often leading to cautious behaviour. Emergent ignorance,
characterized by complex interdependencies and uncontrollable dynamics, poses
significant challenges in crises due to its expansive and unmanageable nature.

Failing to grasp the causes and various forms of ignorance may result in crises leading
to phenomena antithetical to sensemaking. This can manifest as “organizational
dischronization”, which denotes a departure from the ideal of shared or synchronized
meanings within an organization, characterized by divergent understandings and a lack of
clarification (Alvesson & Jonsson 2022). Alternatively, it may lead to sense-giving and
sense-breaking, where sense-giving involves efforts to shape others’ perceptions of a
situation, while sense-breaking signifies a pivot in orientation when new, contradictory
information disrupts existing interpretations (Mirbabaie et al. 2020).

Crises are instances where sensemaking is both critical and challenging to achieve
(Christianson & Barton 2021). Social media has been identified as a significant
communication channel during crises (Eriksson 2015) and as a source of sensemaking
arising from the dissemination of information (Mirbabaie & Zapatka 2017). For this reason,
we connect the phenomena of sensemaking and ignorance to the context of social media.

2.2 Social media as an arena for interaction in times of crises
Social media is a platform characterized by interaction and agility (Brynielsson et al.

2018) and the diversity and multichannel nature of shared information (Reuter et al. 2018).
Like other channels that convey information, social media does not operate in a vacuum



but overlaps with other media and ways of transmitting information. That characteristic
also presents challenges in terms of reliability, quantity, and usability of information.

Social media is useful because it allows access to voices not usually heard and also
facilitates observing people’s actions, thinking, and behaviour and learning from them
(Alexander 2014). Both characteristics make social media a beneficial environment for
communication and knowledge transfer in times of crisis.

Social media has different roles and functions at different stages of a crisis, meaning
the time before, during and after the crisis. Before the crisis, indications for the use of social
media include building a knowledge base, motivating preparedness, and communicating
and warning about threats (Houston et al. 2014; Eckert et al. 2018). In addition, social
media can be used to probe the information and attitude environment and thus identify
emerging phenomena in advance of their appearance (Huang & Xiao 2015). Social media
enables reciprocal communication, which strengthens the building of trust between
authorities and citizens, for example (Eckert et al. 2018). Trust, in contrast, reduces the
propensity to believe false information (Torpan et al. 2021) and, on the other hand, boosts
faith in instructions given by authorities. Trust requires long-term work and anticipation,
which means that relationships and connections — including those formed on social media
— must be built before a crisis occurs (Busa et al. 2015; Jayasekara 2019).

During a crisis, the strength of social media is that it enables multi-directional
communication in real time. In a crisis, social media serves not only as a tool for internal
coordination but also as a channel for sharing situational information and communicating
ongoing activities (Alexander 2014; Kankanamge et al. 2020; Abedin et al. 2014;
Pourebrahim et al. 2019). Those applications can reduce the uncertainty inevitably
associated with crises and support shared meaningfulness (Appleby-Arnold et al. 2019;
Jayasekara 2019). In the acute phase, communication should be both accessible and
understandable. Crises challenge cognition (the ability to receive, understand and
internalize the information received), so it is important to identify which information is
essential and how it should be presented (Cheng et al. 2020; Busa et al. 2015). In the acute
phase, in particular, operations are challenged by the gap between information needs and
available information (Abedin et al. 2014; Bui 2019), which also creates fertile ground for
false information. Another challenge is information overload, which has the potential to
drown essential information (Arora 2022; Karanasius et al. 2019).

After the crisis, social media plays a role, especially as a channeler of coordination and
feedback on aftercare measures (Chatfield et al. 2014). Social media provides information
on where help is needed and the measures that could aid recovery from the crisis (Houston
et al. 2014). In addition, social media can provide a low-threshold contact channel through
which to convey information on operational progress during a crisis and thus collate key
lessons on crisis management. Social media discussions can also be monitored to identify
reactions and attitudes to the measures taken (Akbar et al. 2021). The period after the crisis
is also an opportune time to create an impression of presence and community, which
increases both trust and faith in the future.



3 Data and methods

Employing a mixed-methods approach comprising a literature review, interviews, and
a Security Café workshop, this paper details social media’s role in the interplay of
sensemaking and ignorance at different stages of a crisis. The literature review aimed to
produce a comprehensive view of how social media can be utilized in support of official
communications and data collection in crisis situations. The data consist of peer-reviewed
studies collected through a database search and grey literature, such as studies and reports
commissioned by the authorities. The preliminary understanding formed through the
literature review was deepened with expert interviews (n=22). The interviews drew on
incidents that occurred over the preceding few years (the coronavirus pandemic, a forest
fire, and a stabbing incident), which illustrated the temporal, spatial and responsibility
variability of crises. In the third data collection phase, experts (n=19) whose duties
encompassed crisis communication were invited to participate in a Safety Café workshop
facilitated to discuss the challenges and opportunities related to the use of social media in
crises.

The data were analysed in a dialogue between theory and empiricism. Accordingly, the
underlying framework of the analysis was built on the understanding of the temporal
dimension of crises. The data reveal the interconnected nature of social media and
ignorance and how it appears at different stages of crises in the three cases studied.
Therefore, the analysis is an abductive form (see e.g. Aliseda 2006). Observations related
to the stages of the crisis were extracted from the data. Those observations formed their
own entities, and from those, we identified subcategories delimiting the interconnection of
ignorance and sensemaking in the context of social media.

4 Results

The results of our study show that social media plays different roles in framing
sensemaking and ignorance at different stages of a crisis. At its best, social media is a
channel that supports sharing information, relaying decisions, answering questions, and
providing feedback. Social media has the potential to increase two-way interaction that
produces an understanding of the activities, knowledge, and information needs of different
parties. These activities support the reduction of ignorance in various ways. It is also
possible for social media to increase ignorance, especially by creating information overload
or noise that drowns out relevant information, providing a platform for spreading false
information, increasing informational contradictions, or inciting feuds involving different
points of view.

4.1 Anticipating a crisis
Prior to a crisis manifesting, the emphasis might be on communication planning,

informing of responsibilities, and building and maintaining interactive relationships. Social
media can be used to remind people of the desired ways of acting in crises, which increases



citizens’ confidence in their ability to act and thus reduces ignorance of the options
available.

Planning of communication refers to the selection of channels, the perception of target
groups and the building of cooperation between authorities. Creating networks and
connections in social media in advance and before crises creates opportunities to build a
common understanding. Doing so also expunges ignorance, for example, about who to
contact during a crisis or where information can be obtained (Chatfield & Reddick 2018).
At the same time, actors can form an understanding of the audience and its preferred social
media platforms and manner of engagement.

One of the uses of social media is crowdsourcing; that is, user-centred problem-solving
(Harrison & Johnson 2019; Arora 2022) to establish sensemaking by creating common
understanding, forming meanings, and seeking solutions. The opportunity for participation
created by crowdsourcing can increase commitment to preparedness measures and reduce
ignorance.

4.2 Responding to a crisis

Sensemaking is constructed by sharing information (e.g. Pentina & Tarafdar 2014).
Social media can be used to share situational information, reduce uncertainty related to
crises, and support joint meaningfulness of the situation and problem-solving (Appleby-
Arnold et al. 2019; Jayasekara 2019.) Sharing situational awareness can also serve as a
warning and instructive communication that increases awareness of potential risks and the
coping measures required for them (Alexander 2014; Elsamni 2018). Social media creates
opportunities for coordination between authorities and building a common understanding
of the situation with citizens. At the same time, social media enables citizens to be involved
in crisis management. Public authorities can request help, information, or feedback through
social media, which can help them better understand and respond to the impact of the crisis.
In addition, following citizens’ dialogue can identify issues in crises that the authorities
would not otherwise discover.

The early stages of crises are an opportune time to spread misinformation owing to the
gap between the growing need for information and the lack of information resulting from
the situation (Abedin et al. 2014; Bui 2019). It is important to note that if an authority does
not fill the information void, another party will. Social media enables active information
sharing and agile correction of incorrect information. It can therefore serve as a channel for
correcting ignorance caused by both the lack of information and misinformation. The rapid
flow of information catalyses the process of obtaining help but also means that initial
observations and information are inevitably incomplete. Not acknowledging ignorance can
be problematic if the inadequacy of initial observations is not recognized and incomplete
information is interpreted as accurately reflecting the big picture.



4.3 Recovering from a crisis

The aim of post-crisis communication is to build and strengthen trust in society. Doing
so requires open interaction and addressing difficult issues. Open communication, even on
negative issues, inspires trust in the audience. The sense of security is strengthened by open
and truth-based communication, including the communication of ignorance and
shortcomings. An authority that actively communicates on social media and shares
situational information can increase citizens’ sense of security. The means of
communication and empathetic encounters also have their place, especially in
communication that supports post-crisis recovery.

Following a crisis, there is an opportunity to learn and renew. Analysing social media
discussions and creating feedback channels can provide valuable information on the public
reaction to official actions and areas of development identified in operations and
communications, for example.

5 Conclusions

This paper has demonstrated that dealing with a crisis is metaphorically akin to dancing
with ignorance. The paper argues for the inseparability of managing ignorance and
knowledge in crisis management. Effective crisis navigation involves applying existing
knowledge, identifying and addressing non-knowledge areas, making ignorance
management a continuous part of sensemaking and something critical to evolving crisis
response mechanisms. Public authorities can enhance their sensemaking abilities by
deploying social media before, during, and after a crisis. The paper presents three
conclusions.

First, by leveraging social media for strategic communication planning, fostering public
trust, and ensuring wide-reaching accessibility, public authorities can actively ameliorate
ignorance before a crisis unfolds. This proactive approach is integral to ignorance as it
involves disseminating crucial information and also engaging with the public to
collaboratively construct a knowledge base. Such engagement aids in identifying gaps in
understanding and potential areas of misinformation or lack of awareness. By addressing
these gaps pre-emptively, authorities can significantly enhance crisis anticipation, and early
response and information capabilities among citizens.

Second, during a crisis, social media utilization transcends mere communication and
evolves into a crucial component of dealing with ignorance. This progression is pivotal in
addressing the unknowns and uncertainties inherent to a crisis. By establishing cooperative
networks via social media, authorities actively manage ignorance by collating and
interpreting diverse information, an action that is critical to ensure accurate situational
awareness. Distinguishing reliable information from misinformation and disinformation is
key to reducing the unknown and delivering an effective crisis response. The self-correcting
nature of social media helps identify and quash false information.

Third, in the post-crisis phase, which focuses on fostering community resilience and
trust, public authorities can use social media to expose areas of ignorance, such as



misconceptions, gaps in knowledge, or unaddressed community concerns that may have
surfaced during the crisis. That reflective process permits authorities to both assimilate
lessons from recent crises and identify unknowns or areas of incomplete understanding.
Managing these aspects of ignorance is instrumental in refining future crisis response
strategies and policies. Doing so enables authorities to anticipate potential challenges,
prepare effective communication strategies, and adopt proactive crisis management
measures.

Every study opens new research avenues. Future research could explore how public
authorities use social media to navigate the intertwined dynamics of sensemaking and
ignorance during crises. Such research could also use specific case studies to uncover how
sense-giving, sense-breaking, and the management of different types of ignorance influence
public perception and response in crises. Another research avenue might be to investigate
how organizations’ sensemaking processes are affected by various forms of ignorance
during crises. Such research might aim to understand how defensive, designed, contingent,
and emergent ignorance impact the creation of shared meanings and decision-making in
crises. Studying the role of social media in bolstering information resilience that helps
people act in the uncertainty of a crisis (Rantaméki et al. 2023; Rantaméki 2024) could
unveil the connections between social media, crises, and the framing of ignorance.
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