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ABSTRACT

In times of crisis, such as wars or natural calamities, a government’s communication strategy is an important asset as it reassures the
citizens and builds resilience. This paper explored how the Government of Kenya (GoK) through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MOFA), used Twitter as a method of engagement to engage citizens during the Sudan crisis inside of the crisis communication
setting. The study sought to establish key issues raised during the crisis, the nature of communication between key crisis publics, the
tone used, and the dilemmas experienced by key publics during the interaction. The interactions are confined to only those on the
@ForeignOfficeKe Twitter page since the beginning of the Sudan crisis on 15" April for two weeks. Government officials, Crisis
publics (Sudan Crisis), and MOFA were the focus of the study. The study used quantitative content analysis to examine how citizens
and authorities interacted during the Sudan crisis. All the 18 Twitter messages and the 112 comments made during the study period
were picked for analysis. Situational crisis communication theory was used to provide direction. The analysis found that the
government's primary message focused on the spread of information about the authorities and their actions, the sequence of events
leading to the crisis, and directions of what those caught in the crisis should do and rescue plans. The overall crisis public's tone was
negative with most of the messages being criticism of the government and its actions. The study further established that active two-way
participation between authorities and the crisis public was lacking. As the talks were taking place, the active crisis public provided
information, asked and answered questions, and voiced their thoughts. The paper also brought out bottlenecks that are likely to
frustrate effective and efficient communication during the crisis. These include rigidity of government authorities in terms of taking
timely and appropriate measures, providing quality information, and disparity of knowledge. This study has shown that crisis publics
are a resource that can be used by the government to identify the information needs of the public. This, therefore, calls for the
government to establish two-way communication on their social media pages to ensure that the crisis public needs are met.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Conflict erupted in Sudan on 15th April 2023. As the fighting
escalated, Kenyans in Sudan were looking to get timely
information. Communication is a necessary process of
coordination of crisis logistics; in light of the Sudan crisis,
those organizing the evacuation logistics needed to clearly and
consistently communicate with those caught up in the conflict.

give rise to dialogue and inform citizens more rapidly and
effectively.

In the context of crisis communication, McCorkindale and
DiStaso (2013) argue that social media platforms are
important because they act as a space where crises can be
discussed publicly. This is in agreement with Coombs and
Holladay's (2014) assertion that "Social media allow more
actors to become ‘involved' in the crisis as crisis

Communication is a key element in any crisis. When a ! ; ) _
communicators." Because social media provides a current and

conflict occurs, individuals need timely and consistent

information to make informed decisions amidst the chaos to
ensure their safety. There are many ways in which
communication can be affected. The traditional means
including print and broadcast media have been used in various
crises. However, with the advent of technology, the social
media platform has presented new and varied opportunities in
crisis communication.

Social networking has provided avenues for easy exchange of
information between citizens. At the tap of a mobile phone or
computer, community members may communicate with one
another. Social media thus offers real-time opportunities for
communication engagement, which is one of the essential
elements in dealing with crises. Brunette and Fussell (2015)
argue that the public prefers to look for information on
Facebook because it is timely, compared to other forms of
media. In this sense, it agrees with Utz et al., (2013) who
argued that the use of Social Media in times of crisis could

unrestricted line of communication, most citizens seek to use
it during a crisis (Procopio & Procopio, 2007).

The Kenya Government has recognized the vital role that
Social Media sites play in their engagement with citizens and
is therefore making use of them to disseminate information.
For example, Facebook and Twitter pages are used by the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Diasporas to communicate
information. Austin, Liu, and Jin (2012) argued that Twitter
and Facebook are always getting the most attention among
social media tools. Limited research has been carried out on
the use of Social Media for crisis resolution by emerging
countries, Kenya included.

The use of social media by the Kenya Government as a tool
for reaching its citizens in times of crisis should thus be
explored. This paper specifically examines how the
government used its foreign and diaspora affairs Twitter
handle to convey information related to the Sudan crises in
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April 2023. The response of the public to the messages
communicated during the crisis has also been examined, as
well as the reactions of those affected directly or indirectly by
the crisis. Effective communication during crises can be
achieved when the government and citizens are actively
involved. It is precisely for this reason that citizens have a
right to express their concerns and, take part in discussions.
The government, on its part, is in a position to provide
relevant and timely information, make clarifications where
need be and address the concerns of citizens.

This paper seeks to find out how the government through its
mouthpiece, the Ministry of Foreign and diaspora affairs'
Twitter page engaged with the crisis public (those affected
and those interested in the crisis) in the context of crisis
communication. It analyses the information disseminated by
the government in the wake of the crises, such as the
casualties, people affected, the actions to be taken by those
affected, what the government was doing to deal with the
crises, and how the government was engaging with the crisis
public on the page.

Objectives

i To find out the nature of information regarding the
Sudan crisis that was disseminated by the
government through their @ForeignOfficeKe page.

ii. To establish the nature of engagement evident on
the @ForeignOfficeKe page regarding the Sudan
crisis.

iii. To find out the tone portrayed by crisis publics in
their engagements

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Crisis Communication

There is currently a rise in empirical study on risk and crisis
communication across a wide range of contemporary and
pertinent issues, which encompasses “infectious diseases,
public health interventions, disasters, terrorism, environmental
issues, and misdeeds by organizations and their leaders" (Liu,
2019, p. 8). Although the breadth of crisis communication has
expanded its spectrum, there are still limitations to its use in
the social media era. As a result, in the new media
dispensation and as the world's technological order advances
(Castells, 2013), responsive participation of authorities and
individuals can aid in effective crisis communication.

Furthermore, during pandemics or epidemics, the internet
enables citizens to use social media to seek and share crisis
information (Lee & Jin, 2019). Previous research has found
that due to the timely nature of communication messages and
user posts, the public is more likely to seek information via
social media rather than conventional media (Brummette &
Fussell, 2015; Utz et al., 2013).

The public has become the crucial player who desires to be
active, usually during a period of emergency, as well as a
platform for citizens to question authorities' decisions (Palttala
& Vos, 60 ANSAH 2011). This is owing to the timeliness and
convenience of access to user comments. Previous researchers
stated that social media expands organizations' and
governments' informational capacity to inform and educate
the public during a crisis. As a result, authorities should
frequently monitor social media to help in communication
during crisis (Lin et al., 2016).

The basic purpose of public institutions is to serve humanity
or the public (Bowden et al., 2016), which is also the main

purpose of crisis communication. Researchers Stewart and
Wilson (2015) encouraged authorities to “consider the need
for organizations to monitor and respond to contemporary
communication processes, and to develop communication
strategies. social media?? and a crisis management plan in the
event of a crisis” (p. 639).

Crisis communication also involves talking about hazards,
recovering, and learning from disasters (Palttala & Vos,
2011). It is important to identify citizens as actors in crisis
communication involving different subgroups with different
needs. This is crucial since it will help interactants
comprehend the crisis messages. A crisis affects the actors in
various ways for example, physically, socially, and
emotionally just to mention but a few therefore, authorities
should exercise caution when performing their crisis
communication functions.

2.2 social media, Crisis Communication, and Citizen
Engagement Tool.

The specific relationship between the people and the
government is a prerequisite for understanding the wishes,
views, and expectations of the public, enabling fruitful
engagement on social networks in the present time (Bowden
et al., 2016). crisis period. Public opinion is solicited
regarding interactive social media portfolios. (Diehl et al.,
2016).

Authorities should monitor people's comments on social
media to be aware of their organization's image in this public
space (Coombs & Holladay, 2014). In a study of citizens'
attitudes towards Facebook during various crises in New
Zealand and Australia in 2011, Taylor et al., (2012) found that
citizens use social media for a variety of reasons. The results
showed that some of the audience comments described events,
asked and answered questions, provided information, and
helped others find more facts. This is corroborated by
Mollema et al. (2015) who conducted a study of measles
outbreaks in the Netherlands on various social media
platforms. Their findings revealed that such platforms were
used to get information on key themes which included
information on outbreak, risk of infection or death
assumptions, beliefs, and roles of organizations.

Besides Facebook, Twitter has proven to be one of the most
widely used social media platforms as a crisis framework for
online communication during disasters. A previous study
looked at Twitter usage during the early days of Hurricane
Sandy in October 2012. The results suggest that Twitter is a
source of information about the crisis (Lachlan et al., 2014).
Research seems to agree that during a crisis, the public uses
Twitter to describe events by relaying official news and
sharing it.

Browns et al., (2012) further explored the use of Twitter
during the floods in South East Queensland in 2011 when the
public retweeted information with the hashtag #qldfloods,
increasing the reach of the crisis message. Therefore, there is
strong consistent evidence that the public is using social
media during the crisis to discuss the course of events (Austin
etal., 2012).

Some researchers have posited that sometimes online users
may attribute an issue either as positive or negative (Miller &
Kendall, 2018); so, there's a balance in the public's feelings or
the tone of the comments. Kang et al. (2019) reviewed tweets
about the Samsung Galaxy Note 7 explosion disaster in
Australia, South Korea, and the United States. The results
show that a negative tone prevails in tweets about the crisis
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(Kang et al., 2019). To support Kang et al., Atlani-Duault et
al. (2015) explored audience discussions in the comments
section of websites and TV channels in France and found
victimization from the crisis public. Thus, the way a given
piece of information is received determines the way the actors
in a crisis react towards authorities.

According to the Kenya Media Context Report 2022, most
Kenyans use social media as a source of information and
consider its impact both positive and negative. The survey
further revealed that more Kenyans approve of unrestricted
internet and social media access than government-mandated.
However, most people expect the authorities to limit the
spread of fake news and other misinformation. For this
reason, the report concludes that most Kenyans are likely to
believe misinformation on social media platforms.

A survey of public opinion about new vaccines on social
media showed that most of the comments were positive and
negative (Salathé & Khandelwa, 2011). Positive comments
are likely to encourage people to get vaccinated, while
negative comments can lead to less vaccine absorption thus
more people being left unprotected, leading to the possibility
of a pandemic outbreak or disease outbreak. Often, the
emotions that the public shares on social media influence how
the public perceives an issue (Kim et al., 2016). Thus, social
media provides a platform for the public to post positive or
negative comments supporting (Coombs & Holladay, 2014) or
disapproving of the organization's actions in times of crisis
(Pang et al. Events, 2014 ).

Bowden et al. (2016) stated that people's participation in
dialogue forums is positive and sometimes negative;
therefore, government agencies must regularly monitor and
engage in discussions with the public. One drawback of
government organizations and health authorities using social
media as a crisis management tool is their widespread
preference for one-way communication. For example, WHO
and CDC focused on one-way communication during the
2009 HIN1 pandemic (Biswas, 2013). On the contrary,
Biswas (2013) points out that Facebook enables more
interaction thanks to its participatory features.

The Internet, and especially social media platforms, has made
it "faster and easier to distribute information on the go, and
allowed individuals to stay in touch with many people,
communities and more diverse goals." (Theocharis et al.,
2015, p.204). This has changed the way users share crisis
communications on social media platforms (Miller & Kendall,
2018). Therefore, social networks are an important emergency
communication mechanism in various crises (Taylor et al.,
2012). Authorities use social media to disseminate
information and increase public participation in the
development.

2.3 Theoretical Framework

This article has borrowed ideas from Coombs's theory of
crisis communication. This theory argues that effective crisis
management depends on the strategy adopted, which in turn is
influenced by the type of crisis being handled (Coombs,
2014). One can only find an effective strategy when one
understands the situation. This theory requires a theoretical
link between crises and crisis response strategies and goes on
to make recommendations for the use of crisis response
strategies (Coombs, 2007, p.173). This study borrows from
one of eight crisis response strategies proposed by Coombs,
who argued in the chosen strategy “that providing information
and adjusting information may be sufficient when minimal

crisis liability (accidental crisis), no history of similar arrests,
and reputation for a pre-neutral or positive relationship (p.
.173)”. The Sudan crisis has little to do with the Kenyan
government's attribution thus this strategic choice. This study
analyzed how governments communicate during crises. Since
they are not directly responsible for crises, they must rely
heavily on an information strategy and tailor this information
to suit their stakeholders (referred to as the mentioned in this
paper as crisis publics).

3. METHOD

Content analysis was used to analyze public information on
foreign affairs and diaspora communities on the Kenyan
Twitter account. The information selected was limited to
those relating to the crisis in Sudan that broke out on April 14,
2023. The analysis phase began on the day war broke out in
Sudan on April 14 and was concluded at the end of that
month. This study examined communication on social media,
(specifically Twitter) between the Kenyan government and
citizens during the crisis in Sudan.

Data for the study was selected from the official Twitter page
of the Kenya Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). MOFA is
the official voice of the Government of Kenya. According to
the Kenya Media Context Report (2022), Twitter has a 34.4%
market share of Kenya's social media space. Therefore, this
study chose the official MOFA Twitter page to analyze the
online discussion between the Kenyan government and its
citizens during the Sudan crisis.

The study used quantitative content analysis to explore the
relationship between authorities and citizens during the Sudan
crisis. The first 2 weeks since Sudan experienced the crisis
were chosen as the period for this study because this is the
most critical period when there is a lot of anxiety. Twitter
posts include the president's address to the nation and
ministerial-urgency unit.

4. RESULTS

Crisis communication on social media between Kenyan
authorities and citizens came under scrutiny during the Sudan
crisis. The content of this study analyzed the main issues
addressed on Twitter, the nature of Kenyan citizens'
comments, the tone of their comments, the Kenyan
government, citizens' discussions on Twitter, and the
authority—citizen crisis communication.

From the study, there were 18 tweets and 112 messages
engaging on the tweets?? found on the selected page. The
tweets were mainly by the page? and retweets on the page
from senior government officials including the two Permanent
Secretaries and the Cabinet Secretary in the Ministry of
Foreign and Diaspora Affairs.

4.1 Nature of Government Communication

According to the study's findings, the government's
communications were information-focused. They mainly
disseminated information on what was happening in Sudan,
what the populace should do, where to find those in need of
assistance, evacuations that were carried out, the availability
of, and helplines the government's current efforts.63% of the
main comments in a total of 18 tweets and 112 retweets
discussed government actions. 15% represents discussions on
what was happening in Sudan. 9% was about discussion
regarding helplines. Comments on what ordinary people could
do received 7%.While locating the hot areas and initiating
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evacuation measures are responsible for 4% and 2%,
respectively.

4.2 Nature of Comments

The character of Kenyan residents'’ comments during
discussions of the Sudan issue was the subject of the second
study question. The statements indicated that they wanted to
offer knowledge on a variety of topics. On the other hand,
some citizens voiced their sentiments in the harshest possible
terms due to their displeasure with the course of events and
the acts of their leaders. Some criticized the government for
its lack of haste and sensitivity.

"Why is the government taking so long?" was a common
criticism of the Kenyan government's handling of the issue.
Others, however, defended the activities of the government,
making comments on social media like "We the good citizens
of this country know the government administration is
working, so keep on." Some people claimed that the events
surrounding the crisis were political.

4.3 Tonality

Viewers in crisis expressed various attitudes on MOFA's
Twitter platform when discussing the crisis in Sudan. Some
showed their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the
government's efforts in managing the situation. Most of the
comments have a negative tone (59.8%). This shows how
dissatisfied people are with the authorities' efforts to deal with
the crisis. Some of the negative comments are: "I am sad for
this country. We are still waiting for last-minute measures of
mitigation.”

Positive tone (23.2%) included comments that showed the
citizens’ satisfaction with regard to how the government
handled the crisis or comments that supported the
government's efforts, such as: "The good citizens of this
country know that the government headed by William Ruto is
working. All glory goes to God. God bless our president for
his good leadership." Neutral comments (17%) had no
positive or negative comments about the government or public
officials.

TONE OF CRISIS PUBLICS

Key
® positive
M negative

mneutral

Figure 4.1 shows the percentages of the tone of crisis publics during the Sudan crisis.

4.4 Authorities’ Participation in the Discussion

The government of Kenya and its officials have posted limited
comments under their Twitter posts by answering residents'
questions, providing clarifications, or engaging in discussions.
As a result, there is little active engagement on Twitter
between the government and the people in the crisis.
Moreover, the approach is limited to a two-way
communication in the sense that members of the audience
answered questions from fellow citizens and regularly
participated in discussions.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study leverages existing research on crisis
communication in the context of government-citizen
relationships. It has covered some of the key themes of the
crisis in Sudan and the discussions between the government
and the people of Kenya. The study also found that MOFA's
Twitter posts have an impact on the nature of comments
(Kang et al., 2019). Therefore, the next step is to poll public

opinion about the administration's crisis communication
efforts over different periods.

The use of these Twitter messages can have practical
implications during public crises at the national and global
levels. The results of this study show that it is, in fact,
imperative to establish a scientific-based system that
automatically schedules comments regarding the messages of
communication between the authorities and the people about
the crisis. This automated system will aid government
authorities to analyze and subsequently respond to large
volumes of messages because in some cases authorities do not
have the technical capacities to filter the large volumes of
comments posted on Twitter.

Furthermore, the automated system will help uncover
differences of opinion, sentiments, and issues of public
interest or comments on social networks and will help to
understand the characteristics of citizens. This study thus
argues that the main feature of Twitter in the context of crisis
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communication is the timely exchange of messages and the
promotion of association, which acts as a means of first-aid
communication in the early stages of a crisis.

The discussion on MOFA's Twitter platform is a good sign
that those who understand the function of social networks in
times of crisis and are active in crisis communication (Kang et
al., 2019) are not just looking for information but also
discussing among themselves (Diehl et al., 2016). Due to the
uncertainty and threats posed by the Sudan crisis, the public
sought information about the events by asking questions. As a
result, some citizens have become information brokers (Palen,
2008, p. 78) or the Sudan Crisis Information Center on the
MOFA's Twitter page.

Some members of the public have contributed to these centers
by providing feedback and advice, expressing strong opinions,
and providing information by posting comments on Twitter.
The crisis communication chat system has enabled the public
to receive updates on the Sudan crisis from a wide variety of
audiences in various locations and has made its information
presence user-generated. It has also led to an increase in
informal messages from strangers and raised concerns about
the accuracy and reliability of news on the Sudan crisis.

MOFA's Twitter platform provided an opportunity for some
members of the public to express their strong dissatisfaction
with the government's handling of the crisis in Sudan.
Therefore, since Twitter provides two-way communication,
this study suggests that future studies of the crisis in Sudan
will facilitate authoritative crisis communication between the
government and the government. rights and people in
disasters. The crisis communication framework and citizen
interaction on social networks used in this study have many
implications for practice and research.

From a pragmatic perspective, this study demonstrates
important ways that governments can use Twitter to inform,
engage with citizens, and improve crisis communication
operations in times of crisis. In addition, as explained in this
study, differences such as citizen responses provide
opportunities for further technical development of crisis
communication  practices and  improved  two-way
communication during crises. While it takes real effort to fully
embed effective crisis communications into Twitter and other
social media platforms, potential audience opportunities
validate the venture.

Another point of comparison for this study is the tone of
people's responses. In this regard, the results elucidated that
both positive and neutral emotions were evident, but the
negative tone was the most significant. The positive
comments show the Kenyan government's management
approaches to the crisis in Sudan, as some support its handling
of the crisis. The negative comments indicate a failure of the
Kenyan government's approach to crisis communication, with
individuals reacting negatively online. The neutral responses
do not contain positive or negative sentiments but mainly
advise people to follow the regulations put forth by the
Kenyan government and other authorities to monitor the
situation.

The diversity in tone of comments suggests that Kenyan
authorities need to take into account different types of public
attitudes in their crisis communication efforts to increase
public participation in a crisis. To specifically improve the
State Department's crisis communication, authorities should

monitor the different nuances of public comments, and assess
how individuals respond to announcements. Crisis on Twitter
and familiarize themselves with their responses to them.

This study shows that Twitter can verify differences in
citizens' attitudes, the usefulness of encoding positive,
negative, and neutral comments for comparative reasons, and
the importance of those comments. Comprehension of the
issues at hand is made possible by comparing comments with
different tones. The results show that positive, negative, and
neutral feedback is imperative to the Kenyan government's
crisis communication efforts. Therefore, further studies are
needed to develop the exploratory and practical meanings of
audience attitude or tone to two-way crisis communication.

The results showed that the Kenyan government did not
actively engage in discussions with the people on their Twitter
platform during the crisis since they often used limited one-
way communication. Therefore, public comments and
questions should not be regarded as an indicator of public
participation in decision-making on pandemic management.
The Kenyan government's method of crisis communication
during the crisis in Sudan is classified as limited two-way
communication.

A lack of effective two-way communication not only prohibits
the public from participating fully in the process of
communicating a crisis but also prohibits the success of
dialogue between the government and the populace. Future
research will therefore exercise caution when conceptualizing
one-way, limited, and unrestricted two-way communication
within the context of crisis communication theory. It will aid
scholars and crisis communicators in comprehending the
complexity of the problem and creating efficient, theoretical,
and practical, two-way, infinite communication techniques for
authority-to-citizen and government-to-government
communication.

The inflexibility of the authorities' conduct was demonstrated
by their refusal to join the Kenyan citizens' Twitter
conversations opting to provide information on Twitter. The
lack of participation by the government fueled the spread of
more rumors, fake news, and material of dubious quality on
Twitter. Kenyan authorities underestimated the tools required
for productive online conversation.

For the authorities to reduce the knowledge gap and improve
the quality of information, they should use Twitter or other
social media platforms, as social networks have improved
communication two-way (Tirkkonen & Luoma-oh, 2011). The
Kenyan government needs to be proactive and create relations
with citizens before an epidemic. Gaining citizen trust in crisis
communication means being available online, especially in
times of disaster, when the need for messages, updates, and
responses is critical.

Two restrictions on the study call for additional research. The
first is that this study was initially centered around a solitary
case study. To validate the findings, two case studies should
be included in future research. The second is the short length
of time. Even though a two-week period allows the researcher
to better grasp the interaction between the government and the
populace in times of crisis, a longer time frame would take
into consideration a long-term relationship which would be
pivotal.
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5.1 Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that crisis publics are a resource
that the government can use to ascertain information
requirements of the general public. In their interactions,
people may raise queries and request answers, highlighting
the knowledge gaps that the government needs to fill.
Therefore, to ensure that the demands of the people during a
crisis are satisfied, the government must establish two-way
contact on their social media pages.
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