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Abstract 
 

 From June 7, 2010 to June 7, 2011, I worked as a social media intern for the Public Affairs 

Department of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon). The principle objectives of this 

internship were to fulfill a requirement for a Master’s Degree in Professional Communication at Southern 

Utah University and learn how an international organization uses social media to communicate with its 

publics — especially in crisis situations. This portfolio gives an account of my work in the Public Affairs 

Department, the outcome of this internship, and the internship’s meaning to me academically and 

professionally. I have also included an academic paper about the importance of organizations using new 

media to respond quickly during a crisis. The academic paper examines the Church’s response to a 

scathing November 2010 online blog post from America Online (AOL) titled, “No Sanctuary at This 

Church in Haitian Storm.” The AOL blog claimed that the Church refused to give shelter to those who 

were not members of the Church in the aftermath of Hurricane Tomas. The academic paper’s findings 

demonstrate the importance of an organization’s everyday actions, the need to constantly monitor the 

Web for organizational references, and the value of using a blog or online newsroom during a crisis to 

respond quickly with a public statement that clarifies an organization’s position on a certain issue. 
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Introduction 
 

My objectives for this internship with The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (for 

convenience to be referred to throughout the remainder of this paper as “the Church”) were to: (1) fulfill 

an internship-focused capstone for the Master of Arts in Professional Communication degree, (2) learn 

how an international organization uses social media to communicate with its publics, and (3) gain 

professional experience. At the end of this internship experience, these objectives had been met. This 

portfolio will show how these objectives were accomplished by including several examples of projects I 

completed, descriptions of daily tasks I was assigned, and how the internship was an extension of the 

academic teachings from Southern Utah University’s Master of Arts in Professional Communication 

program. I have also included an academic paper that investigates the importance of an organization using 

new media to respond quickly during a crisis. 

Before delving deeply into my internship accomplishments, I will provide the 50,000-foot view 

of my time in this internship. This internship was the most valuable work experience I have had in my 

young public relations career. Thanks to a Graduate Readings course from Dr. Jezreel Kang-Graham that 

coincided with this internship, I was able to apply public relations theory to real-world experience. Much 

can be learned from the many classes taken and books read in a university setting, but nothing can replace 

the value of going to work eight hours a day, five days a week, for one year, and viewing with my own 

eyes how certain theories apply and do not apply in the real world of public relations and crisis 

communication. This internship provided me with such an opportunity. 

As cited in my internship prospectus, I carried out, to one degree or another, the following duties:  

 Wrote news stories for Newsroom.lds.org and the Newsroom Blog (Newsroom is the Church’s 

official online newsroom, and the Newsroom Blog is part of Newsroom.) 

 Wrote background material for Newsroom 

 Prepared multimedia elements for publishing on the Web 

 Searched social media for references about the Church 
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 Prepared reports to brief Public Affairs managers on various issues 

 Assisted with news media management during Church general conference and other events 

 Assisted with managing Public Affairs social media properties (YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook)   

 Created reports from Newsroom web analytics program 

 Assisted with posting material on Newsroom 

 Worked with broader media relations team on various assignments 

This internship allowed me to work in a group setting every day, and to witness how public relations is 

done in a large, international, and religious organization. In addition to the previous reason cited, the 

experience of working 40-hour weeks (and sometimes longer) in my chosen field for an extended period 

of time was an invaluable preparation for my career path because of how mentally and physically taxing 

such a schedule is—especially in addition to other work, family, school, and ecclesiastical obligations. 

While my news writing skills improved, I learned of the need to continue building these skills for the 

remainder of my professional career. I learned how to set up a social media “listening post” (see p. 12 for 

a description) and of the importance of an organization constantly monitoring Facebook, Twitter, blogs, 

and other emerging new media platforms for mentions of and conversations about the organization. 

Although the internship was joyful, one challenge was a lack of communication and direction at 

times from supervisors. While there were many days packed with assignments and meetings, there were 

also too many days where I ran out of things to do and supervisors did not have other work for me, or 

they assumed I had things to do. This is a common problem for employees in many organizations. 

Scholars say job satisfaction is based on the variables of general job satisfaction and growth satisfaction. 

The latter variable, which means an employee has “the opportunity for growth and development on the 

job” (Becherer, Morgan, & Richard, 1982, p. 128) is deemed most important. Days on the job where I had 

nothing to do did not boost my morale and motivation because there appeared to be no opportunity to 

stretch myself and learn new skills. 
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Nevertheless, these difficult days helped me learn several unanticipated lessons. For example, 

when I ran out of things to do, I “created” my job by developing a social media listening post (see p. 12) 

and educating myself with a topical study of public relations and social media best practices via 

Ragan.com, BrianSolis.com, Mashable, and many other highly-read public relations and social media 

websites and blogs. I also learned what motivates me to work hard (e.g., challenge, human interaction, 

and work that matters). Finally, I learned the importance of public relations professionals developing 

good relationships with employees in other departments within the same organization. The Church’s 

beauracratic side contains many departments and many cases of necessary red tape. These factors can 

make it difficult to get work done quickly for all parties involved, which raises the importance of 

developing patience and kindness in inter-departmental relations. 

In the remaining sections of this paper I will expound on this internship’s several 

accomplishments, and then list the various ways I was able to apply the Master’s of Professional 

Communication degree to the work I performed. I will conclude with an academic paper that examines 

the importance of organizations using new media to respond quickly during a crisis. 
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Accomplishments 

 Before listing my accomplishments, I will provide background information for what the Public 

Affairs Department of the Church does and why my work was needed.  

The Public Affairs Department of the Church (commonly known by the public as the Mormon 

Church) is located at the Church’s worldwide headquarters in Salt Lake City. My official title was “social 

media intern” with the department’s media relations division. I will provide a brief description of the 

Church hierarchy for those who are unfamiliar with this organization. Fifteen apostles lead the Church; 

the most senior apostle is the president of the Church, and he selects two other apostles as counselors. 

These three function as the First Presidency, which is the highest governing body of the Church. As of 

April 15, 2011, Thomas S. Monson is the current president of the Church. Twelve others form the 

Quorum of the Twelve Apostles — the Church’s second-highest governing body. Together, the First 

Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles oversee the entire Church. Church members trace this 

organizational structure to the New Testament. 

The purpose of the Church Public Affairs Department is to help the public see the Church as it 

really is — namely, an institution that believes in Jesus Christ and in doing good to all men and women. 

Specifically, this department seeks to build relationships of mutual trust, respect and understanding with 

news media and other influential audiences. This is done, in part, with Newsroom.lds.org and the 

Newsroom Blog. Newsroom.lds.org is an official news source of the Church, while the Newsroom Blog 

contains reliable and accurate information, but is not necessarily viewed as official statements from the 

Church. 

 I assisted the Public Affairs Department in carrying out its mission by writing several articles for 

Newsroom.lds.org and the Newsroom Blog; creating an online survey for Newsroom users; creating a 

social media “listening post” of blogs, Twitter feeds, Facebook pages, and YouTube channels to make 

monitoring more efficient and less time consuming; compiling a weekly web analytics report for 

Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog; and assistance in hosting journalists who visited Salt Lake City to 

learn more about the Church. 
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Writing for Newsroom 

 I wrote a combined 23 stories for Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog — all of which can be 

found in Appendix 1. As was stated earlier, Newsroom.lds.org is an official news source of the Church, 

while the Newsroom Blog contains reliable and accurate information, but is not necessarily viewed as 

official statements from the Church. One of the strengths of Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog is that 

the stories are published with a purpose — nothing is posted simply to fill space. I wrote news articles 

about Church humanitarian work, youth religiosity, Church temples, scholarly opinions of the Church, 

new Church websites and mobile phone applications (apps), and the Mormon Tabernacle Choir.  

While most stories were assigned to me, others are the fruits of my own ideas. A Newsroom Blog 

post about the dedication of the Church’s Kyiv Ukraine Temple was my favorite piece to write and was 

my idea. This Newsroom Blog post, which can be found on page 63 in Appendix 1, is a compilation of 

blog entries from Church missionaries in Ukraine who blogged about the temple dedication from Kyiv or 

some other city in Ukraine. This blog post is important because it shows the value of a very simple and 

important form of technology (personal blogs), and provides a unique perspective of the events of the 

temple dedication that the Newsroom’s story does not. Members and missionaries blogged about their 

personal feelings of what took place and some provided photos to give their stories color. I became aware 

of these missionary blogs through my daily Internet monitoring assignments and through searches of 

Google Blogs. This Newsroom Blog post would not have been possible without the advent of personal 

blogs that allow anybody to tell a story. 

Another story that was my idea can be found on page 73 in Appendix 2. This Newsroom Blog 

post highlights a podcast that features two scholars speaking highly of the wonder of volunteer 

participation by members of the Church. This podcast is important because it includes precious third-

party promotion from two respected scholars who are not members of the Church. I came across this 

podcast during my daily social media monitoring tasks. I listened to the hour-long podcast, pitched the 

story to my supervisors, and then wrote the blog post. 
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Another valuable aspect of writing stories for Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog included 

attendance of two major news conferences. I was assigned to help out behind the scenes of and write a 

Newsroom story for a news conference announcing a large monetary donation from the Church to 

Operation Smile. I was also assigned to attend the annual Mormon Tabernacle Choir Christmas concert 

press conference that featured guest singer David Archuleta and narrator Michael York. I had attended 

news conferences in years past as a sports journalist, but these Church news conferences were, in many 

respects, on a larger scale than anything I previously experienced. In both instances, I was able to observe 

how my Public Affairs coworkers prepared for the news conferences and interacted with print and 

television journalists. I was also able to observe how much effort from different organizational 

departments goes into making a news conference successful (lighting, audio, background design, etc. In 

other words, the Public Affairs Department was not the only party involved). 

Finally, writing stories for Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog was valuable because I was 

blessed to sharpen my writing and editing skills. I relearned that I will need to continue learning English, 

spelling, grammar, and style fundamentals for the remainder of my professional career. Any individual 

who thinks he or she “knows enough” about writing because they have an undergraduate or graduate 

degree in communication is at high risk for failure. 

Newsroom survey 

 During the first few months of this internship, I noticed that there was not much of a difference in 

content between the Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog. As my colleagues discussed story ideas in staff 

meetings, staff members would sometimes ask, “Is this for the blog or is this a news story?” This 

confusion occurred several times because the type of content that we once put as a news release was now 

being put as a blog post and vice versa. This, of course, is not any staff member’s fault, but is a reality of 

the modern world of communication. Regardless of what a popular public relations professional claims, 

the idea and purpose behind blog content is still in its infancy, and communicators from all industries are 

struggling to find out what works in this new frontier of social media. As one communicator said, “We’re 

still in the [second] inning with this rapidly evolving platform” (Hansen, 2011).  
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Because of this confusion, I began to wonder whether Newsroom readers saw a difference in the 

content between the Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog. Also, a distinguishing factor for all blogs is that 

they allow readers to post comments (Jin & Fisher Liu, 2010; Xifra & Huertas, 2008), and I noticed that 

the Newsroom Blog does not allow users to leave comments at the end of stories. And, because of how 

many “Mormon” news sources exist, I wondered what level of credibility readers attribute to the 

Newsroom. According to Johnson, Kaye, Bichard, and Wong (2008), credibility is measured in four parts: 

accuracy, depth, believability, and fairness. These and other thoughts led me to create a survey for users 

of Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog. I proposed this idea to my supervisor and began researching 

journal articles that would help me form an effective questionnaire. Thanks to a Survey Research 

Methods class from Dr. Lionel Grady, I was more prepared to create an online questionnaire.  

Questions four through nine measure Newsroom’s credibility based on the aforementioned 

credibility factors from Johnson, Kaye, Bichard, and Wong (2008). Questions 10 through 15 measure user 

satisfaction, as well as Newsroom search and social media capabilities. Finally, questions 16 through 21 

ask respondents about the Newsroom Blog — namely, whether they see it as a true blog and a transparent 

source of information that is distinct from Newsroom content. This questionnaire can be found in 

Appendix 3. 

Listening Post 

 One of my core duties in this internship was monitoring the Internet for blog posts, tweets, 

Facebook content, and other Web material that discussed Church topics relevant to the Public Affairs 

Department (e.g., Mormon Church and general conference, Mormon Church and polygamy, Mormon 

Church and the Japan earthquake and tsunami). During my first week, I asked whether there was a 

compiled list somewhere of relevant blogs, Twitter accounts, or Facebook pages that could give me a 

good starting point. This list did not exist, so I created one.  

Before I go further, I will provide background information on what I mean by a “listening post.” 

The Public Affairs Department provided me with a DVD of a social media conference held in Atlanta, 
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Georgia, in February 2010, sponsored by Ragan Communications and Coca-Cola. At this conference, 

renowned communication professional Shel Holtz taught communicators how to create a “listening post.”  

The first step to create this listening post was to conduct searches to assess the Mormon blogging 

landscape. To do this, searches of the term “Mormon OR Mormons” were completed on Google Blogs 

(2009), Blog Pulse (2011), Twitter Search (2011), Facebook, and YouTube. When I found blogs that 

seemed relevant, I copied the blog URL, as well as any Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, or RSS (Really 

Simple Syndication) feed URLs that were associated with the blog, and pasted the links into an Excel 

spreadsheet.  

A tiny orange or blue icon with white sound waves identifies the RSS feed. This icon can be 

found at the far right side of the URL box of the Mozilla Firefox browser, or on the top right side of any 

web page in an Internet Explorer browser (see Appendix 10 for detailed screenshots of RSS icons). RSS 

allows a person to keep track of several websites in a central location instead of visiting each website 

individually (Pro Blogger, 2010). Once I found the RSS link, I copied the link and pasted it into my 

Google Reader (2011) page (see Appendix 10 for screenshot instruction). Over time, as I compiled more 

and more links, I organized the blogs into different categories and folders within the Excel spreadsheet 

and within Google Reader (2011). Examples of these folders can be found in Appendix 5. The Excel 

spreadsheet (or, if preferred, a Word document will suffice) was used to back up the links in the unlikely 

event that Google Reader (2011) or Twitter ever lost the data, and to be able to share these links with 

others, including future interns. 

For relevant blogs that included a Twitter page, or for those that only had a Twitter page, these 

pages were included in a Twitter “list.” A Twitter list is a way for a Twitter user to organize their 

followers or other Twitter users into different categories “for whatever reason (the members of your 

family, for example), and then you can get a snapshot of the things those users are saying by viewing that 

list’s page, which includes a complete tweet stream for everyone on the list” (Catone, 2009). With my 

own Twitter account I created the “Mormon-related-blogs” list, a public list (lists can also be made 

private) that can be found in Appendix 5.  
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Mormon blog and Twitter aggregators (i.e., bloggers or Twitter users who had already compiled 

lists of other bloggers and Twitter users they found relevant) were also excellent resources to create this 

listening post. The websites LDS Blogs (n.d.) and Mormon Mission World (n.d.) are great examples of 

blog aggregators, and Twitter lists such as that from Katheryn Skaggs (2011), are useful examples of 

Mormon Twitter page aggregators. 

Aside from “Mormon OR Mormons,” many other search terms were used to find relevant 

content, and the selection of terms depended on what was happening in the news (e.g., when the Japan 

earthquake and tsunami struck in March 2011, terms such as “Japan AND Mormon” yielded more 

relevant results than “Mormon OR Mormons”).  

Collection and deletion of these various social media links is not a static process; some blogs will 

become irrelevant and new blogs will emerge. Monitoring the links that have been compiled is easiest (in 

my opinion) with Google Reader (2011) and TweetDeck (2011). TweetDeck (2011) is a free browser that 

can display desired feeds from Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, and LinkedIn, all on one page and divided 

up in columns. Appendix 10 shows the TweetDeck (2011) browser I used with various searches for 

keywords associated with Mormons. Note, however, that Google Reader (2011) and TweetDeck (2011) 

may one day be obsolete or have new names, and new tools to curate content will continue to emerge. 

The value of this listening post for the work I was asked to do was incalculable. This listening 

post was a one-stop shop for information that I thought would be important to the Public Affairs 

Department’s media division. This listening post saved me a good deal of time because the content from 

each website was brought to me in one place. A collection of my listening post links can be found in 

Appendix 5. 

Another aspect of new media monitoring I performed for the department was to compile the new 

media portion of the daily morning media report for the department. An example of this report is found in 

Appendix 4 on pages 93-94. A final aspect of new media monitoring was my duty to monitor (and, if 

necessary, delete) comments on the Newsroom Facebook and YouTube pages. Because this is a relatively 

minor matter, I was given the charge to make sure the comment boards were places of civility and clean 
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language. On several occasions (daily if not weekly) I had to delete comments that were vulgar, crude, or 

simply off topic. Comment moderation was most time consuming on stories that dealt with controversial 

topics, such as same-gender marriage (LDSPublicAffairs, 2010). This experience led me to create a 

comment policy for each message board that explicitly tells users which kind of comments will be 

deleted. I proposed this comment policy to my supervisor and it can be found in Appendix 6. This 

comment policy is important because it communicates clear expectations and can help Newsroom avoid 

frustrating those whose comments are deleted. 

Weekly web analytics report 

 As any wise organization does, the Public Affairs Department keeps track of web analytics for its 

web pages. Another assignment I was given for this internship was to use the department’s web analytics 

account and compile a weekly web analytics report that measured such things as Newsroom page views, 

most popular stories, most frequent terms for which readers were searching, and geo-segmentation of 

readers. I presented each weekly report to the Newsroom editorial committee. An example of this report is 

in Appendix 9. 

Hosting journalists 

 On three occasions I was asked to assist in hosting journalists on Welfare Square and Temple 

Square. “Hosting” is its own Church department, and the Public Affairs Department is occasionally called 

upon to host journalists. When we host a journalist we, with the assistance of missionaries and other 

personnel, give them a tour of different parts of Welfare Square and Temple Square in downtown Salt 

Lake City. This experience is designed to help the journalists become better acquainted with the Church.  

In my first hosting experience, I accompanied a department colleague to give an American 

journalist a tour of Welfare Square. In my second hosting experience, I accompanied two department 

colleagues to give a crew of French journalists a tour of Welfare Square. My two colleagues had to leave 

in the middle of the tour, which provided me the opportunity to host this television crew of French 

journalists by myself on Temple Square. Hosting this French crew was a wonderful experience because I 

have a special love for the peoples of Europe. However, this experience was also challenging because the 
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crew spoke little English and this was their first visit to Salt Lake City. My third hosting experience was 

with a crew of four Danish journalists who were filming scenes of Temple Square for a popular television 

show in Denmark. This was their first time in Salt Lake City, and they noted that Salt Lake was the first 

city they had seen without graffiti. Unlike the crew from France, these Danish journalists spoke excellent 

English, which allowed me to more easily have a conversation with them and learn about their families, 

worldwide travels, and their thoughts about the Church.  
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Degree Applied to Internship 

 I have demonstrated the use of several forms of basic and essential communication skills in the 

work I was asked to perform for the Church Public Affairs Department. Several classes that are part of the 

Master’s of Professional Communication degree helped prepare me for this internship. In the following 

paragraphs I will show which classes and theories were most applicable in the work I completed. 

 I thought most about Dr. Arthur Challis’s Organizational Communication seminar. I will briefly 

discuss three principles Dr. Challis taught — culture, power, and motivation. Concerning culture, all 

Church employees must be members of the Church and possess a current temple recommend (a 

recommend is small card given to Church members who are “observing the basic principles of the faith 

and attest to that fact to his or her local leaders once every two years” [Newsroom, 2011]). Therefore, 

because I am a life-long member of the Church and share core religious values with all other employees, I 

knew going into this internship that, at least in one major way, I would be able to easily adjust to the 

culture of the Public Affairs Department. Nevertheless, this did not mean I was prepared for all of the 

department’s cultural aspects.  

Culture is the “unique sense of the place that organizations generate through ways of doing and 

ways of communicating about the organization” (Shockley-Zalabak, 2009, p. 47). I believe that every 

organization (and, really, every department within an organization) has its own unique way of doing 

things, and this was true with the Public Affairs Department. Over time I learned department jargon, the 

way meetings were conducted, and the different personalities and leadership styles of my colleagues. 

Understanding that organizational culture varies by situation and circumstance helped me to better deal 

with the department’s unfamiliar cultural aspects.  

I also relearned what I consider to be a grand truth. It is wonderful that, even though every 

member of a certain group can hold the same religious views and even come from the same state, city, or 

neighborhood, this same group can be very diverse and unique, and not a group of robots that all think 

alike. I say this to counter the argument by some that Latter-day Saints are guilty of “blind obedience” 

(Oaks, 2008), which means they follow the counsel of Church leaders without thinking about it 
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themselves. One outspoken man and former Latter-day Saint told Mike Wallace of 60 Minutes several 

years ago that, “When [the President of the Church] has pronounced the Church’s position on any issue, it 

is incumbent upon the members of the Church to pray, pay, and obey” (AequitasVeritas7777, 2008), a 

comment that accuses Latter-day Saints of being unable to think for themselves and void of diversity. I 

have found the opposite to be true in the 18-plus years I have been a Latter-day Saint, and in my year as 

an intern with the Public Affairs Department. Each employee had a unique perspective and all were 

welcome to challenge ideas in meetings. 

 The principle of culture is connected to power. The general definition of power is the attempt to 

“influence another person’s behavior to produce desired outcomes” (Shockley-Zalabak, 2009, p. 46). I 

noticed how reward power was connected with unassigned seating arrangements during certain meetings 

(the person with the most reward power sitting at the front, and the power level decreasing toward the 

back of the room, where I was sitting). I also observed that those in the middle of the organization possess 

more power than I would have thought. For example, technical expertise to run Newsroom is possessed 

by several individuals not in leadership positions in the department. Without the technical understanding 

of those in the middle, the organization would suffer. Understanding who had decision-making power 

helped me to work more effectively. For example, sometimes I would get a little ahead of myself with an 

idea that I had. I would think I had a wonderful idea, but management did not always share my feelings. 

That is when I came to the humbling realization that I was only an intern — a position that, while 

valuable in several ways to the organization, is also low on the totem pole when it comes to decision-

making power. I was never treated poorly or unfairly, and only use this as an example to illustrate 

decision-making power. 

 The final aspect of Dr. Challis’s class I will discuss is motivation. This internship experience 

allowed me to learn, perhaps more than ever before, about myself and what motivates me to work hard 

every day. I learned I am not motivated by money, even when making the common low wage of an intern. 

As Frederick Herzberg’s Motivation-Hygiene theory says, motivational factors for myself include “work 

itself, achievement, growth and responsibility, recognition, and advancement” (Shockley-Zalabak, 2009, 
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p. 145). My motivation level was low when I felt as though my work was not needed or appreciated, or 

when colleagues failed to communicate with me about things they expected me to know, or when I was in 

my cubicle all day without talking to somebody. I relearned that human interaction is very important for 

me in the workplace. My motivation level was high when I felt like I was working on a project that 

mattered and for which I had the skill to contribute to (e.g., writing assignments and creating a social 

media listening post), and when I was able to talk to colleagues and build relationships. I also learned that 

challenging tasks that help me grow intellectually and professionally (e.g., creating a Newsroom 

questionnaire and hosting foreign journalists) motivate me. 

 At the same time I was in this internship, I had a Graduate Readings course from Dr. Jezreel 

Kang-Graham. I studied over a dozen journal articles that examined effective and ineffective uses of 

blogs and other forms of new media, and also linked these concepts with communication theories. These 

readings, as well as the response papers I wrote alongside them, were valuable because I could apply the 

several case studies the readings contained to what I was doing as an intern and determine whether 

scholarly findings and recommendations were in sync with the new media communication strategies used 

by the Public Affairs Department. Several articles were noteworthy. 

For example, an article from Xifra and Huertas (2008) argued that paying attention to public 

relations theory and scholarship can benefit public relations practitioners. They said the lack of debate of 

public relations theory is “surprising” (Xifra & Huertas, 2008, p. 271), and I agree. In my own experience 

in the public relations blogosphere, theory is rarely mentioned. Blogs are usually filled with talk of the 

latest trends in public relations and opinions from outspoken industry professionals about what public 

relations professionals should be doing to improve the image of their respective organizations. Some of 

these opinions are insightful, but many others are not useful. Because public relations professionals rely 

heavily on the latest technologies of the day (such as Facebook and Twitter), and because these 

technologies develop rapidly, many public relations practitioners feel pressure to do whatever the experts 

recommend so they do not fall behind. However, I strongly believe public relations professionals would 
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be wise to pay more attention to research into public relations theory because theory has more stability 

than guesswork. 

Another notable article I found came from Porter, Sweetser, and Chung (2009). The researchers 

noted that, because 70 percent of respondents in their study updated a personal blog rather than an 

organizational blog, “Professionals become aware of technologies and believe them important, but seem 

to put off adopting the technologies before they see a broad adoption among the general public” (p. 263). 

The Newsroom Blog is an excellent example of how delaying blog adoption (or adoption of any form of 

new media) is a useful strategy. The Newsroom Blog did not launch until August 2009, and many 

practitioners would say this organization was late to the game. However, while most organizations run 

around like a chicken with its head cut off as they listen to popular communication experts, the Church 

Public Affairs Department does its homework before making the decision to adopt a new web platform. 

Rather than use a technology tool because “everybody’s doing it,” conducting research allows an 

organization to immediately begin using a certain technology tool effectively when the time comes. 

Dr. Graham’s class also introduced me to a 2009 study from Yang and Lim. The authors 

suggested “a blog cannot exist unless it allows for the existence of a dialogical thread or the narrative 

construction of meaning through relational communications” (Yang & Lim, 2009, p. 345). The 

Newsroom Blog is a good example of how this is not a universal truth. The Public Affairs Department 

embraces blogging because of the advantage of a more informal, conversational voice, but, as of April 15, 

2011, this organization does not have the functionality on its blog for users to post comments. 

Some public relations professionals would say this is not a true blog because there is no two-way 

communication. However, this organization uses other platforms — Facebook and YouTube — to allow 

users to comment. The advantage is that Facebook and YouTube have built-in comments, so comment 

moderation is easy. And, although the use of Facebook and YouTube are ways to increase an 

organization’s dialogic self, the Public Affairs Department rarely interacts with or responds to Facebook 

or YouTube users’ comments. Commenting is by and large left to Facebook and YouTube followers — 

most of which are strong advocates for the organization. Does this mean this organization has weak 
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relational trust with key publics? No. Trust can be developed in other ways — including and especially 

the actions of the organization. 

The final article I will mention from Dr. Graham’s class is from Wei (2009). The article 

compared filter blogs (blogs that take the political news of the day from traditional media outlets and 

“filter” desired information into their blog) and personal journals (blogs that contain the minutia of the 

bloggers’ everyday life). One of Wei’s (2009) key findings dealt with blogger influence. 

Some bloggers are more influential than others does not necessarily mean they are more powerful 

in terms of knowledge influence. There is no question that knowledge is a key indicator of social 

power. But other factors may contribute to the influence of bloggers, such as Web design 

features, personal characteristics, and celebrity status (p. 551).  

As I have mentioned, one of my key assignments as social media intern was to monitor the Mormon 

blogosphere — also known as the “bloggernacle” and, more recently, the “Twitternacle” (Laverty, 2011). 

When I started this internship, I asked a colleague if the department had a list of the most influential 

bloggers to follow because such a list would save me a great deal of time. A brief list existed, but it was 

not complete. So, I decided to start a new list, and, as I was mentioned earlier, created a listening post.  

I judged blogger influence on three main criteria. First, I looked for any number I could find — 

number of Twitter followers, blog subscribers, retweets, Facebook “likes,” etc. Second, I looked at the 

blogs and Twitter users that get linked to and retweeted the most (there are countless bloggers and Twitter 

users that post information, but the majority is posting the same information that originated from one 

main source. That main source is what I was looking for). Third, I noted those blogs that mention public 

affairs issues (e.g., immigration, polygamy, same-gender marriage, and internal information that should 

not be public). So, from these three criteria I created a list of blogs, Twitter feeds, Facebook pages, and 

YouTube channels that could be of highest importance to the department. As the article said, I learned 

that many factors contribute to the amount of influence a blogger has, and a three-pronged approach is far 

more effective than a one-pronged approach. 
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Dr. Lionel Grady’s Survey Research Methods class gave me a solid foundation for creating brief 

but effective online questionnaires with mutually exclusive questions. Dr. Grady’s class also provided the 

opportunity to conduct a participant observation on the comment section of Toyota’s YouTube channel — 

an experience that taught me the need for organizations to monitor and respond to key publics online. The 

experience with Toyota’s YouTube channel was especially valuable because of the extensive time I spent 

in this internship monitoring social media platforms for mentions of the Church. 

Dr. Brian Heuett’s Leadership Communication seminar introduced me to invaluable leadership 

principles — especially from the text, Leadership and Self-Deception: Getting Out of the Box (The 

Arbinger Institute, 2010). This book teaches that the bedrock of effective relationships is a genuine love 

and care for people. And, while loving people is key, the book teaches the additional principle that no 

organization can succeed unless individuals are willing to accept personal responsibility and pull their 

assigned weight. As I thought of these leadership principles and observed my bosses’ lead, I remembered 

the times when I have been in leadership positions (in school, work, Church, etc.), and I remembered how 

burdensome such positions could be. As Shakespeare wrote, “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown” 

(Greenblatt, Cohen, Howard, & Maus, 1997, p. 1337). I realized I needed to take more initiative in my 

work to ease my bosses’ burden. Dr. Heuett’s class motivated me to come more prepared each day to 

work with ideas and diligently carry out each assignment.  

Finally, Dr. Kevin Stein and Dr. Paul Husselbee’s qualitative and quantitative research classes 

(the department’s most thorough and demanding classes, in my opinion) stressed the need to conduct 

exhaustive research of a problem before attempting to find a solution. Sometimes I tend to be lazy and 

look only at the surface of a problem, and these two professors taught me to use more brainpower before 

giving up and asking for help. For example, this internship often required me to do on-the-spot Web 

searches for various pieces of information. Web search is frustrating without a deeper understanding of a 

search engine’s advanced functionality (see, for example, Google Advanced Search, 2011; Twitter 

Advanced Search, 2011), or without understanding where information can be found. This might sound 
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simple, and that’s because it is. Too often we overlook detailed instructions because we think we know 

what we are doing.    

Conclusion 

 This internship with The Public Affairs Department of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints was, to this point in my career, the most valuable job experience I have had — especially because 

of the opportunity to apply principles learned in Southern Utah University Communication Department 

classrooms. Although accepting the job required me to finish my degree online and forfeit the advantages 

of in-class discussions (not to mention moving my family 250 miles north to Salt Lake City), I was 

blessed to grow academically, professionally, and personally in ways that would not have occurred if I 

finished my Master’s degree in Cedar City. 

 A critical aspect of this internship was to learn how an international and religious organization 

uses social media to communicate with its publics and become aware of issues discussed by those publics. 

I had the advantage to take what I had learned about organizational communication, public relations, and 

new media and apply it to my work in a major organization. And, as wonderful and necessary as all the 

classes, journal articles, and textbooks are, nothing can compare with the value of personally using and 

witnessing communication principles and theories being used by others in real situations with real 

outcomes. 

 Because I am a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, I have always wanted 

to use my communication skills for the benefit of this Church. This internship confirmed this desire, and 

also allowed me to significantly expand my professional network. The contacts I developed from this 

internship will be valuable as I pursue future employment opportunities inside and outside of the Church. 
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Academic Paper 

Establishing Calm After the Storm: 

Responding to a Journalist’s Errors Through an Organizational Blog 

In the digital age, organizations can find themselves in the midst of a crisis communication fiasco 

in a matter of minutes — and at no fault of their own. Such was the case for The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints (Mormon) in November 2010. On the morning of November 8, the America Online 

(AOL) News blog published a story by contributor Emily Troutman titled, “No Sanctuary at This Church 

in Haitian Storm” (Troutman, 2010). Troutman reported that one Latter-day Saint chapel in the town of 

Leogane, Haiti, refused to give shelter to those who were not members of the Church in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Tomas. Troutman’s article offered several scathing accusations against the Church, including 

the following comment:  

The church did not welcome non-Mormon community members, and did not extend much 

comfort to its own church family. The policy reflects two common realities in Haiti: First, charity 

is complicated by a seemingly endless sea of need; and second, many churches are here to serve 

only themselves, not the community at large (Troutman, 2010).  

The Church clarified inaccuracies in the AOL News story with a response on its Newsroom Blog 

on November 9 at approximately 5 p.m. — over 30 hours after the AOL News story was published (see 

the full text of this response in Appendix 7). The Church’s Newsroom Blog said the AOL News story 

“obviously describes an isolated aberration” (Kirkland, 2010). By that time, however, nearly 300 

comments were posted to the comment section at the bottom of the AOL News blog story, and an 

additional 29 comments were posted to AOL’s Facebook page under the link to Troutman’s story. 

The comment sections of blogs provide an immediate opportunity for the public to interact on any 

given topic. Although IP addresses can be tracked with appropriate technology, commenting on blogs can 

essentially be done anonymously, and anonymity encourages honest opinions (Manniche & Hayes, 1957). 

Because of the rapid nature of online conversation, the tone of conversation can snowball rapidly in favor 

of or against any organization, stressing the need to for an organization to always have its ears pressed to 
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the ground of that portion of the online world that is talking about it. A cursory glance at the AOL 

comment boards seemed to contain several comments both for and against the Church and Troutman. The 

Church’s response also came late in the game (30 hours is an eternity in a world of high-speed Internet). 

Therefore, the purpose of this research paper is to answer the following research questions:  

RQ1. What are the themes of the positive and negative AOL News blog and Facebook user 

comments? 

RQ2. Which positive and negative AOL News blog and Facebook user comment themes did 

the Church’s response address on its Newsroom Blog? 

RQ3. Judging from the AOL News blog and Facebook comment boards, did the readers of the 

AOL News blog and Facebook page report being positively or negatively impacted by 

the Church’s response to this story? 

RQ4. How many different users commented on the AOL News blog and Facebook comment 

board? Was this just a conversation between the same 20 people?  

Before analyzing the findings for these four questions, a brief literature review of crisis 

communication within new media will be presented. 

Literature Review 

Because “new media” are continually evolving, I will provide a brief description of what I mean 

by the terms “new media,” “social media,” and “blogs.” I consider new media to be an umbrella term that 

contains at least two sub terms — social media and blogs.  

Social Media 

Solis and Breakenridge (2009) said, “Social Media is the democratization of content and the shift 

in the role people play in the process of reading and disseminating information [and thus creating and 

sharing content]” (p. xvii).  Popular high-traffic social media platforms include Facebook, YouTube, 

Wikipedia, Twitter, MySpace, and LinkedIn (Alexa, 2010). The popularity of social media platforms has 

spread virally over the past few years. An example of this is Facebook, the second-most visited site on the 

Web (Alexa, 2010). Though only founded in 2004, Facebook had over 500 million users worldwide as of 
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December 11, 2010 (Facebook, 2010). Social media — and the entire Internet for that matter — has 

caused significant shifts in crisis communication strategies because, “like viruses [crises] now mutate, 

acquiring new and dangerous forms in, for example, social forums like Facebook, or video distribution 

sites such as YouTube” (Gonzalez-Herrero & Smith, 2010). 

Blogs 

A blog is a “personal publishing or content management system on the Internet at which an 

author, or multiple authors, can publish information on a variety of topics” (Jin & Fisher Liu, 2010, p. 

431). Jin and Fisher Liu (2010) defined two main types of blogs: official organizational blogs (a blog 

created by or affiliated with the organization) and external blogs (blogs created and updated by a third 

party). A distinguishing factor for all blogs is that they allow readers to post comments (Jin & Fisher Liu, 

2010; Xifra & Huertas, 2008). In the case of this paper, the AOL News blog represents the external blog, 

and the Church’s Newsroom Blog is the official organizational blog, although, as of April 15, 2011, the 

Newsroom Blog does not contain functionality for publics to post comments. 

Crisis  

Ulmer, Sellnow, and Seeger (2007) define a crisis as “a specific, unexpected, and nonroutine 

event or series of events that create high levels of uncertainty and threaten or are perceived to threaten an 

organization’s high-priority goals” (p. 7, emphasis in original). Crisis communication experts recommend 

that organizations include new media in a crisis communication plan (Sherman, 2010) — especially 

because these media make the first 24 hours of crisis communication even more crucial. Taylor and Perry 

(2005) found that 80 percent of companies they analyzed that used the Internet to respond to a crisis 

posted a press release to their website within the first 24 hours of the crisis. Yang, Kang, and Philip 

(2010) found that openness in dialogic blog communication during crisis “is essential to creating and 

enhancing audience engagement in crisis communication, which, in turn, leads to positive post-crisis 

perceptions” (p. 473). 
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Finally, because a major aspect of the current study is online comment forums, it is important to 

note that several researchers have found value in studying comment boards of blogs and websites (Choi & 

Lin, 2009; Gilpin, Palazzolo, & Brody, 2010; Haugh, 2010). 

Methodology 

 To study the AOL News blog and Facebook user comments, 68 pages of screen shots were taken 

of all comments on each platform (305 AOL News blog comments; 29 AOL Facebook comments; nine 

LDS Newsroom Facebook page comments) that were posted between November 8, 2010 and November 

20, 2010. Grounded theory, also known as the constant comparative method, was used to identify the 

various themes in the comments (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). “The grounded theory approach is aimed at 

inductive theory development within a positivist paradigm” (Ozanne, 1992, p. 382). From the data 

collected with this theory (in this case, text from comment boards on a blog and Facebook), main points 

are marked with a series of codes that are extracted from the text. These codes are then grouped into 

similar concepts to make them more manageable. From these concepts, categories are formed 

(Andronikidis & Lambrianidou, 2010).  

Grounded theory was the best approach for this study because comments on blogs and Facebook 

pages are a new area of study. Facebook started in 2004 and blogs did not become ubiquitous until 2005 

(Sifry, 2007). The analytical procedure involved was open coding. All comments were read several times 

— once to tally the number of comments that were positive and negative toward the Church, another time 

to list the themes of the positive comments, and a final time to list the themes of the negative comments.  

The AOL News blog story and the Newsroom Blog response were also studied, but the most focus was 

placed on the comments from the AOL News blog and both Facebook pages. 

Results 

 Of the 305 comments on the AOL News blog, 127 (47%) were favorable toward the Church, 106 

(35%) were unfavorable, 53 (17%) were neutral, and 19 (6%) were not applicable (spam messages). The 

AOL News Facebook page featured 29 comments, 11 (38%) of which were positive, 11 others negative, 

and seven (24%) neutral. As might be expected, all nine comments under the LDS Newsroom Facebook 
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page’s link to the Newsroom Blog response were favorable toward the Church. In the following 

paragraphs findings for the four aforementioned research questions will be listed. 

RQ1: What are the themes of the positive and negative AOL News blog and Facebook user 

comments? 

Positive comment themes can be divided into five main categories: (1) Poor AOL News 

reporting, (2) references to past Church humanitarian work, (3) Mormons are Christians, (4) the Church 

can’t help everybody, and (5) link to Newsroom Blog Post with correction. These categories will be 

explained below. Please note that these comments were not edited, and several contain spelling and 

grammar errors. 

Poor AOL News Reporting 

Fifty-four comments complained that Troutman’s story was biased. For example, this is the first 

comment posted after the story was published:  

Wow this is some hack job. Every organisation [sic] has policies and rules, to cherry pick a 

complaint and leave it out of context of the wider scope of service is just irresponsible. It’s very 

easy to frame a complaint like this. 

Another commenter claimed that Troutman had a hidden agenda to her article: 

This article is written by a very agenda ridden, clearly faith biased, individual. The  

revealing of the government agreement with the church nearly at the end of the story is clear 

evidence that the author wished to install a spin of anger and unfounded claims against the Latter-

Day Saints. 

The majority of comments in this category are similar to these two excerpts. While the tone of many of 

these comments may indicate that the author of the comment is a Mormon, this is impossible to know 

where this fact is not disclosed.  
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References to past Church Humanitarian Work 

 Fifty-three comments fell under this category. Several comments included links to stories in the 

Deseret News and on LDS Newsroom that show what the Church has done to help in the past. For 

example, a few comments like this one did nothing more than copy and paste links into the message: 

What the LDS Church has done in Haiti- Church sends aid- 

http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/58436/Church-sends-humanitarian-aid-to-Haiti-after-70-

earthquake.html LDS Church sends doctors- http://beta-newsroom.lds.org/article/church-sending-

team-of-doctors-to-assist-in-haiti LDS Church provides temporary housing kits- 

http://www.examiner.com/abstinence-in-roanoke/lds-church-provides-temporary-housing-haiti. 

Others told of their personal experiences of helping during disasters in Haiti and elsewhere. “I was in the 

Philippines when the Hurricane flooded Manila and other area, the Mormons were the first to get supplies 

in.” Another comment described being the recipient of help from the Church. “I lived in Utah and a 

Mormon family let me stay with them and paid for my schooling when I had no where to go and no 

money. I have never met such a nice caring and generous community” [capitalized for emphasis].  

These comments show the value that can come from positive organizational actions during the 

“planning-prevention” phase (when there is no crisis) of crisis communication (Gonzalez-Herrero and 

Smith, 2008, p. 149).  

Mormons are Christians 

 Twenty-nine comments are in this category. Some claimed that Mormons try to help others, but 

this help is rejected. One comment said, “Why should [Mormons] share at the last moment with those 

who chose to ignore fair warnings?” Others said Mormons are Christians because Christ’s name is in the 

title of the Church (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints). Others claimed the Mormons have 

freedom to do as they please. “I am not a Mormon … but why single them out? … Why do you people 

always want to go after other people’s beliefs.” Others recited Mormon scripture to prove Mormons’ 

Christianity. Finally, others reasoned that Christians of all faiths must be united.  
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All Christians should stick together and defend the great humanitarian aid given by Christians of 

all faiths. … I would hope the Mormons would stick up for the Catholics or Lutherans if a news 

org was trashing their church with biased articles.  

 This is a particularly interesting category because previous research found that many Americans 

do not consider Mormons to be Christians (Pew Forum, 2007). Therefore, the comments in this category 

that appear to come from persons who are not Mormons are the most surprising. These comments show 

that the Church’s messaging efforts to prove to the public its belief in Jesus Christ has had, to some 

degree, the desired impact (see, for example, Jesus Christ, 2010; Nielson, 2010; LDS Newsroom, n.d.; 

2007; 2007a; 2007b; 2008; 2008a; 2008b; 2008c). The fact that some non-Mormons view Mormons as 

mainstream Christians places a different set of expectations on Mormon humanitarian aid. For example, a 

person who views the Church as mainstream Christian is more likely to naturally expect the Church to do 

good things and even defend the Church’s critics, and less likely to question the Church’s motives. 

Mormons Can’t Help Everybody 

 Nine comments fit into this category. One comment pointed out that Church leaders are all 

volunteers doing the best they can, and that “they couldn’t distribute what they didn’t have.” Another 

said, “So what! [The Church does] not have room for a thousand people.” Of all the comments that are 

sympathetic toward the Church, these comments seem to convey the rudest tone. The fact that these 

comments are rude and defensive seems to reinforce the truth of the aforementioned Pew Forum study 

(2010) that many do not consider Mormons to be Christians. How so? Some Mormons could become 

frustrated by the fact that their faith is, in their view, misunderstood, and this frustration can show itself in 

response to news articles, such as AOL’s, that seem to misrepresent the Church. Also, some could look at 

the defensive and rude response as unbecoming behavior of people who consider themselves to be 

followers of the Christ.  

Link to Newsroom Blog Post with Correction 

 Sixteen comments either included or mentioned this link and text from the Newsroom Blog. The 

most interesting finding to go along with this category is that, after 5 p.m. on November 9, 2010 (the time 
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when the Church responded on the Newsroom Blog), there are 22 comments on the AOL News blog 

forum, and zero negative comments about the Church. Because the Newsroom Blog is linked to or 

mentioned in 16 of these comments, the blog post from the Church obviously had a significant impact on 

user perceptions of the AOL News blog story. 

 Negative comment themes can also be divided into five main categories: (1) Mormons are not 

Christians, (2) acceptance of the AOL News blog story without questioning its accuracy, (3) all religion is 

bad, (4) Mormons and politics, and (5) acceptance of the AOL story, but with questions about its 

accuracy. 

Mormons are not Christians 

 The majority (63%) of negative comments fell into this category. These comments have several 

sub categories. Some comments claimed the AOL News blog story was reporting typical Mormon 

behavior. Several others said Mormonism is a cult. Still others criticized Mormon theology with 

comments like, “[Mormon doctrines] were lies put together by an evil Con man (Joseph Smith)” and, 

“typical Mormon narrow minded beliefs.” Others claimed Mormons are self-righteous and judgmental. 

“Mormons have always considered themselves ‘better’ than other people. They are not Christians.”  

Others said Mormons do not accept or help those different from themselves. “I am not surprised. 

Mormons have just begun to accept people of diversity. Look it up ... It’s true.” Finally, some claimed 

Mormons only help other Mormons. “They only want to help their own church members.” 

 As was stated earlier, this category is not surprising because previous surveys have found that 

many Americans do not consider Mormons to be Christians (Pew Forum, 2007). This shows that, as hard 

as the Church has tried to prove to the public its belief in Jesus Christ (see, for example, Jesus Christ, 

2010; Nielson, 2010; LDS Newsroom, n.d.; 2007; 2007a; 2007b; 2008; 2008a; 2008b; 2008c), some 

publics either have not heard these messages or do not believe them. At the individual and institution 

levels, the Church must communicate its Christianity to the public in more effective ways (Mormon 

Identity, 2010). The sources cited above from LDS Newsroom show that the Church has produced 

extensive messaging about its Christianity, so perhaps the message simply needs wider distribution. 
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Acceptance of the AOL News blog story without questioning its accuracy 

 Nineteen comments fell into this category, and all were very similar. The second comment posted 

after the story was published said, “To limit shelter to mormons only and be able to house 200 and have 

only 36 is a new low in the name of religion. i don’t care what the reason, too bad the church didn’t float 

away.” Others rejected the arguments from those who spoke of the Church’s previous humanitarian work. 

“Who cares about what the LDS Church has done in the past. When it mattered the people of Haiti were 

faced with the LDS attitude of ‘it’s not shelter, it’s a Mormon church,’ Again, I’m sure Jesus is weeping.” 

Of course, not everybody will accept information without questioning its validity, but these 

comments demonstrate the importance of communicating quickly in a crisis because of the likelihood that 

some persons will accept everything they read in the news and draw immediate conclusions. Even if it did 

not immediately have all the facts, the Church could have posted a message on the Newsroom or 

Newsroom Blog, or Facebook or Twitter, that simply said, “We are aware of the report from AOL News. 

We do not have all the facts at this time and are actively investigating the situation and communicating 

with Church representatives in Haiti. We will post more information as it becomes available. Also, please 

note that the Church has been very active in helping suffering Haitians.” This would be followed by 

several Newsroom links that describe what the Church has done to help in Haiti. This statement protects 

the Church from the venomous arguments that it was not doing anything to help Haitians, or that it was 

only helping its own Church members. 

All religion is bad 

 Seven comments fit this category. These comments pointed the finger of blame at all religions. 

One comment said, “Religion is and will always be the greatest evil in the world!! These people who 

CLAIM to be christian are usually the most hypocritical and prejudice people I know.” This category is 

unique because it is the only one that is negative toward all churches, and not only Latter-day Saints. This 

type of comment provides a golden opportunity for the Church to unite with other faiths by posting 

messages that focus on the common ground Mormons share with other churches, as well as how 

Mormons join with other faiths in humanitarian and welfare efforts. Many previous Newsroom links 
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already had this focus, and the Church could have easily drawn from them in its messaging (see, for 

example, LDS Newsroom, n.d.a; Porter, 2011).  

Mormons and politics 

 Five comments are in this category. Comments mentioned famous Mormons Glenn Beck, Harry 

Reid, and Mitt Romney, as well as the Church’s involvement in California politics. “All the millions the 

Mormons spent with Prop 8 in California could have went to feeding hungry children. Sad, really, isn’t 

it.” The comments that mentioned California politics made an understandable link (money) between the 

California law and Haiti, while the comments mentioning Glenn Beck, Harry Reid, and Mitt Romney 

were unrelated to Haiti. 

 The references to Glenn Beck, Harry Reid, and Mitt Romney were so scarce and irrelevant to the 

AOL story about Haiti that the Church would have no need of addressing these comments. However, the 

comment about the Church’s involvement in California law should be addressed indirectly. For example, 

because news coverage about the Church’s involvement in a certain California law was negative (see, for 

example, Wildermuth, 2008; Garrison & Lin, 2008; CNN Belief Blog, 2010), mentioning the law by 

name in a message about Haiti would only aggravate the situation. Because the root concern of the 

comment is the way money is being spent, the Church would be wise to include messaging about how 

much money or humanitarian supplies have been sent to Haiti. Similar messaging is contained in past 

Newsroom news releases (LDS Newsroom, 2006; 2006a).  

Acceptance of the AOL story, but with questions about its accuracy 

 Four comments fit in this category. These comments wanted to know how donation money was 

being used in Haiti, but not only by the Church. For example, one comment said, “Wish the media would 

let us know how the United Way spent the millions in donations America donated to Haiti for the 

earthquake.” Although few comments are in this category, the fact that these users do not accept the story 

without question makes this category the least negative of the five negative categories. These few 

comments show how organizations should be prepared to respond when the public connects the 

organization’s current situation with that of other organizations in a similar situation. For example, 
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although the comment above does not seem to be concerned with the Church, the Newsroom has 

mentioned how Church has joined with the United Way in past service projects (Porter, 2010). It is 

unclear whether the comment above is making a connection between the ways Church and the United 

Way distributed humanitarian funds in Haiti, but the Church should be prepared to address this issue. 

RQ2: Which positive and negative AOL News blog and Facebook user comment themes did the 

Church’s response address on its Newsroom Blog? 

 The Newsroom Blog addressed three of the positive comment themes from the AOL News blog 

and Facebook comment boards: (1) Poor AOL News reporting, (2) References to past Church 

humanitarian work, and (3) Mormons are Christians. Excerpts will be listed from the Newsroom Blog that 

show how the Newsroom addressed each theme. 

Poor AOL News reporting  

The Newsroom Blog does not explicitly denounce the AOL News blog reporting in the unkind 

way many comments do (for example, one user used the term “hack job” to describe the AOL News blog 

story). Rather, the Church simply and briefly clarifies the story’s errors. 

This weekend, an AOL article reported that Haitians displaced by flooding caused by Hurricane 

Tomas were not allowed shelter in a Church meetinghouse in Leogane, Haiti. The fact is that 

other Church buildings in Haiti were used as public shelters, and arrangements had been made for 

this particular building to be used by a government agency to respond to the disaster. Because of 

this arrangement, it was unclear to some whether the building could also be used as a public 

shelter (Kirkland, 2010). 

The evidence that this blog entry points out AOL News blog errors is found in the phrase, “The fact is,” 

which is followed by a brief two-sentence clarification. This is an excellent lesson that public relations 

professionals should always correct inaccurate information with diplomacy, kindness, and 

professionalism. This method of communication helps maintain healthy relationships between reporters 

and the organization. Rudeness, on the other hand, breeds animosity and burns bridges that may need to 

be crossed later on. 
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References to past Church humanitarian work and Mormons are Christians 

 The Newsroom Blog’s reference to past humanitarian work the Church has done is very similar to 

what user comments said. Because this portion of the response is brief, the entire second paragraph that 

covers this issue is included.  

The humanitarian response arm of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints springs into 

action when disaster strikes to relieve suffering regardless of religious affiliation. For example, in 

response to the devastating earthquake that hit Haiti earlier this year, the Church has sent the 

equivalent of over 60 truckloads of relief supplies, including 10 air shipments, to the disaster area. 

The shipments have included a million pounds of food and hundreds of thousands of pounds of 

other relief supplies. Medical doctors were also flown to the Caribbean nation to give care to the 

thousands injured in the quake. Thousands more were sheltered in the Church’s meetinghouses 

for weeks while normalcy was restored. The Church continues to provide relief aid to Haiti 

(Kirkland, 2010).  

Three key aspects are contained in this paragraph from the Newsroom Blog. First, hyperlinks are very 

important because they allow the response to be brief and provide readers an easy way to get more depth 

and context to what the blog post is saying. Second, the blog post provides specific details of things the 

Church has done (“60 truckloads of relief supplies,” “10 air shipments,” “a million pounds of food,” 

“hundreds of thousands of pounds of other relief supplies”). Finally, the statement, “The Church 

continues to provide relief aid to Haiti” emphasizes the fact that the Church is still helping those in need 

in Haiti.  

 Although indirectly, this second paragraph also emphasizes that Mormons are Christians by 

pointing out several good deeds the Church has done and is still doing. As was noted previously, several 

user comments argued that the AOL News blog article tried to show that Mormons are not Christians 

because they only help their own members. The Newsroom Blog counters this argument with the 

following two statements: 
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1. “Of course the Church would want to shelter all those who sought refuge, as it has done countless 

other times in scores of nations and places.” 

2. The Church seeks “to relieve suffering regardless of religious affiliation” (Kirkland, 2010).  

This final point defangs the AOL News blog’s key argument against the Church — namely, that the 

Church only helps its own members. 

 The Newsroom Blog addressed two of the negative comment themes from the AOL News blog 

and Facebook comment boards: 1) Acceptance of the AOL News blog story without questioning its 

accuracy and 2) Mormons are not Christians. The “Mormons are Christians” theme also addresses the 

argument that Mormons are not Christians, so only the first negative theme will be addressed. 

Acceptance of the AOL News blog story without questioning its accuracy 

 The Church’s clarification on the Newsroom Blog clearly addresses this theme because the post 

provides a point of view that the AOL News blog post does not contain. The phrase, “The fact is,” is used 

and is followed by several specific examples of how the Church has provided help to those in need. These 

examples were listed in the previous section about references to past Church humanitarian work. 

RQ3: Judging from the AOL News blog and Facebook comment boards, did the Church’s response 

to this story have a positive or negative effect on readers? 

 The short answer is that the Church’s response was likely one of several factors that stemmed the 

tide of negative comments, and there are two reasons why this is the case. The first reason is found in the 

numbers — of the 305 comments on the AOL News blog, 127 (47%) were favorable of the Church, 106 

(35%) were unfavorable, 53 (17%) were neutral, and 19 (6%) were not applicable (spam messages). The 

AOL News Facebook page was more even — of 29 total comments, 11 (38%) were positive, 11 others 

negative, and seven (24%) neutral. These comments include both those before and after the Church’s 

crisis response. 

The second reason is more important. After 5 p.m. on November 9, 2010 (the time when the 

Church responded on the Newsroom Blog), 22 comments were posted on the AOL News blog forum, and 

zero negative comments about the Church. Because the Newsroom Blog is linked to or mentioned in 16 
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of these comments, the blog post from the Church obviously had a significant impact on user perceptions 

of the AOL News blog story comment forum. After 5 p.m. of the same day on the AOL News Facebook 

page, there are two comments and both link to the Newsroom Blog post. In addition to the Newsroom 

Blog post, the reason fewer comments are posted to the AOL News Facebook page is probably because 

links on Facebook become less visible after a few hours in a user’s Facebook news stream. Comments on 

the AOL News blog may have slowed for similar reasons. One might assume that most of these positive 

comments, if not all of them, come from Latter-day Saints, but this is impossible to know where this fact 

is not stated by the commenter. 

RQ4: How many different users are commenting on the AOL News blog and Facebook comment 

board? Is this just a conversation between the same 20 people?  

This question is difficult to answer on the AOL News blog comment forum because users can 

anonymously post comments; anonymity is more difficult to achieve on Facebook, but not impossible. 

However, 179 different screen names were used throughout the AOL News blog comment forum; also, 21 

different Facebook accounts were used on the AOL News Facebook page (see Appendix 8 for complete 

list). These findings suggest that this was a conversation between as many as 200 persons. Of course, 

these 200 persons do not represent the entire population, but the fact that so many persons are involved in 

the conversation tells us that these comments are something to which an organization should pay 

attention. In a sense, these comments are a free focus group from which the organization can learn 

valuable lessons. 

Discussion 

 This study provides at least three key lessons organizations can build upon in a crisis. First, an 

organization’s everyday actions will play a major role in defining that organization during a crisis. The 

Church’s history of extensive humanitarian aid work caused several comment forum participants to 

immediately question the validity of the AOL News blog article. This finding underlines the value that 

can come from positive organizational actions during the “planning-prevention” phase (the time when 

there is no crisis) of crisis communication (Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith, 2008, p. 149). 
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Second, this study highlights the importance of constantly monitoring the Web for organizational 

references — including comment forums at the bottom of stories and blog posts. The AOL News blog 

story broke, as almost all stories today do, in the blink of an eye on the Internet, and hundreds of 

comments were posted to the story within 24 to 48 hours. Several contemporary Internet tools, such as 

Google Reader, TweetDeck, and SocialMention, make the monitoring process easy (Holtz, 2009).  

Finally, this study shows the value of using a blog or online newsroom during a crisis to respond 

quickly with a public statement that clarifies an organization’s position on a certain issue. This study 

found that the Church’s Newsroom Blog response to a scathing article from the AOL News blog had a 

positive impact on reader perceptions. Granted, a quick response is not always easy for conservative, 

beauracratic organizations such as the Church. But, had the Church’s response appeared earlier than 30 

hours after the AOL News blog article was published, the Church’s response could have exerted even 

more influence.  

Limitations 

 This study has several limitations. First, comments from two online platforms — AOL and 

Facebook were studied. Other forums may exist with opinions about the AOL News blog story and the 

Church’s response. Second, all comments were coded by the author, without another person’s second 

opinion. Nevertheless, the comments were read through several times to make sure coding was as 

accurate as possible. Finally, this study did not include the things the author witnessed from within the 

organization at the time the Church responded to this AOL News blog article. Rather, the author 

approached this research paper as if he was not a part of the Church Public Affairs Department, and only 

studied information accessible to the public. 
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Appendices 
 

APPENDIX 1 | News stories and blog posts written for LDS Newsroom and the Newsroom Blog 
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APPENDIX 2 | Survey created for feedback on new LDS Newsroom website 
 

Newsroom Survey 
 

The Public Affairs Department of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints recently released a 
new version of Newsroom (newsroom.lds.org). The purpose of this survey is to obtain user feedback 
about various aspects of the new Newsroom and Newsroom blog (newsroom.lds.org/blog). This survey 
should take 510 minutes to complete. Thank you for your feedback and time. 
 

1. How often do you visit Newsroom? 
a. Daily 
b. 1-3 times per week 
c. 4 or more times per week 
d. 1-3 times per month  
e. Less than once a month 
f. For the first time 

 
2. What do you like about Newsroom? (please select all that apply) 

a. Newsroom contains information I need 
b. Information is comprehensive 
c. Information is interesting 
d. Information is easy to find 
e. Information is easy to understand 
f. Information is frequently updated 
g. Graphic design is attractive 
h. Links and buttons help me move around information easily 
i. Other (please specify):  

 
3. What topics do you want to find on Newsroom? (please select all that apply) 

a. Core beliefs and practices 
b. Education 
c. Family 
d. Genealogy/Family History 
e. Growth of the Church 
f. History of the Church 
g. Humanitarian Services 
h. Leaders’ biographies 
i. Missionary program 
j. Mormon Tabernacle Choir 
k. Organizational structure of the Church 
l. Race relations 
m. Temples 
n. Welfare and self reliance 
o. Public Issues 
p. Contact information 
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q. Other: (please specify):  
 

Measuring credibility  
4. How believable is the content on Newsroom? 

a. Very believable 
b. Believable 
c. Neutral 
d. Unbelievable 
e. Very unbelievable 

 
5. How balanced is the content on Newsroom?  

a. Very balanced 
b. Balanced 
c. Neutral 
d. Unbalanced 
e. Very unbalanced 

 
6. How in depth is the content on Newsroom? 

a. Very in depth 
b. In depth 
c. Neutral 
d. Little depth 
e. No depth at all 

 
7. How accurate is the content on Newsroom? 

a. Very accurate. 
b. Accurate 
c. Neutral 
d. Inaccurate 
e. Very inaccurate 

 
8. How relevant is the news on Newsroom? 

a. Very relevant 
b. Somewhat relevant 
c. Neutral 
d. Irrelevant 
e. Very irrelevant 

 
9. Judging by the four aforementioned criteria of credibility, are there any sources (online or 

otherwise) you deem more credible than Newsroom for news about the Mormon Church? (Please 
enter URL or title of publication) 

a. __________________________________________________________________ 
 

10. In general, how satisfied are you with the content on Newsroom? 
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a. Very satisfied 
b. Satisfied 
c. Neutral 
d. Dissatisfied 
e. Very dissatisfied 

 
11. Which is your primary source of news about the LDS Church: 

a. Newsroom 
b. LDS.org 
c. The Church News 
d. The Ensign  
e. Your own local news (newspaper, television news, radio, etc.) 
f. Other (please specify) ___________ 

 
12. How often do you find what you are looking for when you search Newsroom? 

a. Always 
b. Almost always 
c. Not sure 
d. Rarely 
e. Never 

 
13. How often do you use the search function of Newsroom to find information you are looking for?   

a. Always 
b. Regularly 
c. Often 
d. Occasionally 
e. Almost never 

 
Please rate your feelings of the following statements 

14. Newsroom should allow readers to post comments. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Neutral 
d. Disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 

 
15. Newsroom provides sufficient options to share Newsroom content on my social networks and 

blogs. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Neutral 
d. Disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 
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Newsroom blog (newsroom.lds.org/blog) 
 

16. How often do you read the Newsroom blog? 
a. Daily 
b. 1-3 times per week 
c. 4 or more times per week 
d. 1-3 times per month  
e. Less than once a month 
f. For the first time 

Please indicate if you agree/disagree with the following statements  
 

17. The Newsroom blog is more informal than Newsroom.  
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Neutral 
d. Disagree 
e. Strongly disagree  

 
18. The Newsroom blog provides additional context and information about the news not available on 

Newsroom. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Neutral 
d. Disagree 
e. Strongly disagree  

 
19. The Newsroom blog offers background information that’s interesting and useful to me besides the 

news stories on Newsroom 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Neutral 
d. Disagree 
e. Strongly disagree  

 
20. How would you rate the Newsroom blog with other organizational blogs you’re familiar with? 

a. Better than 
b. As good as 
c. About the same 
d. Not quite as good as 
e. Worse than 

21. The Newsroom blog is a transparent source of information.   
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
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c. Neutral 
d. Disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 

 
Demographics 

22. Please indicate your age. 
a. 18 years old or younger 
b. 19-24 years old 
c. 25-34 years old 
d. 35-44 years old 
e. 45-54 years old 
f. 55 years old or older 
g. No response 

 
23. Please indicate your current occupational field. 

a. Journalist/Media Representative 
b. Education 
c. Business/Law 
d. Government/Politics 
e. Medical/Health Services 
f. Retired/Stay-at-Home 
g. Student 
h. Other (please specify) ____________ 
i. No response 

 
24. Please indicate your gender. 

a. Male 
b. Female 
c. No response 

25. Are you a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter‐day Saints? 
a. Yes 
b. No – Never have been 
c. No – Former member 

 
 

Thank you for your feedback and time. 
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APPENDIX 3 | Examples of new media research conducted for co-workers 
 

 
Compiled 12/13/2010 for the daily department media report 

 
Blogs/New Media 

Mormon Leader and WWII Veteran on Guam (with video of Elder Perry) 
@Guam News Watch | 153 followers 
 
LDS Apostle L. Tom Perry Journeys To Guam To Organize Their First Stake (with video of Elder 
Perry) 
Mormonism‐Unveiled: Fact Vs. Fancy 
 
Mormon Tabernacle Choir Christmas Video Goes Viral 
LDS Media Talk 
 
Video spoofing Provo stereotypes goes viral on YouTube 
Mormon Life 
 
LDS Non‐African Missionaries Evacuated from Cote d'Ivoire (Ivory Coast) ‐ Cote d'Ivoire Abidjan 
Mission May Divide to Create New Mission in 2011 
LDS Church Growth 
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Selected Tweets about the New Mormon.org from July 15/16 

@rhubarbcubed: These profiles are awesome! But my favorite Mormon profile so far is Jeff: 
http://mormon.org/me/1N0F‐eng #mormons 
@brotherjudkins: Here's another favorite mormon.org profile. http://is.gd/dsZLl Alex Boye 
@Jesse: Check out the new Mormon.org site and messaging. Be sure to read my profile here: 
http://bit.ly/czTm03 
@CuteCultureChic: @formerlyphread Hey! I just found you on the new mormon.org! 
@NoahSparks: hey @ccarlson18, saw you featured on the new http://mormon.org! thanks 
for sharing & looking fwd to more Lib of Congress related tweets #LDS 
@AaronWJohnston: I love this family! And all the other featured videos I've seen. All at the great 
new Mormon.org http://ow.ly/2bYxf 
@craigohobson: My two favorite Mormon.org profiles (for obvious reasons) http://bit.ly/aBXE0a 
http://bit.ly/a9f0Us #mormon (via @jaredfitch) YES!!!! 
@taddgiles: A surfer hits the home page of the new mormon.org. Truly exceptional work by a great 
team of people. Check it: http://mormon.org/ 
@HearSayGame: Fascinating clip on Alex Boyé and his beliefs. http://bit.ly/dASJyz Homeless at 
how old? #bsa #jambo2010 
@JayBluther: Hey, look! I'm a Mormon. http://mormon.org/me/1DGR‐eng/ #lds 
@designmom: Mormon.org just relaunched a brand new website. You can find them on twitter too: 
@mormonorg 
@SomethingGirl: New www.Mormon.org website is pretty smart. Love the orange. Good choice. 
@JetSnow: RT @bencrowder: Cool, the new http://bit.ly/2ZytOk (expand ) redesign is up. #lds
#mormon (Much more modern than I expected) 
@FamilyTrifecta: check out my cousin's profile on Mormon.org http://bit.ly/a0siHv 
@LDSNana: "Hi, I'm Kathryn" ( http://bit.ly/cm9Qat ) Check out my profile on the NEW 
Mormon.org :) #LDS #Mormon 

Selected Newsroom Facebook Page Comments about NewMormon.org 
Kourtney Fitzgerald : I could probably explore this site forever. I just spent an hour reading profiles 
of people just like me... the time went by so quickly... haha. Very nice though, I love the new videos, 
media like that seems to resonate more with investigators than a bunch of text on a page. 
Roberta Blain : Yes, check me out at new.mormon.org. I'm there with several thousand others 
sharing my testimony. I encourage all members of Christ's church to share their testimony on this 
new site. 
Jasmine Gav : That's fantastic, I love the site :) As a newer Church member, it's so easy to find info!
 
Yellow: 25000+ followers 
Red: 5000+ followers 
Green: 1200+ followers 
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APPENDIX 4 | Sample Screenshots of listening post 
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APPENDIX 5 | Facebook and YouTube comment board policy 
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APPENDIX 6 | LDS Newsroom Blog post used in academic paper 
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APPENDIX 7 | List of user screen names from AOL News blog comment forum for research paper 
 

1) Skisalth20 
2) Keep token 
3) Freshair1621 
4) Don Clark (12) 
5) Fvllmnkys (12) 
6) Audiolaw 
7) Utahnativeson 
8) DavidVerona 
9) Peg 
10) Catz 
11) Rvanhosen 
12) Sylvan339 
13) Gmydogbud 
14) Munnmarym724 
15) Pkatcher 
16) Valerie 
17) Bruce 
18) Genewaters 
19) Pb3319 
20) Gov111w 
21) Grnsfld 
22) Erinannie17 (12) 
23) Anne 
24) Michael (12) 
25) Georgeanderson2 
26) Jemccjr 
27) Jason (12) 
28) Jkanon 
29) Dvdsn61 (1234) 
30) Bud (123) 
31) Thorn nickels 
32) Suzanne (12) 
33) Memmottclan (123) 
34) Kristina 
35) Dneil55859 (12) 
36) Paramed4life 
37) Alan (12) 
38) Mlue730 
39) Sixmom1962 
40) Luvdecat7 (1234) 
41) Nag 
42) aidanG (12) 
43) bfgair 
44) rex (12) 
45) herbt56 
46) Ken Anspach (123456789) 
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47) Lynn 
48) Crabconnection 
49) Yachtsforu 
50) Patrick Carter 
51) Cory (12) 
52) Mrddoubledd 
53) Special Ed 
54) Jdixon1474 
55) Good Lookin’ 
56) Phil Morris (12) 
57) Rturk58645 
58) Linmarco (12) 
59) Rhiredhelp 
60) Bruce and alan 
61) Alwnco 
62) Bob Gardner (12) 
63) John G (12) 
64) Digfestapp 
65) Clpatey1 
66) Cspinc1 (12) 
67) Toby (12) 
68) Chris 
69) THE LORD (2) 
70) Hot Mama 
71) DocLagos (12) 
72) Jlvtt 
73) Coyneman (12) 
74) Contrump 
75) Brghtsnd (123456) 
76) Sharon 
77) Dwuzze 
78) Paul 
79) Murphyajnjc (12) 
80) Mrbretfoon 
81) Engineherder 
82) Marc 
83) White Crow 
84) Leonedmiston70 (1234) 
85) Rahrah1954 
86) Fred 
87) Danny 
88) democracyInPeril 
89) Bobby Phippers (12) 
90) Daytimedaddo (12) 
91) Joper201 
92) Liquidschwarz 
93) Anrean (12) 
94) Geddy37 
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95) Rdmu10746 
96) Kisdbyfire 
97) Ed (12) 
98) Heydeckerocala 
99) Ariaphoneplayer 
100) Det11131 
101) Annika 
102) Cactus Pete 
103) Cutie 
104) Fordgarye 
105) Ginnyginny 
106) Nellis 
107) Lisa 
108) Gorgeous 
109) Brenda 
110) Georgeann 
111) Bro Joe 
112) Apercu001 
113) Erchambers 
114) Laraleew 
115) Balittlemusician 
116) chazmannj 
117) Denisse Vega 
118) Grant06 
119) Warren 
120) Ncj8100 
121) Canyouseethebeam 
122) Bllbllrw 
123) Aironmo21 
124) Anthony 
125) Dolly1p 
126) Billlllhulll 
127) Mary ann 
128) John/Kristine 
129) Slsmgr10233 
130) Registrant2010 
131) Buddylubman 
132) Rockettrip 
133) Kipdynamite 
134) Vcstone1 
135) Mykittywinks 
136) Retired Person 
137) Steveover 
138) Pacificpearl123 
139) Tigian17 
140) Dudespeaks 
141) Ykyks1 
142) BERNIE/LOIS 
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143) Aol sucks 
144) Cshiff9342 
145) Sretiredin2006 
146) Chadandalaina 
147) Ms. Stroman 
148) lorenc@mac.com 
149) Hisdisciple4ever 
150) Jcbrooks 
151) A713144 
152) Rtruerelic 
153) Drummer185 
154) Mygunnydog 
155) Johnsonk885 
156) Bbakerlaw 
157) Brianweir1 
158) Cappy19188 
159) Rlnrse 
160) Musetteroof 
161) Latterdaytexan 
162) Stand4light 
163) Titus Todd 
164) Isaac 
165) Ben 
166) Jplaforce 
167) Derek Hernandez 
168) Dude 
169) Janotheridea  
170) Geesd 
171) Goehring8 
172) Lori 
173) Romneyrich 
174) Staci 
175) June 
176) Chip 
177) Mistry349 
178) Poguessq 
179) Shaunsyphus 
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APPENDIX 8 | Example of weekly web analytics report for LDS Newsroom website 
 

Newsroom Stats 
Total Page Views     Unique Visitors 
   
 
Most Popular News Stories  
#1  
#2  
#3  
#4  
#5  

 

 
Most Popular Pages  
#1  
#2  
#3  
#4  
#5 

 

 
Where Newsroom Visitors Came From This Week 
#1  
#2  
#3  
#4  
#5  

 

 
Top 10 Internal Search Terms This Week 
#1  
#2  
#3  
#4  
#5  
#6  
#7  
#8  
#9  
#10  

 
 

 
Top Referring Domains This Week  
#1  
#2  
#3    
#4  
#5  
#6  
#7  
#8  
#9  
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#10  
 

Newsroom Blog Stats 
 
Most Popular Blog Posts 
#1  
#2  
#3  
#4  
#5  
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APPENDIX 9 | Google Reader and TweetDeck screenshots 
 
RSS icon in Mozilla Firefox: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
RSS icon in Internet Explorer:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Adding an RSS link to Google Reader:  
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TweetDeck browser: 
 

 
 
 
 
 


