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This chapter examines an intersection of two domains of crisis communica-
tion and social media research and practice: law enforcement alerts and mobile 
technology. In what follows, we explore the social significance and implications 
of what we define as “idle alerts” – messages that ask recipients to increase their 
alertness or to observe their surroundings. In contrast, crisis communication 
research has to date mostly focused on improving the effectiveness of what we 
call “actionable alerts” – messages that typically instruct recipients to perform 
a specific protective action. We argue that while law enforcement-related idle 
alerts are intended to improve public safety, they also serve powerful symbolic 
functions and communicate social values. As such, we urge crisis communica-
tion and social media scholars to apply critical-cultural perspectives in studying 
public alert and warning and to carefully distinguish idle alerts from actionable 
alerts.

Historically, law enforcement officials have used a variety of media to enlist 
the public to help solve crimes and capture suspects. One early type of message 
about crime from law enforcement is the “wanted” poster, which is a form of 
public notification that asks viewers to be on the lookout for suspects, to report 
information to police, and in some cases, to collect a reward for it. Crime is also 
a significant part of fiction and nonfiction popular media, and officials are able 
to use this interest to their benefit. For example, in 1950, a reporter asked the 
FBI “for the names and descriptions of the ‘toughest guys’ the Bureau would 
like to capture,” and the resulting story’s considerable publicity led to the crea-
tion of the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program (FBI, 2020, para. 1). 
The long-running television show America’s Most Wanted (1988-2012), which 
vividly depicted criminal acts and invited viewers to report information about 
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suspects, is credited with leading to the capture of 17 fugitives from the FBI’s list 
(para. 27). In addition to newspapers, radio, and television, officials have used 
a variety of other media to ask the public for assistance, including publicizing 
missing children on the backs of milk cartons in the 1980s and 90s and using 
electronic billboards to display modern-day “wanted” posters. These examples 
illustrate that law enforcement has long attempted to use new forms of media to 
deputize the public to help solve crimes and capture suspects.

At an institutional level, beginning in 2003, FEMA began urging state and 
local governments to integrate human-caused hazards (especially materials acci-
dents and terrorism) into their all-hazard mitigation plans (FEMA, 2003). The 
all-hazard approach develops broadly applicable mitigation processes across haz-
ards, rather than hazard-specific plans. Laws including the Clery Act (1990), the 
Prosecutorial Remedies and Other Tools to end the Exploitation of Children 
Today Act (2003), the Rafael Ramos and Wenjian Liu National Blue Alert Act 
(2015), and the Ashanti Alert Act (2018) have added a law enforcement dimen-
sion to these plans by mandating or encouraging the issuance of alerts (at local, 
state, or regional levels) related to missing or abducted children and adults, 
crime, and threats to law enforcement personnel.

Advances in mobile and social media technology have occurred in tandem 
with these policy developments. In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001 and Hurricane Katrina in 2005, President George W. Bush 
signed Executive Order 13407 in 2006, which mandated that the United States 
have a comprehensive system to warn the American people in situations of war, 
terrorist attack, natural disaster, or other hazards to public safety and well-being. 
This Order spurred the creation of the Integrated Public Alert and Warning 
System – the federal backbone of multiple alert and warning subsystems, includ-
ing the Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA) system, which was launched in 2012. 
As this volume attests, for nearly two decades, officials have used mobile devices 
in conjunction with social media platforms to communicate during crisis sit-
uations and public safety emergencies. Understanding the role and impact of 
social media in risk, crisis, and disaster communication is its own established and 
growing subfield of research: crisis informatics.

However, the conflation over the past decade of planning for natural hazards, 
human-caused hazards, crime, and threats to public safety – along with the rapid 
development and deployment of mobile and social media alerting technologies 
– has generated a fragmented and confusing U.S. public alert and warning sys-
tem (Bean, 2019; Schatz, 2019; Todd et al., 2019). One Twitter user’s response 
to receiving a Blue Alert illustrates this situation: “Happy 1 am to everyone 
else in Alabama awake and googling blue alert because our phones just made 
the tornado noise” (Bridges, 2020). Today, U.S. iPhone users find options in 
their notification settings to enable or disable “AMBER Alerts,” “Emergency 
Alerts,” and “Public Safety Alerts,” while Android users find “AMBER Alerts,” 
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“Extreme Threats,” and “Severe Threats” with little indication of what each 
alert type entails or the possible consequences of disabling it (see Bean, 2019). 
In addition to these types of WEA messages, officials may also use an array of 
specialized “built-for-purpose” apps (e.g., FEMA or NOAA) as well as general 
social media apps (e.g., Facebook or Twitter) to disseminate alerts (Tan et al., 
2017). Integration among mass media, social media, and mobile messaging for 
crisis communication is accelerating. For example, California Highway Patrol’s 
“Active Alerts” Twitter page disseminates alert messages including three subsets 
of WEA messages: AMBER Alerts (for missing or abducted children), Silver 
Alerts (for missing adults, especially senior citizens), and Blue Alerts (for crimes 
against or threats to law enforcement personnel).

Crisis communication scholars have typically focused on the efficacy of 
mobile and social media alerting, demonstrating concern for message accuracy, 
(re)transmission, interpretation, and response (Bean et al., 2015; Sutton et al., 
2014; van Dijl et al., 2019). Research focused on efficacy is valuable for improv-
ing behavioral outcomes in response to hazards, whether they are natural or 
human-caused. This type of research is well-suited to studying messages that 
ask recipients to take a specific protective action, in other words, to stop what 
they are doing and do something else (e.g., “evacuate,” “shelter-in-place,” “stay 
home,” or “slow down”). We define such messages as “actionable alerts.”

However, due to the recent laws, policy changes, and advances in technology 
mentioned above, an increasing number of alerts do not ask recipients to take 
a specific protective action. Such messages, which we define as “idle alerts,” 
instead ask recipients to change their cognitive or emotional state, includ-
ing observing their surroundings more intensely (e.g., “a series of car break-
ins have occurred,” “monitor media,” “report anyone matching the suspect’s 
description”). Officials can issue idle alerts in response to both natural hazards 
(e.g., “be ready for a sudden drop to zero visibility”) and human-caused hazards 
(e.g., “police are investigating an aggravated assault”), but because idle alerts 
often do not recommend immediate protective action, the crisis communication 
literature’s message effectiveness paradigm does not well explain their intent, 
social functions, and potential consequences.

In particular, the message effectiveness paradigm offers little insight into the 
political and cultural dimensions of recipients’ reactions to law enforcement-
related idle alerts. For example, people’s reactions on Twitter to receiving a Blue 
Alert range from confusion (e.g., “What is a blue alert?” and “What do police 
expect us to do?”), to annoyance about being woken up or disturbed, anti-police 
sentiment, and pro-police responses. Understanding such diverse reactions to 
idle alerts requires moving beyond a message effectiveness paradigm to ask 
instead: How do alerts both reflect and reproduce social values and inequalities? 
Law enforcement-related idle alerts, in particular, describe and enact the social 
world, which raises questions about how these kinds of alerts construct crime 

BK-TandF-JIN_9780367488994-211406-Chp32.indd   362 29/11/21   7:22 PM



The Social Functions of Idle Alerts 363

and criminals, whose lives “matter,” and how stakeholders balance privacy and 
security. As we explain in the rest of this chapter, law enforcement-related mes-
sages provide a clear illustration of the necessity of critical-cultural perspectives 
in studying the social functions of idle alerts.

Research on the Social Functions of Idle Alerts

A handful of researchers have begun to explore the social functions of idle alerts 
(Bean, 2019; Griffin, 2016; Hasinoff & Krueger, 2020; Madden, 2015 Sicafuse 
& Miller, 2010). These researchers are less concerned with ensuring a given 
alert’s fidelity to an underlying material reality (accuracy) or maximizing its 
persuasiveness in compelling protective action (efficacy). Instead, these research-
ers focus more on how such messages collectively function to affirm and per-
form particular social values, generally viewing alerts as one of many sites of 
culture in which “reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed” 
(Carey, 1989, p. 23). This perspective, which is typically informed by theories of 
social constructionism, maintains that technologies are never neutral but instead 
“occupy sites of struggle over meanings and power” (Slack & Wise, 2005, p. 2). 
Applied to idle alerts, the goal is to identify, understand, and critique the ideo-
logical work that alerting systems and their messages perform. Research can 
involve critically analyzing the form and content of alerts, investigating how 
different groups of people perceive and respond to them, and questioning the 
ways those alerts reflect and reinforce structures of power and control, including 
who gets to decide what kinds of alerts people receive in the first place, under 
what conditions, and why.

One way that researchers have examined the social functions of alerts is by 
examining them as “crime control theater” (Sicafuse & Miller, 2010). Sicafuse 
and Miller (2010) introduced this concept to explain why the AMBER Alert 
system is popular and persists despite its demonstrated ineffectiveness. Griffin 
(2016) likewise expressed concern that “the AMBER Alert system is part of a 
larger dysfunction in which … reactionary crime control policies are publicly 
[given] the benefit of the doubt for no other reason than the emotional language 
attached to their creation” (p. 43). Bean (2019) similarly analyzed media reports 
and institutional documents to demonstrate that the WEA system’s “Presidential 
Alert” functionality has more to do with institutional identities and ideology 
than national protection or public safety.

Studies have also examined the social and cultural dimensions of the issuing 
and reception of campus crime alerts. Madden (2017) interviewed university 
officials about the timeliness of campus crime alerts, finding that decision- 
making concerning the tradeoffs between message urgency and accuracy 
allowed officials to assert their preferred interpretations of policies and perform 
their expertise in ways that reinforced their own authority. As one participant 
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stated, “There are no hard and fast rules for this. … I’ve been in this business 
31 years now and when I hear of a crime, I get the call at two in the morning, I 
know almost immediately whether I’m sending an alert out” (p. 372). Hasinoff 
and Krueger (2020) surveyed college students, finding that some respondents 
appeared to overreact to campus crime alerts, which suggests that the Clery Act 
might actually decrease safety on college campuses. We next apply some of the 
themes of this “social functions” research to Blue Alerts and further investigate 
Clery Act notifications.

Applied Examples of Idle Alerts

Since the mid-2010s, there has been a struggle between wireless carriers and 
various consumer groups who narrowly define smartphones as personal con-
sumer devices and emergency managers and law enforcement officials who posi-
tion smartphones as critical public safety devices. Here, we discuss two types 
of law enforcement-related idle alerts: Blue Alerts and Clery Act notifications. 
Blue Alerts highlight an opportunity to examine the political dimensions of cri-
sis communication, while Clery Act notifications demonstrate how these kinds 
of messages can have unintended consequences, potentially decreasing public 
safety. For each alert type, we begin with a brief overview and then assess some 
of the claims about the rationale, purpose, and effectiveness of these idle alerts 
that researchers might critically examine.

Blue Alerts

The national Blue Alert system was created in response to the December 20, 2014 
killing of New York City police officers Rafael Ramos and Wenjian Liu. The 
shooter had traveled to New York City from Baltimore, Maryland, specifically to 
kill police officers in revenge for the deaths of Eric Garner and Michael Brown, 
two cases in which police officers had killed unarmed black men. Authorities in 
Baltimore issued a warning that the shooter had threatened law enforcement, but 
New York City officials received the warning too late to prevent the killings. 
The Rafael Ramos and Wenjian Liu National Blue Alert Act was passed in 2015, 
requiring the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) to establish a national communi-
cations network for planning, facilitating, and issuing Blue Alerts.

Today, most law enforcement agencies can issue a Blue Alert to the public 
through the WEA system in response to (a) the serious injury or death of a law 
enforcement officer in the line of duty, (b) an officer who is missing in connec-
tion with the officer’s official duties, or (c) an imminent and credible threat that 
an individual intends to cause the serious injury or death of a law enforcement 
officer. Each state maintains its own Blue Alert Action Plan, and according to 
the DOJ, as of June 2020, only 11 states did not have a plan in place. The DOJ 
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reported that 44 law enforcement officers were killed in the line of duty in 2019 
(COPS, 2020). While the DOJ does not provide information about the number 
of Blue Alerts issued, media reports indicate that Blue Alerts are rare – perhaps 
under ten per year nationwide. A Blue Alert issued by the Tennessee Bureau 
of Investigation in 2018 in response to the shooting death of Sgt. Daniel Baker 
read, “STEVEN WIGGINS*ARMED AND DANGEROUS W/M BROWN 
HAIR/EYES**6’1,220 855-ALERTTBI.” The suspect later surrendered to the 
police without incident.

The existence of the Blue Alert system raises obvious, yet under-researched, 
questions about the social and political functions of this form of crisis com-
munication. We note that alert systems exist for protecting particularly vulner-
able people, such as children (AMBER alerts) and elderly people with dementia 
(Silver Alerts), as well as for people who are trained and (potentially) armed, i.e., 
Blue Alerts for police officers and new, state-level Camo Alerts for current or 
former military members. A critical-cultural perspective asks why U.S. alerting 
systems emphasize threats to law enforcement personnel, rather than to members 
of other occupations who also risk their lives to protect the public from harm, 
such as first responders and health professionals, or, for that matter, anyone else. 
Such a question is particularly salient in light of the large-scale protests of police 
brutality and racism following the 2020 killing of George Floyd by four mem-
bers of the Minneapolis Police Department.

Crisis communication’s message effectiveness paradigm is insufficient for 
investigating these issues. A critical-cultural perspective contextualizes Blue 
Alerts in relation to the Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter movements. 
Blue Alerts potentially reinforce public perceptions that violence directed at 
law enforcement originates from political beliefs, whereas law enforcement vio-
lence represents (non-political) protection (Turner, 2019). To our knowledge, not 
one of the 1,099 people killed by police in 2019 in the United States (54 per-
cent of those being people of color) resulted in any WEA messages (Mapping 
Police Violence, 2019). The difficulty of even imagining an alert system designed 
to warn the public of police violence demonstrates the power of ideological 
and structural forces that valorize law enforcement. Extending Turner’s (2019) 
analysis of police power, we suggest that Blue Alerts symbolize “unequal rep-
resentations of death,” illustrating how a law enforcement officer’s death “is a 
political act which offers the state a mechanism to (re)emphasize and (re)imag-
ine its own power” (p. 241). Indeed, a DOJ handbook (Office of Community 
Oriented Policing Services, 2017) claims that the Blue Alert system is necessary 
because violence against law enforcement officers is “an assault on the American 
way of life” (p. 19). Crisis communication researchers ought to consider how 
control over the existence, form, content, and frequency of idle alerts consti-
tutes a way in which the state uses emerging technology to “reanimate itself ” 
(Turner, 2019, p. 241). As U.S. activists and institutions confront the legacy of 

BK-TandF-JIN_9780367488994-211406-Chp32.indd   365 29/11/21   7:22 PM



366 H. Bean and A.A. Hasinoff

structural racism, particularly in policing, crisis communication’s role in the 
reproduction of systemic inequalities and the “reanimation” of the state is wor-
thy of critique and transformation.

Clery Act Notifications

The 1990 Jeanne Clery Act mandates that college campuses inform their con-
stituents about certain emergencies and crimes that have occurred. The intent 
of the legislation is to promote transparency about crime and to increase safety. 
The Clery Act handbook explains that policies about Timely Warnings and 
Emergency Notifications are intended to help keep “students and employees 
informed about threats to their safety and health in a manner that allows them 
to protect themselves” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p. 6-1). One cam-
pus police chief explained that the threat of fines may incentivize officials to 
disseminate messages that are not strictly necessary for safety, which may have 
unintended consequences. He commented:

The spirit of the law is good; transparency in police operations is good, … 
and we provide information that could make people safer if they take it 
seriously. But I also think there are times when it’s just silly and we’re wor-
rying people for no reason.

(quoted in Hasinoff & Krueger, 2020, p. 602)

Clery policies, coupled with advances in mobile and social media technol-
ogies, have significantly increased the immediacy and frequency of messages 
about crime. Mobile technology in particular raises new questions, especially 
given research establishing that people generally view content on mobile devices 
as more intimate and potentially with a higher emotional valence than broad-
cast media (Xie & Newhagen, 2014). Moreover, while the relationship between 
media depictions of crime and fear of crime is complex, some research suggests 
that particular kinds of representations are especially fear-inducing. Heath and 
Gilbert (1996) argue that these qualities include nonfiction depictions, random 
crimes perpetrated by strangers, crimes that occurred in close proximity to audi-
ence members, and depictions of crime that lack a resolution and sense of justice. 
Notifications about crime on campus are a unique genre of media that often 
fulfill each of those criteria.

Research on the social implications of the Clery-mandated crime notifica-
tions suggests that these policy effects could run counter to their aims of increas-
ing safety. One study explains: “Clery policies may inadvertently decrease safety 
by desensitizing some audiences while potentially reducing campus participa-
tion for those who are particularly fearful” (Hasinoff & Krueger, 2020, p. 603). 
Questions about the broader effects of emergency alert messages on people’s 
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perceptions of risk and safety over time or in a particular location are typically 
beyond the scope of a study of message effectiveness. This is especially relevant 
for idle alerts about crimes on college campuses, and there are few studies on 
the alerts’ long-term social costs and benefits. In particular, officials and stake-
holders have expressed concern that idle alerts may contribute to over-alerting 
or alerting fatigue (Bean, 2019). Stakeholders should ask, for example: Do law-
enforcement-related idle alerts exacerbate “mean-world syndrome”? (Gerbner 
et al., 2002). Along these lines, we conclude this chapter with a call for expand-
ing the types of questions and research approaches that crisis communication 
scholars engage.

Conclusion: Critical-Cultural Research and Idle Alerts

Distinguishing idle alerts from actionable alerts helps clarify that crisis com-
munication can raise questions that a message effectiveness paradigm cannot 
answer. Officials’ expanding use of mobile and social media alerting technolo-
gies to issue idle alerts introduces a new set of theoretical, empirical, and political 
questions that necessitate critical-cultural perspectives. Crisis communication 
research typically foregrounds issues of organizational effectiveness including 
planning, response, resilience, and repair. We recommend that researchers com-
plement this effectiveness paradigm with perspectives that pay closer attention to 
the social functions of crisis communication.

To begin this project, crisis communication researchers might consider pay-
ing more attention to one social function in particular: the “enculturating” role 
of idle alerts. Livingstone (1996) explains that the scope of questions from the 
enculturation paradigm extends beyond the effects of any individual message on 
people’s actions: “The study of enculturation processes, which work over long 
time periods, and which are integral to rather than separable from other forms 
of social determination, would ask not how the media make us act or think, 
but rather how the media contribute to making us who we are” (p. 320). While 
Clery-Act-mandated idle alerts may help officials locate suspects and provide 
an appearance of official action, competence, and attention to risk, we suggest 
that further research into the enculturating effects of these types of messages is 
necessary to better understand their implications and unintended consequences. 
Our discussion of Blue Alerts also suggests that crisis communication researchers 
might further examine how political values are inscribed not only in the content 
of alert messages but also in the design and functions of alerting technologies. As 
Balsamo (2011) argues, “Through the practices of designing, cultural beliefs are 
materially reproduced, identities are established, and social relations are codi-
fied” (p. 3).

Our discussion of the unwanted effects of Clery Act notifications and the 
political dimensions of Blue Alerts indicates that scholars should critically ask: 
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Whose “public safety” do these systems prioritize, and why? Crisis communica-
tion researchers are well-positioned to address these kinds of questions if they 
can examine the social functions of alerts and account for the social construction 
of meaning. We encourage the increased use of critical-cultural perspectives to 
view such objects of study.

Finally, as this chapter was going to print, we confronted an alerting contro-
versy on our own campus illustrating our claims in this chapter. One afternoon 
in April 2021, Auraria campus students, staff, and faculty received a text alert 
stating: “AURARIA CAMPUS lockdown! All entry doors are locked. Increase 
your awareness. Run, hide, or fight if appropriate. Additional info from police 
will follow ASAP.” This message illustrated that “idle” and “actionable” alerts 
can be seen as reflecting a spectrum rather than a binary: message recipients were 
told to increase their “awareness” while also being given the general advice to 
“run, hide, or fight if appropriate.” Although only a few hundred people were 
working at the Auraria campus at the time due to Covid-19 restrictions, the 
heart-stopping message left many recipients rattled, especially given that this 
particular alert was issued just two weeks after the March 22, 2021 mass shoot-
ing in nearby Boulder, Colorado that left ten people dead. More than 40 minutes 
after the initial lockdown message, campus police sent a second message that 
they had apprehended the suspect in a stabbing incident. The alert was so con-
fusing and unsettling for members of the campus that administrators sent an 
email the following day to explain why and how the vague-yet-ominous mes-
sage had been issued:

The Auraria Campus Police Department sent that alert in compliance with 
the federal Clery Act that requires such notifications when police believe 
there’s an immediate threat to the health and safety of the campus com-
munity. The text was a pre-scripted emergency notification, which is done 
to get the message out more quickly.

Administrators vowed to investigate and improve emergency alerting pro-
cesses, “We commit to doing better, and we will.” We hope so and believe that 
a critical-cultural perspective can help.
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