Should I respond?

Ultimately it’s up to you, your agency, your communications policy, etc. to set the guidelines for how and when you respond to public questions and comments. Here are a few things to consider:

· Is there a LEGITIMATE question or concern?
· If the commenter is asking a legitimate question - and we have a very broad definition of “legitimate” - and you, as a trusted community resource, can provide an answer, you probably should.
· You don’t have to LIKE the question. It may even seem silly (“Do you have a height requirement for new employees” – silly, but legitimate) but if you can respond, you should.
· Responding is transparent. Transparency builds trust.
· Likewise, if a commenter has a legitimate concern, and you are the appropriate department to address that concern, you probably should.
· HOWEVER - if the question or concern is legitimate but pertains to a different agency/department/stakeholder, and if you can redirect the person to someone who can answer their question, you should.
· For example, if you’re not the fire department and the question pertains to them, then help them get the info they need (e.g. “That’s a great question for @CentralFire. Here’s their contact information).
· Is there an IMPLIED question or concern?
· At face value, sometimes cranky comments or sarcastic questions look like content you should ignore. For example “No one called me to tell me that I needed to evacuate”
· HOWEVER, reading between the lines can often reveal an implied question or confusion of some sort. In this case, the implied question is “How do I get notified of an evacuation? Where can I find information?”
· If you are, as the trusted community resource, in a position to educate or inform to RESOLVE that question or confusion, you should
· Is there a rumor/misinformation that should be addressed?
· Again, snarky comments can ALSO contain rumors or misinformation that you may be in a position to address
· If you can redirect people to a verified source of info (e.g. a website, Facebook post, etc), that’s ideal. That way you’re not getting in a back-and-forth. You’re saying “This is incorrect. Here’s the correct information. Here’s a link to learn more.”
· Can you acknowledge feedback?
· Not all responses need to be to negative posts. If someone post a kudos, or compliments you/your agency, you can thank them/acknowledge their feedback (e.g. “Thank you for the kind words. We’ll share them with our chief and the officers who were on duty during your call.” etc. )
· You can also, of course, acknowledge negative feedback and (ideally) provide that person a way to resolve or follow up on the issue (e.g. a complaint form, offering to call and talk, resolving it via email) OR do a public post that shows how your department uses the feedback it receives.
· Respond to direct messages: With the exception of spam, all direct messages deserve some level of response – yes, even in a crisis
· A simple “Thank you for your feedback” or “Thank you for sharing this information” is enough - a polite and personal acknowledgement that a real human at the department read their message. You don’t need to write a novel, nor get drawn into a conversation.
· Use a holding message if you’ve received a message that will take additional time to respond to. For example, a message requesting more information about a politically sensitive topic or issue. You know it’ll take at least a week to meet with the chief or legal, investigate the issue or collect information, and draft and send a response. 
· A holding statement like “Thanks for asking about [insert topic here]. We’re working to gather more information and hope to have a response back to you by [insert timeframe here]. If you have additional questions, please let us know.”
· This lets the recipient know that you’ve received the message and manages their expectations about when they’ll get a response. Otherwise, they’ve just sent a message into the vacuum and have no idea if you’re ever going to respond. Or not.
· ALL social media is public record. Which means even direct messages are public if someone wants them to be. The best rule of thumb to use is to treat direct messages the way you would a phone call: You wouldn’t hang up on the person, ignore them, or refuse to provide information. Without adding more work to your day, find a way to respond so that the person on the other end of the message gets the information they need.

More tips for responding:
· Stick to the facts
· Can you share hard data?
· What do you know? What DON’T you know?
· What are you doing RIGHT NOW? What HAVE you done?
· Where can I find more information?

Another tactic: Rather than arguing, redirect:
· Arguing elevates the issue and/or the individual – gives them a soapbox
· During a crisis, we’d like to avoid that.
· Acknowledge the concern OR answer the direct or implied question … if you can
· Be strategic when answering leading questions (do you think….) or sandbag questions (it seems like you did X just to have Y happen, or “would you say this was an attempt to XXXX”
· Here’s what we know right now or 
· Here’s what I can tell you or 
· There’s a lot we don’t know, and speculating isn’t going to help anyone. What we’re focusing on is…

Benefits & Drawbacks
If you’re still not sure whether to respond, here’s a quick critical-thinking exercise

· Benefits
· What can you gain from a thoughtful response? Consider your communications goals, and overall sense of credibility with the public.
· What can you gain from NOT responding, or letting others respond? Again, consider your communications goals and credibility.

· Drawbacks
· A response always carries a risk of giving the commenter a soapbox from which to pontificate. What does your gut tell you? Does the benefit (transparency, etc.) outweigh the risk (soapbox)?
· A nonresponse is still a response. It can say that you don’t care, or that the comment isn’t worthy of response, or a million other things. Does a nonresponse damage your credibility or trust/transparency?
