
Zora Rezo, Antonela; Kolić Stanić, Matilda; Togonal, Marijana

Conference Paper

Public Relations Principles for the Digital
Communication in a Local Crisis

Provided in Cooperation with:
IRENET - Society for Advancing Innovation and Research in Economy, Zagreb

Suggested Citation: Zora Rezo, Antonela; Kolić Stanić, Matilda; Togonal, Marijana (2021) :
Public Relations Principles for the Digital Communication in a Local Crisis, In: Proceedings of
the ENTRENOVA - ENTerprise REsearch InNOVAtion Conference, Hybrid Conference, Zagreb,
Croatia, 9-10 September 2021, IRENET - Society for Advancing Innovation and Research in
Economy, Zagreb, pp. 52-65,
https://doi.org/10.54820/EUXG7226

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/262234

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your
personal and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the documents publicly, to make them
publicly available on the internet, or to distribute or otherwise
use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open
Content Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you
may exercise further usage rights as specified in the indicated
licence.

  https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.54820/EUXG7226%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/262234
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


  

 

52 

ENTRENOVA - ENTerprise REsearch InNOVAtion Vol. 7 No. 1 

Public Relations Principles for the Digital 

Communication in a Local Crisis 
 

Antonela Zora Rezo 

Faculty of Forestry and Wood Technology, Zagreb - Croatia 

Matilda Kolić Stanić 

Catholic University of Croatia, Croatia 

Marijana Togonal 

Catholic University of Croatia, Croatia  

 

Abstract 
 

In dealing with the crisis, all institutions must react and urgently solve the problem, 

but a special challenge is to communicate with key publics, especially those publics 

that have suffered damage., What is imperative for public relations is fast and two-

way communication. That is why digital platforms are indispensable in crisis 

communication because they enable almost simultaneous reaction and enable 

institutions to communicate directly with the affected public, without the mediation 

of information media. This paper aims to analyse the crisis communication of the City 

of Slavonski Brod through its official website and Facebook page during water 

pollution in March and April 2018. The analysis was performed by methods of 

qualitative content analysis and a case study analysis. During the environmental 

incident, the City of Slavonski Brod did not communicate following the PR principles 

of crisis communication nor took advantage of digital communication. 
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Introduction 
Crises often mark the social and cultural context in which organizations operate, and 

anyone involved in managing organizations knows that crises are impossible to 

avoid (de la Cierva, 2018). Whether the cause of the crisis is external or internal, 

whether it is caused by environmental forces or by management irregularities 

(Langford, 2006), communication in such circumstances is extremely complex and 

demanding. Therefore, it is not surprising that crisis communication is one of the most 

challenging areas in public relations (Jugo, 2017). Public relations, as a relatively 

young profession within communication sciences, faced in 1990s the explosion of 

researches in crisis communication (Haupt, 2021) and still needs to put a lot of effort 

into educating its practitioners (Kolić Stanić, 2018). 

 This paper aims to analyze the use of digital communication channels in crisis 

communication in a local community in Croatia. We focused on the crisis 

communication of the City of Slavonski Brod and its official digital channels during 

the environmental incident of water pollution in March 2018. Since the City of 

Slavonski Brod has two digital channels for communication with its citizens, this paper 

will have two goals: the first is to analyze crisis communication during the 

environmental incident on the City's official website, and the second goal is to 

analyze crisis communication during the environmental incident on the official 

Facebook page of the City. The main methods of analysis are case study and 

qualitative content analysis. The main research question is: How does the City of 

Slavonski Brod follow PR principles of crisis communication during the crisis on its 

official digital channels. 

 In the field of crisis communication in Croatia, there is a lack of published research 

on crisis communication using new digital media, especially in local self-government. 

So far, there has been no research on environmental crises in Croatia from a public 

relations perspective that would focus specifically on the local community or the 

local self-government. Rare exceptions, but just at the level of mentioning the 

course, is the case of beer factory’s water pollution (Jurčević et al., 2020), or the crisis 

of landmine accidents (Čerina et al., 2007), or the analysis of the case of fires on the 

islands of Kornati (Perinić, 2007). Still, none of these studies was observed exclusively 

from the perspective of public relations.  

 

Literature review 
The crisis as the challenge for public relations 
The causes of the crisis, according to Lerbinger (1997), divide crises into natural and 

technological crises, confrontational crises, and those due to bad intentions. 

Furthermore, there are crises due to distorted values of board members, crises due to 

management errors (de la Cierva, 2018). From the perspective of public relations, 

the concept of crisis is complex, and different definitions emphasize its many 

characteristics. But at the end of the day, the crises are primarily a problem of 

management (de la Cierva, 2018), which is responsible for its prevention, 

preparation, response, and revision (Coombs, 2012). But it is not enough to solve the 

problem, and it is also necessary to communicate, especially during crises. Namely, 

crisis communication can reduce or even eliminate the negative consequences on 

relations with key publics (de la Cierva, 2018). Like management, organizations (no 

matter the type of organization) need to communicate with key audiences before, 

during, and after the crisis (Jugo, 2017).  

 Although the crisis can be an opportunity to improve an organization and even to 

improve its image if it is well managed (de la Cierva, 2018; Tkalac Verčič, 2015; Jugo 
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2017), the crisis comes with its negative connotations - it brings organizations and 

individuals into serious difficulty by jeopardizing their goals and even their very 

existence (Coombs, 2012; de la Cierva, 2018; Jugo, 2017; Tomić, 2016). Crises are 

unplanned and unwanted (Tomić 2016), fast and uncertain (de la Cierva, 2018), 

intense and potentially negative (Jugo, 2017). They always involve blaming: whether 

the person has caused the problem or failed to answer it correctly (de la Cierva, 

2018).  

Digital channels are crises (un)friendly 
With the development of new media and digital platforms, the media environment 

has undergone a great transformation: information is transmitted at high speed and 

has a global reach; emotions are emphasized, and there is a certain instability 

associated with the new digital world (de la Cierva, 2018). Furthermore, much 

communication has moved from classic channels to social networks like Facebook 

(Jugo, 2017). Due to all these features, digital communication channels are an 

indispensable tool in crisis communication (Coombs, 2012). Still, at the same time 

(because crises develop faster than ever and can become global in a short time), 

they can also be figured as double-edged swords (de la Cierva, 2018).  

 Online hostile communities are organized quickly (Tomić, 2016), so a singular 

problem can quickly turn into a crisis: such digital turbulences are taken over from 

the mainstream media and turn into real controversies (de la Cierva, 2018). The 

great trump card of social networks and digital platforms is the immediacy of 

communication - to reach the public, the organization can directly communicate 

with its key audiences through digital channels (de la Cierva, 2018). These are the 

concrete benefits that channels like Facebook and Twitter offer the organization to 

communicate faster and more efficiently in a crisis (Jugo, 2017). However, during the 

crisis, the public trusts the media because the organization is often not considered a 

credible source of information (de la Cierva, 2018). In the new digital environment, 

old negative news will emerge online. It may even present itself as new offline news, 

so the organization must interact with its public even after the crisis (de la Cierva, 

2018).  

The principles in crises communication 
There are many tips in the literature on communicating in public that emphasize the 

importance of certain principles. Still, de la Cierva, with his eight principles, has 

managed to cover all the fundamental problems that a communicator will 

encounter in a crisis. 

 As the first principle, de la Cierva states: “Address perceptions more than facts” 

(de la Cierva, 2018). In short, this principle emphasizes the importance of perception 

and argues that facts are important but that perceptions of those facts are even 

more important. Furthermore, communication can only be successful if you first know 

how to listen to the other side - especially those who are protesting, because the 

answer to the crisis must not be closure (de la CIerva, 2018; Coombs, 2012; Jugo, 

2017, Tkalac Verčič, 2015). The third principle emphasizes how important it is in crisis 

communication to emphasize feelings that show that the organization is concerned 

about its key publics and understands them (de la Cierva, 2018, Langford, 2006). In 

this way, we come to the fourth principle, which instructs the crisis communicator to 

communicate from the position of the public. That is after we have approached the 

problem given its perceived importance by key publics. After listening to the 

protesters and expressing our concerns to those publics, we should now answer the 

questions that concern the affected public the most while being clear and using 
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simple and understandable messages (de la Cierva, 2018; Jugo, 2017; Langford, 

2006; Tkalac Verčič, 2015). Also, each organization is accountable to both the court 

of law and the court of public opinion (de la Cierva, 2018; Broom, 2009). While the 

legal position will support limited disclosure of information, crisis communication will 

support full openness to the public (Coombs, 2012; Tkalac Verčič, 2015). Namely, the 

crisis communicator should explain to the members of the management how often 

what we could juridical do, sometimes it is not in the organization's best interest (de 

la Cierva, 2018). The sixth principle emphasizes that truth is the only way to overcome 

the crisis. The crisis undermines the trust of key publics in the organization, and only 

honest communication can restore it (Coombs, 2012; de la Cierva, 2018; Tkalac 

Verčič, 2015; Jugo, 2017). One of the basic principles of crisis communication is 

responsible for one's actions, which is a test for the credibility and reputation of the 

organization (de la Cierva, 2018; Jugo, 2017; Tkalac Verčič, 2015; Coombs, 2012). 

And the last, eighth principle that de la Cierva mentions is: to act professionally, that 

is, to be prepared (de la Cierva, 2018; Tkalac Verčič, 2015, Langford, 2006). 

 

Methodology 
This paper uses two research methods: a case study and a qualitative content 

analysis. The aim is to reach a broader view of the subject of research using the 

integration of different materials and evidence collected by different methods 

(Kohlbacher, 2006).  
 As a type of qualitative research, the case study was selected primarily to allow 

an intensive analysis of the selected unit (or system) in a defined time and space 

(Hancock et al., 2006). This method is suitable for analyzing individuals, events, or 

groups that allow an in-depth understanding of the situation (Hancock et al., 2006). 

The case study is characterized by analyzing different sources of information on the 

selected situation to be investigated. The report of the results is narrative and 

includes illustrative descriptions of key moments of the case (Hancock et al., 2006). 

This method provides a broad view of the area to be explored, allows the 

summarization and interpretation of the information collected, and is suitable for 

defining new issues and directions of research (Hancock et al., 2006).  

 Another method used in this paper is a qualitative content analysis which can be 

summarized as data and image data collection (Kohlbacher, 2006) and requires 

interpretation from the researcher. It is suitable for the analysis of symbolic 

communication (Halmi, 1996). The number of qualitative analyzes of website content 

is increasing, although scientists face problems with sampling Internet content due to 

interactivity, immediacy, multimodality, and hyperlinks (Riffe et al., 2014). Websites 

are unpredictable and impermanent, which can cause additional research 

challenges during sampling. But despite these problems, qualitative content analysis 

can be successfully applied to websites (Riffe et al., 2014). 

 In this paper, the subject of research in crisis communication on digital channels 

during the environmental incident in Slavonski Brod caused by an oil spill after the 

rupture of a 30-year-old pipeline from March 28, 2018, to April 9, 2018. And more 

concretely, the aim is to research eight principles of crises communication during the 

incident in Slavonski Brod. The City of Slavonski Brod has two channels of digital 

communication; therefore, this paper seeks to answer the following research 

questions: (i) RQ1: 1) How the content published during the crisis on the official 

website of the City follows the principles of crisis communication; (ii) RG2: How the 

content published during the mentioned crisis on the official Facebook page of the 

City follows the principles of crisis communication.  
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  Also, the content analysis was applied to newspaper content published mainly on 

the news portals jutranji. hr and vecernji.hr in the period from March 28 to July 19, 

2018, to obtain relevant evidence to reconstruct the situation. A total of 78 

newspaper articles from the mentioned portals were analyzed, of which 51 articles 

were from the vecernji.hr portal, while 27 were from the jutarnji.hr portal. 

 

Results 
The reconstruction of the research crises situation  
During the testing of the product pipeline, which has not been in use for 30 years, 

about 150 liters of petroleum products leaked at the western entrance to Slavonski 

Brod, the city from the Croatian east that is ranked as the sixth-largest city in Croatia. 

 The portal vecernji.hr was the first to report on March 28, 2018: "Due to the bursting 

of the pipe underground, on the surface, near the drainage channel, there was a 

leak of liquid like oil or gasoline. All emergency services were immediately alerted. 

Firefighters poured foam on the polluted plot to prevent fires, and the terrain is being 

repaired. The police regulate the traffic, and the citizens who drive on that part of 

the road are urged to be careful" (Balen, 2018a). The Slobodnica (Croatia) - Bosanski 

Brod (Bosnia and Herzegovina) product pipeline has not been active for 30 years. 

Tests were performed to convert it into a direct gas pipeline that should connect the 

Bosanski Brod Oil Refinery with the Croatian gas transportation system. The contract 

for gas supply to the refinery was obtained by “Crodux plin” for ten years (Balen, 

2018a). It is part of the project of gasification and modernization of the Refinery in 

Bosanski Brod, intending to reduce air pollution that citizens have been warning 

about for years and the harmful consequences of air pollution in Slavonski Brod 

(Balen, 2018a).  

 On the same day, March 28, the director of Crodux Energetics, Radošević, stated 

that they had started testing the pipeline on that day. He admitted that a small 

number of petroleum products had been leaked. Tests were suspended, and the 

rupture was repaired by the end of the day. "It is estimated that more than 100 to 

150 liters of derivatives could be leaked. Since the whole terrain was soaked with 

water, the derivative remained on its surface and caused a stench. We have 

rehabilitated a much larger space for precautionary measures", added Radošević 

and continued, "works are continuing to bring the pipeline in proper condition" 

(Balen, 2018a). 

 On the same day as the environmental incident, the association of citizens 

(Brođani za Brod) fighting for clean air in its city announced a protest for Friday, 

March 30. Namely, the activists stated that the air in the city has been smelling rotten 

eggs for several days now and that nothing has been done on the gasification 

project in Bosanski Brod (Balen, 2018a).  

 No one from the administration of the City of Slavonski Brod responded in those 

first two days. Only after two days from the environmental incident, on Friday, March 

30, on the day when the protests of the citizens were announced, the mayor 

Duspara announced that he had received a water analysis from the County Public 

Health Institute. There was a drastically high concentration of hydrocarbons in the 

water. It was forbidden to drink water, even after heat treatment (Balen, 2018b). The 

mayor convened a city's Civil Protection Headquarters meeting and announced 

that citizens would receive drinking water from state supplies. Also, the mayor 

announced that the first water samples would be taken for analysis and testing on 

Friday afternoon as the scale of the environmental incident diminishes (Jutarnji.hr, 

2018a). 
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 The day after, the people of Slavonski Brod were without drinking water, and 

water cisterns started coming from Zagreb. The chief of the Croatian Government, 

Andrej Plenković, and other ministers were attending the Civil Protection 

Headquarters of the City of Slavonski Brod. It was agreed that the water supply 

system of Slavonski Brod will be connected to the water pumping station in Sikirevci, 

village nearby Slavonski Brod, in 10 to 15 days. Until then, the citizens will receive 

water from state stocks. It was concluded that water costs would be reduced for 

citizens and that criminal charges would be filed (Hina et al., 2018). Mayor Duspara 

told the Croatian News Agency (Hina): “I have filed a criminal complaint against 

Crodux. It is known here who is responsible for this pollution. In addition, they tried to 

reduce the scale of pollution…” (Hina et al., 2018). Crodux replied that water 

pollution in Slavonski Brod could not be linked to the spillage of 150 to 200 liters of 

gasoline. The company continues to carry out all prescribed activities related to 

remediation (Jutarnji.hr, 2018a). On March 31, the city of Slavonski Brod filed a 

criminal complaint with the County Criminal Attorney's Office, but against an 

unknown perpetrator. 

 On April 2 (the fourth day after the citizens of Slavonski Brod were forbidden to 

drink water from the system, i.e., on the sixth day after the pipeline burst), the 

connection of the city water supply system began, which was attended by Minister 

Ćorić and General Manager of Croatian Water (Hrvatske vode) Đuroković. The 

mayor came uninvited to the event and asked questions to those present:  

"Although you did not call us, we came to Sikirevci due to concerns about the 

absence of the third finding of water quality. We are concerned that the 

examination failed at the Croatian Institute of Public Health in Zagreb. … Are you 

hiding something from the citizens of Slavonski Brod?” (Hina, 2018a).  

 The next day, April 3, the city authorities posted a video on their official website 

claiming that gasoline was still leaking from the pipeline into the water protection 

area (Večernji list, 2018a, net.hr, 2018). Namely, on that day, representatives of the 

City came to the site of the environmental incident in the morning, accompanied by 

a laboratory assistant from an independent laboratory for environmental testing to 

take in-depth samples of contaminated soil and found that gasoline flows smoothly 

all the time (Večernji list, 2018a). That was denied by Crodux (Jutarnji.hr, 2018b), and 

the media stopped reporting on the incident the video was talking about. It 

remained unclear which side was telling the truth. 

 In the following days, media conflicts continued between the mayor Duspara and 

the Minister of Environment and Energy Ćorić: Ćorić accused the local government 

of neglecting the pumping station (Hina, 2018b), and Duspara called on Ćorić to 

resign (Jutarnji.hr, 2018c). The Green Action movement (Zelena akcija) also called 

on the Croatian Government to take responsibility. All this time, the citizens of 

Slavonski Brod did not have the information they needed, according to the Brod 

Mammas Association (Brodske mame). The media reported the despair of the 

citizens because they drank polluted water, even babies, and many had stomach 

cramps, diarrhea, and vomiting (Večernji list, 2018b).  
 According to the findings of the Expert Commission for Water intended for human 

consumption, the water has been safe for human consumption since April 4. It has 

been further analyzed in two independent laboratories. Also, the water from state 

supplies remained available. The next day, journalists in front of the residence of the 

Croatian Government at St. Mark’s square in Zagreb offered ministers a glass of 

water from Slavonski Brod: Minister of the Sea, Transport, and Infrastructure Butković 

and Minister of Environment and Energy Ćorić drank a glass of water, while Minister 

of Health Kujundžić refused an offer (Hina, 2018b).   
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 The second protest on April 7 gathered several hundred citizens in Slavonski Brod. 

The conclusion of the crisis can be considered to have happened on April 9, 2018: 

the recommendation of the Public Health Institute of Brod-Posavina County, the 

Expert Commission, and the competent Ministry was issued that the water in 

Slavonski Brod is safe to drink and that it will be regularly analyzed (The City of 

Slavonski Brod, 2018a).  

 However, the citizens' dissatisfaction has not been resolved because the third 

protest took place on April 14 in front of the Croatian Government on St. Mark's 

Square in Zagreb, where about 200 citizens of Slavonski Brod gathered with the 

message that they have the right to breathe clean air, drink clean water and live 

with dignity in their city. The protesters were received by the head of government, 

Andrej Plenković, and Minister of Environment and Energy Ćorić (Hina, 2018c).  

 Crodux once again held a press conference at which it was ruled out the 

connection between pipe bursts and drinking water pollution in Slavonski Brod.  

Mayor Duspara stated that all institutions had failed and had no necessary 

information to manage the crisis. The citizens of Slavonski Brod, through their 

associations, once again emphasized distrust in institutions, disappointment with the 

whole case of water pollution, and the long-term failure to address the serious issue 

that worries them most - increasing malignant diseases in children and lack of studies 

showing why are children dying for several years (Romić, 2018).  

 In July of the same year, the environmental incident in Slavonski Brod took its toll: 

the pollution happened by accident, and no one was to blame - investigators found 

that there was no cause-and-effect relationship between petrol leaks from Crodux's 

pipeline and drinking water pollution (Bohutinski, Balen, 2018).  

 Exactly one year after this environmental incident, on March 28, 2019, it was 

announced that Čermak's company "Crodux plin" sold its business with natural gas, 

liquefied petroleum gas (LPG), and electricity to Slovenian Petrol and its subsidiary 

Geoplin. Finally, in January 2021, the Slovenian oil company Petrol took over the 

Croatian gas station chain Crodux, also owned by Čermak (Vecernji.hr et al., 2021).  

Did the posts on the websites follow the rules of crisis 

communication?  
The City of Slavonski Brod published 32 announcements on its official website during 

the ecological crisis (from March 28 to April 9, 2018). The first announcement related 

to the incident was being published only on the second day after the outbreak of 

the crisis. Most publications were published on March 31, ten of them, and towards 

the end of the crisis, there were fewer and fewer - one to two publications a day. On 

the same day that they announced at the press conference that the water was not 

drinkable (March 30, 2018), and with an interval of two days after the outbreak of 

the environmental incident, four posts were posted on the website. Information on 

the distribution of drinking water, provided by the Government of the Republic of 

Croatia, came only a day later, on March 31, 2018, when drinking water arrived in 

the City. 

 However, the mayor's statements, recordings from press conferences, 

photographs, or other materials that journalists would welcome for their work are not 

available in the PR section. Furthermore, on the City's website, most of the press 

releases were published under the News section, thirty of them, and two under the 

Public Relations section, which is intended primarily for the media, therefore should 

include invitations to press conferences and press releases by the City Administration 

(The City of Slavonski Brod, 2021). The press releases are mainly for information 

purposes: they list the locations where citizens can get drinking water and the phone 
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numbers for more information related to the environmental incident (The City of 

Slavonski Brod, 2018b). They also provide on-call telephone lines (The City of 

Slavonski Brod, 2018c).  
 An analysis of the press releases showed that none of the released materials 

showed the City taking responsibility for the environmental incident. On the other 

hand, it is evident that in 13 publications, the City distances itself from the problem 

and states that they have nothing to do with it: "The culprit for the ecological ordeal 

in Slavonski Brod will be held criminally liable, and the citizens of Slavonski Brod and 

the surrounding area must know that they will be provided with a permanent source 

of drinking water [...].” (The City of Slavonski Brod, 2018d). A statement issued on April 

6, 2018, also included a statement by mayor Duspara: „Unfortunately, even though 

both the City and the Headquarters did everything possible to protect the health of 

citizens in the shortest possible time, in recent days we have witnessed distortions, so 

part of the responsibility is transferred to us who first alerted the authorities about the 

environmental disaster" (The City of Slavonski Brod, 2018e).  
 The official website of the City did not react to the protests of the citizens. Also, 

although the expression of concern was noticed in 19 publications, most of the 

publications did not emphasize emotions. The publications offer an official way of 

expression, exclusively to inform the public. The posts do not contain words of 

sympathy or regret for what happened. 
 Analyzing the revelations for truthfulness, it was difficult to confirm the accuracy of 

the information about the multi-day spill of gasoline into the ground. For example, on 

April 4, 2018, a press release was issued stating: "The extent of the ecological 

catastrophe in Slavonski Brod is sufficiently indicated by the fact that as part of the 

works on remediation of the contaminated soil, only in the period from 12.00 

yesterday to this morning at 4.00 a total of 30,000 liters of liquid were removed from 

the place of pollution" (The City of Slavonski Brod, 2018f). Namely, in the same 

period, the media published different data and a statement from Crodux, stating 

that 150 liters of petroleum products leaked around the pipe rupture. Somewhat 

later, local and national media reported a video of the gasoline spill. Still, apart from 

Crodux's reaction to the video, no additional media announcements confirmed or 

denied this video. Also, the mayor had stated that he had filed a lawsuit against 

Crodux, and it later turned out that he had filed a lawsuit against an unknown 

perpetrator. 

Did the posts on the Facebook pages follow the rules of crisis 

communication? 
The City of Slavonski Brod published 19 posts on its official Facebook pages during 

the environmental crisis (from March 28 to April 9, 2018). They did not have posts on 

their official Facebook profile every day. Nothing related to this environmental 

incident was announced in three days of April: April 3rd, 4th, and 7th, 2018. The 

highest number of publications was, as on the website of the City of Slavonski Brod, 

on March 31, 2018, when nine of them were published. Most of these posts, 12 of 

them, are just links to the posts on the website with a short caption. The rest of the 

posts are photos with accompanying description (4), text status (2), and video with 

accompanying description (1), and all related to the environmental incident. Not 

surprisingly, these posts also have a mostly informative purpose.  

 Posts that were not adapted to the medium on which they were published 

prevailed: only 8 of them were adapted to the medium - with a concise and clear 

accompanying description, or the posts contained photos and video that were 

adapted or the link to the official website published correctly (without bugs). The 
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most shared (72 times) were the announcements from March 31, 2018, which 

informed the citizens that the water was provided from state stocks (The City of 

Slavonski Brod, Official Facebook page, 2018a), and in the second place was the 

announcement related to the environmental incident that took place in Slavonski 

Brod on March 28 which was shared 66 times (The City of Slavonski Brod, Official 

Facebook page, 2018b). On the day when the City announced through a press 

conference that the water was not drinkable (March 30, 2018), they had only one 

post on the Facebook page, warning citizens of the current situation and appealing 

to the Croatian Government for help. 

 Most comments are in two posts, which are the most shared. Negative comments 

prevailed, and only one comment was answered. This was a comment on the post 

from March 31, which lists the locations with water tanks. Answering the question of 

the citizen whether the cisterns are going to come to her part of the town, the City 

responded: "Dear madam, these are the first locations. No part of the city has been 

forgotten. Follow all further information on the official website of the City and via 

Facebook" (The City of Slavonski Brod, Official Facebook page, 2018a).   

 Among the comments on the post from March 30, 2018, which warned citizens 

not to use water in any way, was the name-calling of Mayor Duspara, who 

responded to these comments from his personal Facebook page: "What should I 

answer? I was the first to point out the problem. If I hadn't held a press conference 

today and set up ministries, we wouldn't have found out. And I drank water like 

everyone else in Brod" (The City of Slavonski Brod, Official Facebook page, 2018b). 

One of the Facebook users also noticed that the administrators of the City's official 

website deleted some comments, so he reacted: "WOW!!! For the information to the 

administrator - delete the posts; there will be so many of them that you will not be 

able to delete them!!!" (The City of Slavonski Brod, Official Facebook page, 2018b).   

 However, in the comments, the citizens warned of shortcomings in the City's 

communication with the key publics: "So the water is not drinkable. There is no water 

in front of local communities, there is no water in shops and what should people 

do?? People are already poisoned, have diarrhea and nausea. Couldn't you go 

through Brod with the cars that have a loudspeaker and inform the people? Many 

older people don't have Facebook, they don't listen to the radio, and they don't 

even know. And the water bills will be received on time" (The City of Slavonski Brod, 

Official Facebook page, 2018b). The City did not respond to that comment.  

 With the comments, the people of Brod also appealed to environmental 

associations: "Greenpeace Croatia, what do you say about this environmental 

incident? … There is no bigger environmental problem in Croatia than this, for 9 

years now. Where are you? Where's the money?” (The City of Slavonski Brod, Official 

Facebook page, 2018c).  

 Regarding expressing feelings, these publications are also informative and do not 

express regret for the situation. 

 

Discussion 
After the research results are presented, it remains to answer the research questions. 

Based on everything presented so far, it turned out that the principles of crisis 

communication were not followed on both digital communication channels of the 

City of Slavonski Brod.  

 Still, the response of the City of Slavonski Brod was not timely. Namely, as already 

mentioned, crisis communication requires a quick and effective response of the 

institution to the crisis (de la Cierva, 2018). Furthermore, the Internet and social 

networks have changed the way people communicate, and public relations 
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practices need to adapt to this (Tkalac Verčič, 2015). On both digital channels, 

shortcomings are noticed. For example, the official website has a Public Relations 

section in which there are only two invitations to press conferences. 

In contrast, there are press releases (from crisis headquarters sessions) in the News 

section that are more suitable for journalists than for citizens. The content was mostly 

not adapted to this media on the official Facebook page, and the comments were 

almost unresponsive. This is indeed an omission, as social networks offer an important 

opportunity to increase the reach of communication (Motion et al., 2016), especially 

for receiving feedback from its key publics (Jugo, 2017). The analysis also showed 

that the City of Slavonski Brod does not fully understand the motives for which its 

citizens are angry. Thus, the post on Facebook contains a comment from the mayor's 

profile in which it is stated that he did not understand the anger of the citizens. "What 

should I answer? I was the first to point out the problem. If I hadn't held a press 

conference today and set up ministries, we wouldn't have found out. And I drank 

water like everyone else in Brod" (The City of Slavonski Brod, Official Facebook page, 

2018b).  

 Furthermore, none of the digital channels responded to the protests held in 

Slavonski Brod and Zagreb. To communicate effectively during a crisis, it is first 

necessary to understand the group on the other side (de la Cierva, 2018, Langford, 

2006). The crisis communicator must listen to those protesting and disclose all 

important and necessary information for citizens (de la Cierva, 2018; Coombs, 2012; 

Jugo, 2017, Tkalac Verčič, 2015). Every crisis is extremely emotional but in the 

announcements on digital channels. However, they expressed concern, and they 

did not express sympathy with the citizens, which is one of the principles that should 

not be ignored in a crisis (de la Cierva, 2018). As for taking responsibility, in this crisis, 

no one has taken responsibility. In the analyzed publications of the City of Slavonski 

Brod, the shifting responsibilities prevail. However, one of the principles of crisis 

communication is the responsibility for one's actions, which is a test for the credibility 

and reputation of the organization (de la Cierva, 2018; Jugo, 2017; Tkalac Verčič, 

2015; Coombs, 2012).  

 About the principle of truthfulness, it is worth mentioning the statements in which 

the mayor Duspara announces a lawsuit against the company Crodux. In the end, 

he raises it against an "unknown perpetrator." Also, the information released a few 

days after the incident about the amount of gasoline leaked contradicts the official 

report. There are no explanations, rejections, or additional corrected information 

about the several-day petrol leak. Such a situation disable restoring the citizens' trust, 

and restoring the trust is the fundamental goal of crisis communication. As pointed 

out, the crisis undermines the trust of key publics in the organization, and honest and 

truthful communication is the only way to restore it (Coombs, 2012; de la Cierva, 

2018; Tkalac Verčič, 2015; Jugo, 2017). The protests after the announcement that the 

water was drinkable again show that the trust has not been restored. 

 

Conclusion 
A new digital world changed the way of communication (de la Cierva, 2018) and 

moved it more toward social networks such as Facebook (Jugo, 2017). Digital 

channels have become indispensable in crisis communication, especially because 

of their speed (Coombs, 2012) and the immediacy and interaction they allow in the 

organization’s communication with its key audiences.  

 Unfortunately, the advantages of digital channels in the crisis communication of 

the city of Slavonski Brod during the environmental incident in 2018 - have not been 

fully recognized. For example, digital channels enable fast response and two-way 
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communication, but the City's reaction was delayed, and one-way communication 

prevailed. Furthermore, the basic principles of crisis communication are applied to 

digital channels, as previously stated, and in this case, they were largely absent. 

 The limitation of this research is certainly the sample. Although the analysis 

covered the entire digital communication of the City of Slavonski Brod, the limiting 

circumstance is the number of publications. Therefore, the results of this research 

could be used as a direction for furthermore comprehensive research that would 

provide a complete insight into the crisis communication of Slavonski Brod during the 

environmental incident. For example, based on the findings presented in this paper, 

citizens' trust could be further examined regarding how the city government 

approaches environmental problems. 

 Also, this research noticed a lack of research on crisis communication in sector of 

local self-governing in Croatia, especially regarding digital communication 

channels, which may indicate that this is a great challenge for scholars. 
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