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We learned a lot from our 2020 disaster coverage

• We are not alone when covering disasters. Our network came 
together, earning big wins on coverage for newsrooms of all 
sizes. 

• Search plays a big role in serving our communities by answering 
key questions in real time.

• Disaster coverage requires bigger swarms than ever before. 
There are three stages to every major weather event, some 
happening simultaneously. 

• We win at every stage of the funnel when we show our 
authority in answering key questions for our communities. 

• We can build long-term loyalty by covering lasting impacts. 
When national media moves on, we remain committed to deep 
coverage. 



Historic 2020 
for hurricanes



Historic 2020 
for fires



What’s next for 2021?

• We could see 
another historic 
season for 
weather



2021 is already off to a historic 
start with audience interest 
very high

• Tropical Storm Andres 
kicked off the 2021 
season in the Pacific with 
the earliest Pacific 
storm on record.

• The early start grabbed 
attention from states far 
away from the storm.

Louisiana, which was impacted by 
multiple hurricanes in 2020, was the 

top state searching for info on 
Andres.



Tactics for each stage 
of disaster coverage



Identify and prepare for three stages of disaster 
coverage, staying in tune with the emotions

Forecast: People learn something is or may be happening. 

What does this mean to those in the path or further away? 

How can we allay anxieties with clear, timely information? 

Arrival: As the event arrives, people want to know what's 

happening right now, how bad is it, and what they should be 

doing about it. 

Aftermath: How bad was the damage? What happens next? 

How do I get help? How can I help?

Key Concept: Audiences feel a range of 
emotions during disasters, from anxiety, fear 

and exhaustion to resilience and hope. When we 
address those emotions in the tone of our 
coverage, we can earn trust and loyalty. 



Forecast

Things to remember as 

audiences anticipate the weather 

event:

• Start your swarm early. 

Audience anxiety means that 

searches are bigger and 

starting earlier – especially 

after a historic 2020 for 

wildfires and hurricane 

intensity 

• Check Google Search, Google 

Trends often. Searcher 

questions frequently involve 

“how does this impact me,” 

even for events hundreds of 

miles away 



Start your swarm early

• Daily SEO updates: Commit to these as early as 
possible, increasing frequency as the threat (or 
questions) intensify

• Identify daily needs: Determine the daily news 
stories (storm updates) and live updates files 
needed – and when they will start publishing.

• Review evergreen content: Re-optimize (or 
write) evergreen stories for disaster 
preparedness

• Prep a coverage guide: Create a story that will 
provide an overall entry point to coverage with 
links many of the stories

• Review available visuals: Begin working on 
webcam/map stories that will show the storm’s 
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Examples of the early swarm on Hurricane Laura 
coverage

See Hurricane Laura 
spaghetti models, 
live tracker map as 
storm continues to 
strengthen
• Site: Lafayette, LA
• Page views: 

36,244
• Search: 87%

Hurricane Laura: 
High winds, heavy 
rain forecast for 
Shreveport-Bossier 
City
• Site: Shreveport
• Page views: 

17,165
• Search: 72%

Governor John Bel 
Edwards: Storms 
won’t disrupt extra 
$300 benefit for 
Louisiana’s jobless 
• Site: Monroe
• Page views: 

14,640
• Search: 85%

Where is Jim 
Cantore now? He’s 
in Louisiana 
tracking Laura. 
Here's what we 
know
• Site: Lafayette, LA
• Page views: 

24,000

See live webcams 
from Lake Charles, 
Louisiana beaches 
as Hurricane Laura 
makes landfall 
• Site: Lafayette, LA
• Page views: 

48,817
• Search: 81%

Note the 
anticipation 
for visuals 

as well



Check Google Trends for emerging audience questions

• Trends will help you find 
the most urgent, 
pressing questions about 
the disaster.

• Sometimes these 
questions will be very 
specific public safety 
questions, other times 
you will see questions 
related to audiences 
seeking vital context.

Top national questions today



Examples of frequent keywords/questions from early 
storm coverage

Top queries for hurricanes

Where is the storm now? What is the storm track?

Are there storm warnings? When will the storm arrive?

NHC Spaghetti models

Tropical depression Storm in the gulf



Stories to write during the Forecast 
stage, which can last for days

• Tracking stories: Where is the storm, 
fire, etc.

• Power outage maps: Stories and non-
story promos

• Public safety updates: Evacuations, 
watches, warnings

• Disruptions of daily life: Road closures, 
business closures

• Forecasts: When the disaster may strike



Other questions we have noticed during Forecast stage

Beach cams (what it looks like) Road/business closures

Evacuations Track/path

Hurricane forecast (including visuals) Damage

Landfall predictions Storm surge

What is your weather 
coverage plan? 



Key takeaways

• We build our domain 
authority during the 
Forecast stage with 
frequent publication 
answering key questions. 

• The audience comes to 
rely on us as an 
authoritative source
during the Forecast stage. 

• If you don’t swarm this 
part, it will be extremely 
difficult to break through 
on Googles search results 



Arrival

Things to remember:

• Up-to-date info is critical as 

conditions change rapidly

• Use new urls to answer 

questions

• Public safety stories are 

paramount to generating loyalty

• Unexpected disaster stories 

start at this phase



Up-to-date information is critical

Audiences gravitate toward 
sources with the most up-to-
date info
–Major disaster events are 

frequently urgent and life-
threatening. Audiences will 
track the danger.

–Live updates files rank well on 
search thanks to frequent 
updates with H2 subheads 
featuring the latest trending 
questions.

–Live updates files are excellent 
springboards to break out 
trending content into separate 



Example: Live blogs earn big wins

Austin power 
outage updates: 
Power restored for 
some in suburbs, 
but outages still 
widespread
• Site: Austin
• Page views: 

157,000
• Search: 51%

Oregon wildfire 
updates: Weather 
improves…
• Site: Salem
• Page views: 

108,000
• Search: 73%

Hurricane Zeta live 
updates: First 
Hurricane Zeta-
related death 
reported in 
Mississippi
• Site: Jackson, MS
• Page views: 

19,500
• Search: 74%UPDATES: Santiam 

Fire mellows 
somewhat, 
Firefighters make 
dramatic escape…
• Site: Salem
• Page views: 

442,000
• Search: 60%

Live Updates: 
Hurricane Laura 
marches across 
Louisiana
• Site: Beauregard
• Page views: 

20,000
• Search: 81%

Many disasters 
are days-long 

events with 
rapidly 

changing 
information



Spotlight on sharing keywords 
in real-time Teams chats

• Keywords trending on Google often 
reflected conversations and user generated 
video and images trending on social media.

• Corpus Christi ranked No. 1 on search for 
damage



Example: San Angelo water contamination - 59 updates 
across three days



Use new URLs to answer questions, build authority as a 
trusted source

• Major 
weather/disaster 
events disrupt daily 
life. This can lead to 
a variety of 
questions to trend. 
Examples include:
–Air quality

–Road closures

–Evacuations

–Shelter information

–Curfews



Example: Trending questions present opportunities to 
provide answers

“Impact me” 
headlines were 
used to reach 
deeper funnel 

audiences.

San Angelo, a small 
Texas site, 

generates 40 
subscriptions in 4 

days with its 
coverage.



Public safety stories are paramount to generating loyalty

• Keywords around 
public safety info 
rises quickly in 
trends.

• Publishing a story 
listing the info 
answers a specific 
question and 
provides a vital 
service.

Page views: 470,000
Search: 60%

Subscriptions: 23



Example: Searches for Statesman Journal registers on 
Google Trends

• Main Headline: Map 
traces fires burning 
across Oregon in real-
time

• Page views: 928K

• Search: 67%

• In-line link to Salem 
Fire and Smoke Map 
data visualization

• Page views: 1.3 million



Unexpected 
disasters start at the 
Arrival Stage

Some disasters are forecast 
days out, some are sudden 
and unexpected
• Most events have some sort 

of advanced warning

• How well did 

communities/governments 

prepare is a good watchdog 

area to follow-up on

Expected example: Major 
hurricanes

Unexpected example: March 
2020 Nashville tornado 
outbreak



Aftermath

Things to remember:

• Visuals dominate –

people want to see the 

conditions and impacts 

for themselves

• After effects can become 

major stories of their own

• Tell people how they can 

help



Visuals dominate - people want to see it for themselves

• Audiences seek 
stories that help 
them experience or 
understand the 
scope of an event



Example: Community impact

• Community 
impact can go 
beyond just raw 
damage visuals

Reminder: Always 
be sure to check 
the legitimacy of 

the content 

Page views: 282,000
Search: 32%



Example: Social can be a source for visuals

• Scouring social can yield 
unique perspectives of the 
disaster that can be stories all 
their own.

– Twitter, Snapmap, TikTok, Faceboo
k and Instagram are all ways to find 
striking visuals.

Page views: 3,800
Search: 84%

Social media is an 
invaluable source for 

visuals, but it also 
helps highlight 

unanswered 
questions.



After effects can become major stories of their own

The aftermath of a disaster can often be felt 
for years, not days or weeks



Example: Lingering effects generate important new 
questions

• With Derecho and 
power outage trending, 
this story does a good 
job getting to the heart 
of the question: “When 
will I have what I need?”

The aftermath can be so significant that they 
generate their own impact and aftermath 

stages of coverage



Tell people how they can help

• From general 
information to 
showcasing viral acts of 
generosity, we can help 
lead the conversation

Note: 'How to Help' stories frequently resonate 
on social media as well

Note that this story 
makes it clear that 

this story shows both 
how to get help or 
facilitate help for 

others.



Key 
takeaways

Disaster coverage requires bigger 

swarms than ever before. 

We win at every stage of the funnel

when we show our authority in 

answering key questions for our 

communities. 

We can build long-term loyalty by 

covering lasting impacts. When 

national media moves on, we remain 

committed to deep coverage.
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Other resources

• Social media case study for Hurricane Hanna

• Hurricane Planning Guide
–Time pegs on what to do when during stages of coverage

• Digital Optimization Team's Hurricane Playbook
–A living document that we update after each event

• Sunbelt DOT 2021 severe weather plan

We are a network and help each other. We are never 
alone.



THANK YOU.


