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Purpose of Today’s Webinar

Review and discuss: 

• Risks posed by misinformation in today’s digital world

• Strategies to combat misinformation effectively

• Tools that will equip local government leaders the ability to 
regain control of their message and maintain public trust



Key Definitions

Misinformation

Disinformation

Malinformation





Growing Threats

• Role of social media and algorithm-driven content

• AI amplifying manipulated and distorted information

• Impacts on local governance, safety, public health, political 
stability



Deep Fake 
of Public 
Figures



Key 
Indicators of 
Misinformati
on

•Emotional Manipulation

•Lack of Credible Sources

•Sensationalized Headlines

•Contradictions













Town of Norfolk’s 
Temporary 
Emergency 
Shelter 
Managing Misinformation 
in a Small Town
 

• The Public Forum
• Community Facebook 

Page
• Influence of Outside 

Actors



On Friday, May 10, the Town found out the decommissioned Bay State Correctional 
Center had been designated as a temporary emergency shelter by the Healey 
Administration. 
 The Town was told that:

• 140 families or up to 405 people deemed eligible for emergency assistance. Some families are 
currently housed at Logan Airport

• The shelter is planned to be in operation for six to twelve months
• We found out… through a Facebook post by local State Representative



People wanted answers
 

• Norfolk Community Facebook page
⚬ 50% - Concern and/or outrage
⚬ 50% - Let’s wait to see impact. What can we do to help?

 
• Press requests

⚬ Local, Statewide, National, Global
￭ Washington Post, Swedish Documentary

 
• Voicemail inboxes full

⚬ A few were valid questions/concerns regarding the situation
⚬ Some were offers of assistance and volunteers
⚬ A lot were explicit, hateful comments about staff, Select Board members, the migrants, 

political figures, MA Governor etc.
⚬ The rest were a result of being in national headlines 

By Monday...



• Suburban town located in Norfolk County, 
approximately 30 minutes southwest of Boston

• Population: 11,594
• Select Board (3 members) – Town Meeting – Town 

Administrator 
• MBTA station, rural feel
• 2 Elementary Schools (close to capacity) & King 

Phillip Regional School – High and Middle 
• A lot of staff are residents

About Norfolk 

• As ATA/HR Director, I wear many hats
⚬ I also serve as Communications Director
⚬ Executive Assistant in the Select Board’s 

office
• All Town communications go through SB office
• PR Firm for press releases 

Small Town Structure



• Two Channels: 
⚬ Town Facebook page – only for pushing out info, no comments
⚬ Town Website – News posts and e-notify alerts

 
• Set up a Shelter Dashboard on the website

⚬ Centralized location for any all information regarding the shelter
￭ If not on dashboard, it’s not official 
￭ Worked w/schools = one message 

 
• Help from trusted and informed community partners

⚬ Town staff who are residents, other board members
⚬ Civic and community groups

￭ Share Town message online
￭ correct misinformation in real time
￭ Helped Town Admin and policy leader stay out of fray

Communication Strategy: One message
from centralized source, then rely on help



• Example of misinformation/Disinformation/Malinformation
⚬ In theory, great idea but this event inflamed the situation for the Town and increased lack of 

trust from residents
⚬ Anger towards the State because of their lack of information
⚬ Scheduled during a time where the State did not know a lot of facts or were not able to 

communicate them
 
• Emotions were raised and questions/comments sometimes came from valid concerns 

and fear regarding the economic/political landscape
⚬ Ex. MassHealth, inflation, presidential campaign, school resources 

The Public Forum



• A friend and foe for misinformation 
⚬ Not run by the Town, but has responsible page 

admins
⚬ Page admins would correct misinformation & shut 

down post if out of control
⚬ it’s hard to correct w/ such low public trust
⚬ Several other Facebook pages developed from the 

community page posts – pro/con shelter
 
• Facebook post on July 12 – Migrants are being given 

cars by the state
⚬ Rumor grew throughout the day and resulted in 

many calls to the Town, elected officials, and local 
press

⚬ “My taxes are paying for them to have cars” “I can’t 
even afford a car”
￭ Ended up putting out a press release to address 

the rumor
￭ Found out there was a car auction near the 

shelter property and they put out a sign that day 
saying “Cars here” – which sparked the rumor 

Norfolk’s Community Facebook Page



• Public Safety and Schools 
⚬ Two biggest issues for the Town was the potential impact on 

schools and public safety
⚬ Small Town with limited resources, not much commercial 

revenue, and two schools already at capacity. All valid concerns.
 
• Communication challenge: misinformation that hits people 

where it hurts the most – their kids and safety
⚬ None of those kids will be vaccinated in time for school
⚬ Once they are here they have the right to go to school here even 

if they move
⚬ What will happen to my kids IEP?
⚬ If my allergic son gets stung by a bee and the Town’s only 

available ambulance is responding to a call at the shelter, what 
happens? My son dies?

⚬ Will the migrants be allowed to walk around the Town?

Norfolk’s Community Facebook Page



• With the attention from the national headlines, Norfolk 
attracted many “outsiders” who used fear and 
sensational misinformation to cause chaos 

 
• Outside political groups (throughout New England) 

sent members to the public forum and local protests
⚬ Not directly impacted by this, planted to push own 

agenda
⚬ Were the loudest, heckled speakers and residents

 
• Easy to take advantage in a low trust environment 

Outside Groups



Lessons Learned
• Centralized message

⚬ Online dashboard
⚬ Collaboration with schools = one message

 
• Utilized our community structure

⚬ Staff, local leaders, civic groups corrected misinformation
 
• Reach out to your neighboring communities

⚬ How did they handle communications?
 

•  Don’t tell someone else's story 
⚬ The State had a story to tell, not the Town
⚬ Direct questions to the organization who owns the story

 
• Keep staff informed along the way 

⚬ They will be your biggest advocates 
 



Cambridge’s 
Temporary 
Emergency 
Shelter
• Hosted approximately 

70-80 families 
• Shelter was located at 

state-owned Registry of 
Deeds building

• Multiple rumors over the 
first month



Strategies to 
Control the 
Spread 
• Steadfast Monitoring
• Act Quickly
• Set Thresholds
• Demonstrated Empathetic 

Transparency and 
Relentless Follow-Up

• Be Coordinated and 
Consistent

• Leverage Influencers and 
Local Leaders



Establish Educational 
Frameworks

• Launch Information literacy campaigns

• Promote hubs for digital literacy workshops

• Create awareness around detection tools



Actionable 
Steps for 
Leaders

• Establish a crisis communications plan

• Monitor key topics

• Build partnerships with fact-checkers

• Invest in public awareness

• Train employees and communications 
teams

• Establish policies so employees can 
engage and respond responsibly 
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