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Rick:  All right today I have the privilege of talking with Cheryl Fiandaca.  Cheryl is the 
Bureau Chief of Public Information for the Boston Police Department.  Cheryl, thanks so 
much for being on the show today.  Welcome to The Inside Social Media Podcast. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Oh thank you and thanks for having me on. 
 
Rick:  Absolutely.  And I do want to start by thanking you for the work that you do for 
serving the community not only there in Boston, but really you know especially as we 
saw with the marathon bombings around the world.  I hadn’t mentioned this to you yet 
but I was home in New Hampshire. 
 
I'm from New Hampshire visiting my family a few days after the marathon bombing and 
in the midst of all the sadness I really, you know, I remember being so impressed at how 
the police was handling the communications of the tragedy and I turned to my fiancée 
and I told her I was going to find out who is responsible for all the brilliant 
communications and have them here on the podcast and here you are.  Of course, I 
wanted to let things kind of settle a little bit before reaching out, but thank you again for 
being on the show. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Oh no, it's my pleasure.  Thank you. 
 
Rick:  So Cheryl this show is all about simplifying the fundamental social media 
strategies that are working for the biggest brands in the world.  It's about hearing what big 
brands are doing well in social media and how we as small business owners can model 
and apply those principles to our businesses within our often minimal social media 
marketing budget.  So as Bureau Chief of Public Information for the Boston Police, take 
us inside your role and how the department uses social media. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Well, the department uses social media as an extension really of 
community policing and community policing means engaging the community and getting 
them to invest in helping you solve crime and prevent crime. 
 
Rick:  Okay. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  So the way we work is we have a blog called bpdnews.com.  We 
have a very active Twitter page and we have a Facebook page and all of those sort of like 
feed into each other.  The idea behind all of it is to directly communicate with the 



stakeholders, so I don’t need any of the local media stations to tell the story of the Boston 
Police Department.  We can tell our own story. 
 
So when we have a crime or anything happens before the marathon, we were already 
using the blog bpdnews.com to break news and then we were tweeting out that 
information and driving people back to the blog and putting it on Facebook.  So, we had 
already developed a pretty robust following on Twitter and the media had already – they 
don’t like it because they don’t want to – they want to be able to break the news and 
we're breaking our own news so that’s become a little challenging, but that’s pretty much 
how our social media works. 
 
Rick:  Okay. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  And so we were fortunate in the sense that when the marathon 
bombings happened we already had a structure in place.  We already had a pretty 
significant following.  We already had about 54,000 followers on Twitter and we had 
300,000 people visiting our blog every month.  So, we were pretty robust in our outreach.  
And really immediately after the bombing, the biggest problem was the same problem 
that we had during September 11th, the cellphones all went out because too many people 
were making calls at the same time. 
 
So the only way we had to get the message out to everyone, to a mass audience was 
through the use of Twitter.  So, we started tweeting out asking people to avoid the area 
where the bombings were.  We started tweeting out to let first responders get in there.  
We started tweeting out information which people needed for public safety and also 
because people were very fearful.  They didn’t know what was going on.  At first, we 
didn’t know if this is a terrorist attack.  We had no idea what's happening. 
 
Rick:  Sure. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  And so as soon as we were able to get information out and be 
transparent and to put out reliable information, we did and we tried to do that on a 
consistent basis just to let people know this is what's happening, this is what you should 
know, this is what we can tell you that we know right now. 
 
Rick:  Mm-hmm.  Sure. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  And so that was pretty effective that day and it was something that 
we sort of kept going throughout the week. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  And Cheryl you touched a good point there and I definitely want to – 
we're definitely going to dive into the marathon bombings and so forth and how greatly 
you guys handled that, but I think a fundamental principle that we talk about a lot here on 
the show is that social media is more of a marathon and I don’t know, no pun intended 
here, social media is more a marathon than a sprint and I think a lot of people didn’t 
realize is that the police department had been working hard for a long time prior to the 



marathon trying to incorporate social media into like you just said connecting with the 
community and so forth. 
 
You have the Tweet from the Beat initiative and I also read something about the 
commissioner even used YouTube last year to make light of when the department’s 
website home page was attacked and so forth, so can you talk about a little bit about – 
and really with – there's a good lesson here for small businesses because you guys were 
doing this for a while, so you had this in place. 
 
You had this connection and this trust built up already in place so that when this horrible 
tragedy struck, you guys were able to jump into the channels that you had already built 
that trust on, so I want to kind of expand on that a little bit as far as the importance for 
small businesses and not waiting for a big event or a crisis to happen to already have the 
channels and the trust in place from a social media perspective. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Well, I think that was invaluable for us.  I mean if I had to start a 
Twitter account on the day of the marathon, it would have been a disaster. 
 
Rick:  Yeah. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  We already had 54,000 followers.  Within hours, we had over 
100,000 followers.  Within days, we had over 300,000.  So, we grew very quickly, but we 
grew for a number of reasons.  One, you know obviously people wanted to know what is 
going on and they knew that we were giving out information so we were becoming a very 
reliable source of accurate information and we were also interactive. 
 
We were watching.  We have a TweetDeck and people said you know in the days 
following the bombing, we see a lot of police cars at this address.  We would tweet back 
it's a medical emergency or you know we have a suspicious package.  So, we were 
engaging people– 
 
Rick:  Yeah, and– 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  – which I think felt invested and what was going on at that point. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, for sure and you just read right into my first question here for you.  And you 
know one of the most often overlooked strategies when it comes to social media is 
listening and just like – as you just mentioned during the marathon bombing not only did 
you get out ahead and lead the conversation to report what was actually going on, but you 
were also listening like you just mentioned, you were tracking and correcting 
misinformation that media outlets were spreading and so forth.  Are there guidelines in 
place for handling such a like a high profile event like this? 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  I wish I could say there were, but no.  We were kind of making it up 
as we were going along.  You know I'm really very fortunate.  I have three sworn police 
officers who work for me and I have three civilians.  Five of those people tweet and they 



all tweet independently and blog and you know I'm fortunate that they all have really 
great judgment and were able to monitor things and respond appropriately and we didn’t 
have any missteps. 
 
We were also monitoring traditional media and you know at one point, I think it was on 
Wednesday or Thursday, a lot of traditional media started to report that we had a suspect 
in custody and we did not.  So, you know as we were watching they put up helicopters 
and surround the Federal court and waiting for the suspect to be arraigned which we 
knew wasn’t happening, we tweeted out you know Boston police, we do not have a 
suspect in custody. 
 
And we were watching, you know, we have all the TVs in the office here and we were 
watching the reporters holding up their smartphones saying Boston police just tweeted 
they don’t have a suspect in custody, so we were leading the information and I think 
that’s – you know, there is a lot of responsibility that goes with doing that and that means 
for us that we don’t have the opportunity to get it wrong, that we have to be as accurate as 
we can, that we have to be as transparent as we can to let people know and we have to be 
reliable and timely and maybe it's not any good to put our information two days later 
when all the rumors and everybody else is already reporting things that we should have 
put out on our own.  So, I think it's a responsibility. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  Can you take us inside that day for you?  You know it's a huge day in 
the city being Patriots Day and the marathon is happening.  I understand your sister was 
even running the marathon– 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  My sister, yeah, she was running her 29th marathon. 
 
Rick:  Oh goodness. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  She’s a big runner, I know, and she came in eight minutes before the 
bombs went off, but you know when I was getting all the calls, I was with my 17-year-
old niece shopping and my phone kept getting calls but then they would – as soon as I try 
to pick them up I couldn’t get anybody on the other line.  So eventually I got in touch 
with my office and they told me what was going on and so I had my niece start tweeting 
immediately saying this is what know and letting people know in that area what was 
happening. 
 
So, you know, fortunately I was driving and she’s 17 so she knows how to use social 
media quite well, thank goodness and you know at the same time we're trying to track 
down where my sister might be because we're sending her text messages and she’s not 
responding because she didn’t have her bag with her and you know it's a frightening time 
for a lot of people who had family and friends and everything else either watching the 
marathon or running. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure. 
 



Cheryl Fiandaca:  So– 
 
Rick:  Yeah my cousin– 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  So that’s how – that was – I'm sorry, go ahead. 
 
Rick:  No, I was going to say my cousin ran that day and I guess he had an off – from my 
understanding is he had an off year in training and so he was a little bit slower than he 
normally is and so thank God for that that he was – I don’t remember– 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Yeah. 
 
Rick:  – how many minutes behind, but he was also, you know, far enough behind. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Great, which is great. 
 
Rick:  Yeah. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  You know it's a scary time for people and I think for the most part 
people just want to know what's happening and you have to tell them something and you 
know I know that the commissioner really, he’s very committed to social media and it 
was something that he felt really strongly about before I started working here and saying 
that we really want to pursue that with you know invest in that aspect of communication. 
 
Rick:  Why was that?  Like where did that come from?  It's pretty progressive you know 
for – I think it's pretty progressive for a police department to be doing what you guys are 
doing and I think a lot more now are definitely doing it based on the success and what 
you guys have built there, so where did that come from? 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  I think he is very progressive and I think he understands that to 
communicate directly with the community is it can only be positive.  You can't hide from 
bad things that happen.  You have to put that information out.  You have to put it out in a 
way that people understand, that you understand how serious it is or you understand and 
you're working on it and I think it's a way to open up dialogue and to get people invested 
in helping to solve the problems whether it means preventing crime or solving crime and 
I think he clearly understands the value of that investment. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, yeah.  I want to go back and I just want to learn a little bit more what you're 
talking – so you had your niece in the car and so– 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  I had my niece in the car, yeah. 
 
Rick:  – you’re on the phone and you're learning what the updates are and you're sort of 
passing them on to her telling her what to tweet? 
 



Cheryl Fiandaca:  Yes, exactly.  Yes, that’s how we were doing it and you know she 
was very calm and she knew exactly what to do and I was like you know tweet this out.  
Tweet out that we need to people to get away from the area, that we need to let first 
responders in there.  Tweet how many people we know are injured right now and she is – 
it was remarkable, so we started to get information out very very quickly on this and I 
think we took a real leadership role in connecting to the community, but also keeping the 
media informed. 
 
I mean it was the way for us to tweet out that there would be a news conference.  It was 
also a way for us that we put the pictures out of the suspects which you know pretty much 
went viral.  We also tweeted during the manhunt about the lockdown on why we needed 
the lockdown and we also – you know because we had media from all over the world 
here. 
 
Traditionally, if we have a manhunt or if we have something where we're searching for a 
suspect, most of the reporters who cover us know that you don’t give away a police 
officer’s location.  You don’t give away a specific location.  You can give away a 
neighborhood or a street, but not a street address and what we were finding because a lot 
of folks don’t know that protocol they were tweeting out or reporting out where police 
officers were searching specific locations. 
 
So, we tweeted you know please don’t give away locations for where a police officer is 
searching, it’s jeopardizing their safety and the public’s safety and people responded to 
that.  And when we captured the suspect, the captured tweet was the second highest 
retweet in Twitter history, second to President Obama winning reelection, so I'm told.  
That’s what I'm told. 
 
Rick:  That’s a cool thing. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  It's a cool fact and you know I think we also started to get accolades 
from people on social media saying that if the Boston police didn’t tweet it, I don’t 
believe it because we were trying to be very accurate and making sure that we were 
correcting misinformation.  We were engaging and letting people know what we knew 
when we know it and trying to be as responsible as we could to inform and educate 
people on what was happening. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  Now, Cheryl I mentioned before you know a couple of platforms, 
you're on Twitter, you're on Facebook, you have the blog and one of the biggest 
challenge I hear from readers and listeners is they're overwhelmed with all the social 
media options out there and it's really paralyzing essentially, so and oftentimes they think 
they need to be on every platform and chase every new shiny object that comes along and 
thus they end up kind of wasting their social media efforts.  So, you know, how does the 
Boston Police Department decide which platforms to be on and then how do you think 
that small businesses might be able to take your strategy and your insight and model it for 
themselves? 
 



Cheryl Fiandaca:  Well, we chose you know those three platforms because we were – 
we are on Instagram, but really not to a significant degree and we did try Pinterest with 
most wanted and some of the other things that we wanted to do, some kind of historical – 
with the historical pictures, but we didn’t really find that it was – we were getting the 
kind of followers and the kind of interests that we were looking for and I think it's just 
not a platform that’s geared for law enforcement. 
 
I think for the most part people who want to follow the Boston Police Department want to 
know what's happening.  They want news.  So, I think that the best platforms for news for 
us would be our blog which we are now redesigning and Twitter and Facebook.  So, it 
helps us give out good news.  We use Facebook a lot for some of the other – the positive 
things that the police department does with the community and on their own with 
individual officers and we use the blog to break news whether it's good news, bad news, 
whether we have a rash of robberies, we felt it's really important to get the community to 
understand what's happening in their community so that they can help us solve these 
cases. 
 
Rick:  Sure.  And I think the lesson there is that you have a goal, you have an objective 
and you figure out which social platform aligns with that objective and then you really 
focus on those platforms. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  And I think for us, yes.  The objective for us is to enhance our 
reputation in the community and to increase our followers, so we want people to know 
that they can follow us and get information that they can use and that is valuable to them 
and we also want to enhance the reputation of the police department as being as 
forthcoming and transparent as we can be to let people know what's happening in the 
areas where they live and work. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure and you just mentioned, my next question here revolves around 
measuring social media and that seems to be the million dollar question, a million dollar 
topic that comes up here on the show.  So you just mentioned that one of your objectives 
is to gain followers, so that’s pretty easily measured, but you know as far as 
communicating with the community and building their trust and so forth, how do you 
guys measure that?  How do you measure your social media efforts when it comes to 
that? 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  I think that’s a little more challenging and I think we're working on 
new ways to do that whether that means that we’re working on whether or not we want to 
do things like reach out to people who we know are following who to retweet us a lot and 
say you know thanks for retweeting us.  Thanks for being involved with the Boston 
Police Department and showing appreciation for the fact that you know the people are 
respecting that we are trying to be as robust with our social media and as engaging as we 
can be. 
 
And so we're looking at ways to maybe do an online chat, to have some guest posters.  
You know we're trying to figure out a way.  We have over 300,000 or maybe just shy of 



300,000 now followers.  We know that they're not all of our – most of them are not our 
stakeholders.  They're people who want to know about the Boston marathon bombings or 
still staying engaged with us because they still think there's more to come here, but we 
want to be able to keep a sizeable amount and be able to keep those people because they 
know that our reputation is that we can give them good information timely. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, yeah.  I mean that was actually – that’s the last question I had for you and 
this isn't the last question I had for you but the one I'm going to ask you was the last 
question, so I want to ask this first then jump back a little bit.  So you mentioned that you 
have a huge spike in Twitter followers now up around 300,000, you know, I would think 
this now serves as a great opportunity for the department.  Can you talk about any new 
social media initiatives that you're rolling out?  You mentioned a redesign of the site to 
take advantage of this increased following? 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  We've been redesigning the site for a while now and it's actually 
we're almost ready to launch and I think it's going to be great.  The site is going to be 
really beautiful and I think it's going to be really informative and a lot easier to navigate 
than the one we have now.  We're also working on an app which I think would be really 
helpful for people who want to know what's happening in their neighborhood and those 
are two new things that should be up probably within the next month or two. 
 
In addition to that, I think we're just looking at different ways to use some of the other 
social media sites that we're already on like Twitter with as I said some guest posting.  
We're going to do some contests and give away some Boston police things that people 
would not want because we're really in vogue right now, funny as that may sound.  We’re 
looking at ways to continue to engage the community and to continue to get people to 
invest and wanting to make sure that their communities are safer and to appreciate the 
work that the Boston Police Department is doing to try to get them involved and to work 
together solve problems. 
 
Rick:  Sure.  Now, with that Cheryl, are there any trends in social media that you're 
seeing that you're kind of excited about? 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  You know I think the interactive trend is kind of interesting.  We 
started doing that a little bit before the marathon, but during the weeks of the marathon 
and we continue to do it now where people ask us questions about what's going on or 
directly ask about something that’s happening.  We are responding and I think that that’s 
positive, too. 
 
It shows that it's not just – we're not just putting out information, but we're responding to 
information that we're gathering and I think people see that, people who are on Twitter as 
a way of saying that this is a true dialogue.  We're actually engaging people. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  Now, Cheryl you come from a journalism background coming to the 
department from WCVB in Boston where you were a reporter.  I grew up watching Chet 
Curtis and Natalie Jacobson by the way. 



 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Oh great. 
 
Rick:  A lot of what good social media in concept marketing is is the ability to tell stories 
and so how do you think your background has helped you in your current role with the 
department. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  It's funny that you say that because people were asking me I mean 
why did I take to Twitter right away and start tweeting things during the marathon and I 
said because I guess my reporter instincts kicked in and I just thought I need to report.  I 
need to let people know – you know, we need to let people know what's going on and I 
think that it's valuable and if you look at the timeline of some of the tweets, it tells the 
story. 
 
It basically says, you know, we're there at the explosion at the marathon, please leave the 
area and this is how many people we know are injured.  We'll have a news conference.  
So it's actually almost like this chronological timeline of information that is kind of 
weaved into a story, so that’s kind of how it goes and on our blog, it's kind of more police 
jargon than I'd like it to be. 
 
I mean we're moving slowly into a different direction, but the whole idea behind my 
coming here was that we wanted to break our own news.  I think it seems that police 
departments historically you have you know just let news outlets break the news.  
There’d be a shooting and all these news outlets show up and they report on television 
and in the newspaper and on blogs what happened. 
 
What we're doing now is when we have something of any significance – we don’t – 
because we are a big city, we don’t put out every single thing that happens every day 
obviously, but on the events that we think the community needs to know about or events 
that we know are going to gather a lot of attention, we put it out first.  We're not all about 
just putting out good news.  We have to let people know really what's happening and not 
hide from it. 
 
Rick:  Yeah.  And I think that that’s a trend that’s – that we’re starting to see more and 
more of people who had journalism backgrounds coming into the social media realm.  I 
just had Ash Brown who’s the head of Coca Cola’s social media and digital 
communications on the show here and that’s what he said.  He said that they're hiring a 
lot of former journalists to come on to the team because of that storytelling.  They know 
how to tell stories in just the way that you just – just that you just mentioned there, so I 
think that’s an interesting trend that’s happening. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Yeah. 
 
Rick:  So, I'm guessing Cheryl that you do kind of keep track of other social media 
campaigns and not necessarily yours there at the department, but – and I realize there can 
be different measures of success when it comes to social media marketing campaign, but 



you know do you have – in your mind, is there a one example of a really successful 
campaign that kind of sticks out and why do you think that was successful? 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  That’s a tough one. 
 
Rick:  I'm putting you on the spot. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Don’t know that I – yeah, I know it.  I'm not sure that I have one that 
I think sticks out.  I do see for a lot of – I mean a lot of the social media that we follow in 
terms of general media, you know, we follow all the major outlets, this is an extension for 
them of what they already do.  For us, we're seeing it as an extension of community 
policing as a way of engaging the community and having them involved in solving their 
own problems and preventing crime and solving crime as I said before. 
 
So, this is a little bit of a – it's kind of an offshoot of what we already do on a day to day 
basis with the community now.  It's what officers do on the beat, so we're just expanding 
that program and I think we've gotten so many accolades for it and I honestly – and I 
know that this is really as I said, you know, straight from the commissioner, he really 
wants to be as transparent as possible and to let people know what's happening and he 
sees the value of social media.  So, this was a real – an easy fit for me to jump in here and 
be able to carry the ball for that. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, yeah.  Cheryl, last question for you here, so and I want to try to bullet it out 
here.  So let's say you're a city government or other local government entity with little 
budget for online marketing, but you feel leveraging social media can really further your 
cause, what are three things that you would do to kind of start out? 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  I would definitely get a Twitter account.  I would set up a blog or 
some type of a website where you can really write stories about what's happening.  I 
mean there are so many things that you can use that for and you can also set up video, 
too.  You can take a video with an iPhone.  You don’t really need to have sophisticated 
equipment anymore.  All you really need to do all of this is an iPhone and a computer, so 
it's not a big investment. 
 
The investment comes with the time investment that it's going to take to really do this 
successfully and whether or not you have a staff of people who are able to not just start 
this, but to continue it and use it every single day so.  I mean that’s the challenge that we 
still face here, too because we do so many things here in public information that social 
media is just one aspect of it.  It's a big aspect, but you know we respond to general 
media inquiries and FOIA requests and it's a really busy department. 
 
So for us I have to dedicate people who are – we have TweetDecks where we watch what 
other people are saying about us.  We can respond.  We follow other people who we 
think are stakeholders and people that we know we need to see what they're saying about 
the Boston Police Department, but I think you can be really effective by setting up a blog 



website, setting up a Twitter account and engaging with video because you can use – a 
video message can be sent out to your employees. 
 
We do that, too where they open a link and it's the police commissioner talking about 
whatever he wants to talk about.  That can be posted on Facebook.  You can put it on 
your blog.  You can tweet it out and it's a way of staying engaged not only with the 
people that – your customers or your stakeholders, but also the people that work for you.  
I mean you would want to be able to reach them as well and the best way to do that 
sometimes is with social media in telling some of the stories that people – you know, we 
have some officers here that are doing some remarkable things on their own time, you 
know, teaching kids how to box, teaching them how to play tennis, a hockey camp. 
 
There are so many things and they're not really related to police work in a sense that, you 
know, they're not arresting suspects or doing anything like that, but we showcase some of 
that and the dedication that they're doing these things all on their own time to teach kids 
how to ice skate or teach kids how to play tennis and it goes a long way because people 
get to see it. 
 
We also have an internal TV station in the department where we can put videos up on it 
and it’s all of our district stations and a lot of our units.  They can see their colleagues and 
some of the things that they're doing and it's pretty unbelievable. 
 
Rick:  Yeah.  It humanizes them. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  It humanizes them and I think it also kind of starts like a camaraderie 
and a conversation thing hey, you know.  At first we didn’t have any content.  People, 
right we didn’t know anything about what's going on and then as soon as you start to put 
some of these stories out, other people will call you with other stories, so you'll start to 
develop content once you get the ball rolling and just ask people like off the beaten path.  
I mean what they're doing, what are their hobbies and you'll be surprised.  There's quite a 
lot of material there. 
 
Rick:  Yeah.  Well, Cheryl you'll definitely to be commended for all the work that you 
guys are doing and you're definitely a model for other – not only other police departments 
throughout the world actually but other businesses both large and small as well, so thank 
you for all that you do.  How can people connect with the Boston Police Department?  
And I'll link all these links up in the show notes page for today’s show. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Oh, that’ll be great.  So you can check out our blog bpdnews.com.  
You can follow us on Twitter, it's @boston_police and you can also check us out on 
Facebook at Boston Police. 
 
Rick:  Awesome, awesome.  Cheryl, thank you so much for coming on today.  I really 
appreciate it.  This has been great, very very interesting and I'm so glad I had the chance 
to talk to you today. 
 



Cheryl Fiandaca:  Thank you.  This has really been fun and I really have to say I 
couldn’t have done any of this without all the people that work here.  They did a lot of the 
tweeting.  They do a lot of the blogging.  I am very fortunate to have inherited that 
infrastructure and all of these really great people. 
 
Rick:  Great.  Thanks to all you guys.  Thank you Cheryl. 
 
Cheryl Fiandaca:  Thank you. 
 


