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It was during the midnight showing of The Dark Knight Rises, the third installment of the Batman trilogy. 

Thirty minutes into the movie, about when there was a shooting on the screen, James Holmes threw 

smoke bombs into the theater before opening fire on the sold-out audience (ABCNews). Four weapons 

full of ammunition were unloaded, killing 10 people in the theater (ABCNews). Two others died later in 

the hospital; among the dead was a 6-year-old girl (ABCNews). Seventy other people were injured, 

including one person in a different theater and a 3-month-old baby (ABCNews).  

Nine hours later, a Twitter account affiliated with 

the National Rifle Association, tweeted out the 

tweet to the right. According to 

nrapublications.org, American Rifleman is a 

publication known as the NRA's "flagship 

magazine" and the "largest circulation firearms 

magazine in the world" (businessinsider.com)  

Twitter instantly became enraged. Tweets from people all over, and with a variety of different 

backgrounds started to flood in, reprimanding the NRA Rifleman page for their lack of awareness and their 

insensitivity. Anti-gun voices immediately started to criticize the account, calling it ‘insensitive’ and 

‘shameful’ (CNN.com). Some marketing audiences noted that the tweet was posted via Hootsuite, and 

discussed the dangers of scheduled tweets (CNN.com). Some, who support the NRA and the American 

Rifleman, speculated that the person behind the tweet quite possibly didn’t check the news before making 

the tweet (CNN.com). Either way, the tweet spurred thousands of angry twitter users to fire off about the 

insensitive comment – including media outlets.  

Given the passion people have related to guns and gun laws, on both sides of the argument, the NRA 

should follow the consequences-based operation of ethics (Fitzpatrick, 2006). Consequences-based ethics 

suggests that an action is morally right if it promotes a party’s long-term interests (Fitzpatrick) and given 

the NRA’s desire to promote guns, gun safety, gun knowledge, and diminish gun regulations, it’s the 

consequences-based operation that would keep them ethical. Using this process, the ends would justify 

the means (Fitzpatrick) – even though in this instance it didn’t work out.  

Another ethical obligation that the NRA has with its publics is with interactivity. The initial tweet was auto-

posted at 9:20am and not removed from Twitter until about 12:30pm. As a social media professional 

myself, I can tell you that is far too long between the initial tweet and the deletion of the tweet and it 



makes me question the involvement the social media tech who was running the @NRA_Rifleman account. 

As Fitzpatrick has said, “among all the communication tools available to public relations practitioners, 

online communications are uniquely equipped to allow organizations and their constituents to engage in 

two-way communications” (pg 125). Engaging in dialogue is key, being involved in your social media 

activity and with those who are following you are key to successful online public relations.  

The last ethical obligation I think the NRA must follow is dependability. Online communications needs to 

be dependable to be ethical, and to be dependable is to be reliable (Fitzpatrick, 2006). Dependability also 

means being available with twenty-four-hour access, timely updates, a minimum of downtime, and the 

proper functioning of software and hardware (Fitzpatrick, 2006). Dependability is critical during a crisis, 

especially during the times of uncertainty that follows extraordinary events (Fitzpatrick, 2006). In this 

case, a dependable and ethical public relations professional would have either looked at the news first 

thing in the morning and then gone online to try and stop the tweet from going out, or would have 

responded quicker to the insensitive tweet.  

The concept of rights-based ethics is that there are some rights, both positive and negative, that all 

humans have based only on the fact that they are human. These rights can be natural or conventional 

(Fitzpatrick, 2006). This is the principle I would use along with dependability, interactivity, and 

involvement, if I were in the @NRA_Rifleman’s position. However, one must acknowledge that “defining 

ethical online behavior is an ongoing process, and acceptable standards of practice continue to evolve” 

(Fitzpatrick, 2006) so what works right now could easily change in the future.  

The language used in the tweet is not language I would use no matter who my client is. Given the frequent 

occurrence of shootings happening in America today, saying something like “Good morning, shooters” so 

casually immediately puts me on edge. There are other ways of saying good morning to your constituents 

that doesn’t include using language that could be triggering for other people.  

While I don’t have anything against scheduled posts going out, I do believe that leaving them to go out 

and ignoring your social media is part of the problem. Not taking the time to look at the social media to 

see what else is going on, or even considering the news of the day first thing in the morning, puts any 

public relations professional in a disadvantage. My personal standard operation procedure is to receive 

push alerts from media outlets in my area and from CNN so that first thing in the morning all I have do is 

glance at my phone and see the headlines (dependability, involvement). Then, once I realized what 



happened in Aurora, Colorado, assuming it was before the tweet went out, I would have cancelled that 

tweet altogether and instead set up a tweet with condolences from my home computer.  

If the tweet had already gone out, I would have deleted it sooner and issued an apology as soon as 

possible. I would have then responded to those who had issued complaints against my account, 

apologizing and explaining what had happened – with the understanding that some people will still be 

angry at the insensitivity of the auto-posted tweet (interactivity, involvement). 

I’m certain the NRA didn’t post that tweet to be insensitive to the shooting that happened in Colorado. 

The tweet was posted via Hootsuite and that shows the tweet was scheduled. However, the language 

used in the tweet and the violence that occurred the night before made this tweet insensitive. That it took 

three hours for the NRA to delete it and issue an apology causes one to question the ethics of their public 

relations conduct online.  
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