Communication Planning
Adapted from the NYC DOHMH Continuity of Operations (COOP) Planning Guidance for 

NYC Mental Health and Social Service Agencies, April 2009

Introduction

An emergency communications plan is based on applicable methods that can be used for disseminating and receiving information and considerations of the types of information that should be communicated.  Communication issues are interwoven throughout the emergency plan and are critical to consider in relation to the continuity of essential services and functions.  Consider how your agency will:

· Receive critical information prior to, during, and after an emergency;
· Disseminate critical information to staff, clients, the Board of Directors, vendors, and other stakeholders;

· Communicate about ongoing or suspended services during an emergency; 

· Track, re-evaluate, and report services provided by your agency and identify progress and barriers towards returning back to “routine” operations.

Planning Recommendation: The Communications planning can be led by the ICT Information Officer and team (indicated in the SHNNY Organization Plan Template). Specific roles and responsibilities around communication need to be identified and assigned as it is a critical component to any emergency preparedness, response, and recovery.

Planning Challenges

Below are some of the challenges an agency may face when developing an emergency communications plan.

· Designating authority and responsibility for information collection and dissemination   

There may be different people with responsibilities for communicating with different internal and external partners. It will be important to determine staffing responsibilities for communications, as well as approval process for disseminating information in an effort to coordinate and ensure that the best information is shared.

· Coordination of information and communications 

· Using the Emergency Communications Worksheet (See Planning Resource #8) as a starting point, consider the process for coordinating incoming and outgoing information among different contact groups/stakeholders.  Determine ways to coordinate communications efforts throughout the agency.  If your agency utilizes multiple work sites, it will be important to consider how communications will be coordinated among these work sites, as well as the authority that will be given at each site if communication is not possible.  

· There may be different staff members who have the responsibility of communicating with different groups of people.  For instance, the HR Director may be responsible for communicating with staff, while a program director could be responsible for contacting clients and/or their families who are part of the program they lead.  

· Receiving timely and accurate critical information during an emergency

Identify the kind of information you think you may need to receive during an emergency based on upon what would be of benefit to stakeholders–meaning staff, clients, families, vendors, etc.  For example, during an emergency your agency will need to plan how to get information about the hazard, evacuations, sheltering options, assistance centers, or other emergency operations taking place.  

· Disseminating critical information in a timely and accurate way

· Identify and set priorities when it comes to whom the agency will communicate with during emergencies.  This includes those internal to the organization (staff, Board of Directors, etc.), as well as clients, vendors, and external partners.  

· The agency may prioritize with whom they communicate based on the type of emergency, impact, or other related factors.  Consider different hazards and how you may have to prioritize communications with certain groups (staff, clients, etc.) or within those groups.  

· Establishing communication with clients and caregivers

· The plan should detail how the agency will determine when to initiate contact with clients and caregivers, if at all.  In the planning process, the agency should identify caregivers and emergency contacts.  This will differ depending on the type of agency, the level of independence of the client, and other factors specific to the client, agency, and type of service being provided.  Utilizing Attachment E:  Client Assessment Form, agencies can gather information about emergency contacts for clients.

· Consider how the agency will reestablish communication with clients if the agency relocates or the client relocates as a result of the emergency.  The agency may need to prioritize outreach to clients post-emergency.

· Providing information about agency services 

Staff, clients, caregivers, and others will need ways to communicate about the services being provided during the emergency.  This information is necessary in regards to prioritizing services as well as evaluating status and identifying gaps or areas that are not operating well.

· Creating redundancies and back-ups

Develop several types of back-up methods for communicating with internal and external partners during emergencies.  Back-up methods may differ depending on the group you are communicating with.  For instance, you may be able to communicate with staff via email, but this approach may not work for clients or their caregivers.  Back-up methods are likely to involve using alternate technologies (e.g. pagers, home computers, etc.), as well as non-technological approaches to communication (e.g. door-to-door visits, signage, etc.).  

· Maintaining current contact lists

Keeping contact list(s) up-to-date and ensuring access to lists from more than one location is critical.  These lists may be spread throughout the organization.  For example, different programs are responsible for their clients’ information; and HR may have staff contact information, while building operations often holds   vendors contact lists.  This means that coordination among those responsible for different contact lists should be occurring in your agency as you further develop emergency plans.

· Tracking and reporting

The agency must include methods for tracking work, services, emergency operations, and other activities during emergencies and then sharing that information with appropriate agency leadership.  This will enable the agency to evaluate current activities and make any necessary changes to plans to better meet the needs of clients, staff, and the agency.  The agency most likely already uses tracking forms and other systems for reporting; model this approach as much as possible during emergencies.  Most likely however, the timetable will be expedited and reports will probably be needed more frequently and more quickly during emergencies.  Therefore, enhancing those systems already in place will also help staff to comply with the reporting system because they are already familiar with it and can report more accurately.

· Ensuring that staff, clients, and others understand emergency communication plans and are equipped to carry out the plans.  

It is vital that agencies educate and train staff, clients, and other stakeholders on all plans so that they are familiar with communication plans and procedures.  Testing plans through drills and exercises is an effective way to familiarize people with plans and to receive feedback for plan improvement.

· Establishing staffing roles and responsibilities

· The plan should specify staffing roles and responsibilities in regards to communications.  Be sure to create redundancies and do not rely on only one person per function, always identify a back-up.

· Provide updated emergency contact information to staff–laminate information in wallet-sized sheets so it is easy to carry.  This list can include the agency’s emergency number, critical staff numbers, local emergency numbers, local TV/radio stations, and other information that is deemed important during emergencies.  

· Provide and/or encourage staff and/or clients to have battery-operated radios, a NOAA weather radio, or other resources that can provide information during an emergency.

· Coordination with Funder(s)

Determine key aspects about communicating with your funder(s). Determine:

· Who is the point of contact (and back-up) for both the funder and your org 

· Establish minimum number of times to communicate daily/weekly

· Discuss the types of information the funders will want to know from your organization (e.g., impact, safety, evacuation, resource needs, etc.)

· Discuss the types of information you will want from your funders (e.g., resources to support emergency operations; reporting requirements and changes or waivers; waiving restrictions/requirements such as number of people allowed per residence; policy changes; etc.]

· Vendors

Identify key communication vendors that the agency relies on and learn their emergency plans.  Identify their redundancies or back-ups as well as any gaps in service during an emergency.  By understanding the capabilities and limitations of vendors, agencies can then plan for the disruption of a given service and identify alternative vendors and resources that can fill such voids.  Contact information for vendors should include primary and back-up numbers.  

· If you rely on a call-in or internet-based language interpreting service, be sure to identify back-up services.  Try to identify companies/services that are not in another state or some distance from your location.

· If you rely on sign-language or other in-person interpreters, learn about their emergency plans/procedures and identify back-up vendors for these services.  Other tools, like a communications picture board, may be helpful if you have to communicate in-person with people who are deaf, hard-of-hearing, speak another language, have cognitive disabilities, etc.

· Have key staff members keep information on-hand as well as at home and in places of work.

· Communication barriers

Identify specific communication barriers that your clients are likely to experience.  Some of the barriers your clients may face include: 

· No access to televisions, the Internet, or telephone.  This could be due to economic constraints but also because alternate formats are not available, such as closed captioning for the television and/or relay or TTY for the telephone.

· Reliance on family or caregivers to relay information

· Written signs, instructions, brochures, etc. may be too complex for low-literacy populations as well as individuals with cognitive or learning disabilities

· Materials, instructions, and so forth are not offered in the primary language of the individual or family

· Undocumented workers or immigrants may be reluctant to seek official sources of information

· Reliance on alternate formats, such as Braille or large print

· Geographic isolation

· Message Content

Tailor messages to meet the informational needs of the audience.  It is best to create messages geared to low-level reading ability, with simple, clear, and direct language.  Plain language is a specific style of writing that is accessible to a greater number of people. 

Planning Recommendations

· The ICT Planning Group should come together to determine the best way to approach the communications plan and use of Attachment F: Emergency Communications Worksheet.  Further, the team should clarify how communications will be coordinated within different parts of the agency.  This will help to ensure that there is an understanding of different roles and responsibilities, sharing of resources and ideas, and overall better coordination of information retrieval and dissemination during emergencies.

· When developing a communications plan, it is going to be particularly important to get to know and understand the capabilities of the vendors that you rely on for communications (i.e., the phone company, cable company, cell phone companies, etc.)  Become familiar with their emergency plans and how they will support your organization as well as their limitations (and inability to support you) during disruptions or emergencies.  

· Get feedback on communications plans from all stakeholders.

· Schedule regular training on the communications plan and offer refreshers.  Training may be open not only to staff but also to other critical partners in the plan, such as staff and family, and other stakeholders.

· Integrate information about the plan as part of regular service delivery to clients and caregivers.

· Manage expectations–communicate the agency’s capabilities and plan during an emergency to all stakeholders.    

· Based on how your agency operates, determine how you will contact each stakeholder group during emergencies.  If you plan to contact staff through the department that they work for, develop your plan around that approach.  If you are going to have HR contact all staff, irrespective of the department or function they serve, then develop your plan around that approach.  

· There is more than one way to approach this type of planning.  What will work best is likely to be that which most parallels how you communicate under everyday conditions.

Potential Policy Issues

· Maintaining the confidentiality of contact information (especially information pertaining to clients and staff), while also ensuring multiple ways to access this information and designating multiple people who are granted access to the information.

· Identifying who has authority to develop, approve, and disseminate information.

· Deciding the type of information that you plan to share with stakeholders.  Determine what the agency will take responsibility for communicating or should be required to communicate, as well as what the agency will not be communicating during an emergency.

· Identifying who the agency is responsible for contacting in an emergency, specifically in regard to staff and clients.  Determine when the agency will communicate with emergency contacts, family, or caregivers, as well as what information will be given out and who should make the contact.

· Identifying who or what program or department will carry the overall responsibility for the upkeep and maintenance of contact information for staff, clients, etc.

Samples of Alternate Communication Methods 

Emergency Call-in Service

Emergency Call-in service refers to a phone line that an agency dedicates for staff or others to call into during emergencies to either listen to a message with organization status and/or to leave a message or talk to someone in-person.  This is usually an out-of-state number or toll-free 800-number.  An agency may also want to establish additional phone extensions that staff can use during emergencies.

Communication Trees

Many agencies set up communication trees.  Using this approach you have one person call designated people, who then in turn call others, working through all necessary people.  These communication trees can function both to disseminate information from the top, and the other way, bringing information up to the top levels of the organization.  This exchange of information will often strengthen an emergency response allowing the opportunity for all to engage in the process, allowing for needs to be known and addressed expeditiously.  Communication trees must be tested regularly to validate contacts, practice chain of communication, and identify any issues.  It should be a two-way test, meaning that information should be communicated top down and then back up.

Remote Access

Set up remote access to phone lines, emails, servers, etc. so that select staff can access information remotely.  Further if you have your server backed up in another location, be sure you know how to retrieve information through that resource as well.  Also, be sure that the agency website can be updated from remote locations and that there are designated people responsible to update the website as necessary.

Door to Door

The agency may plan to conduct a door-to-door approach to check-in on clients, provide information, and identify client needs.  This approach may also be extended to staff as well.  It may help to identify clients by geographic location and then identify staff who also live in that area.  If this is put in place, identify whom staff will report into and how.  Identify ways to capture the information from the field, and share it with the organization.

Emergency Alert Resources

Advance Warning System (AWS) – register at https://advancewarningsystemnyc.org/ 

This initiative was implemented to improve the City’s overall ability to connect to and deliver vital information to people with disabilities and other special needs by working through organizations that serve these populations. Any organization can register and as a result will receive emergency notifications via email. Emergency information and notification can then be distributed to clients and staff.  This includes, but is not limited to, information about how specific hazards of an event may impact vulnerable populations; key information on government services; and preparedness steps that organizations can recommend to their clients/consumers to take to lesson impact. Information is distributed during hazardous weather, utility or transportation disruptions, public health emergencies, and incidents requiring evacuation. The AWS Website also provides detailed emergency information and reference materials. 

Notify NYC – register at www.nyc.gov/notifynyc

The NYC Office of Emergency Management runs the Notify NYC alerting system. Individuals subscribe and can receive messages about emergencies and important events in the areas you indicated were important to you via phone, text, email, RSS feed.  

Emergency Alerts area issued only for critical incidents involving likely or actual threats to the safety of you or others in your area, and often contain instructions on how to reduce the likelihood and/or severity of danger. Examples include Tornado Alerts, Mandatory Evacuation instructions (as during Hurricane Irene and Hurricane Sandy), and alerts for missing persons in imminent danger of harm or death, such as AMBER Alerts*. Notify NYC subscribers are automatically registered for Emergency Alerts. There are other message types which are optional (e.g., major mass transit disruptions, traffic disruptions, school notifications, public health, etc.)
NOAA Weather Radio All Hazards (NWR) is a nationwide network of radio stations broadcasting continuous weather and all-hazards emergency information 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  NWR requires a special radio receiver scanner capable of picking up the signal. Scanners are available for purchase at local electronic stores and the service itself is free. 
