
Creating Effective Crisis 
Information Messages 

A  M e s s a g e  D e v e l o p m e n t  G u i d e  



Hazmat at school

Unknown agent

Tweeter on scene

No PIO



Public Reaction

Worried & afraid.

Are my kids safe?

Where/when can I get them?

What happened? 

Following Twitter and Facebook



Emergency Management 
Concerns

Life/safety priority

Complex co-ordination

Waiting for confirmed info

EOC likely not open

Media /social media phobia



How would you handle 
Public Information?

Would You?



Lac Megantic Train Crash B-17 Plane Crash at Bradley

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I9eU59R3Xq0 https://youtu.be/I9eU59R3Xq0



Crisis 
Message 

Goals

get the right 
information

to the right 
people

at the right 
time

so they can 
make 

decisions 
that help the 

response

Crisis 
Message 

Goals



audience needsMeet

timelyBe

consistent and clearBe

easily understoodBe

credibleBe

In an Ideal
World crisis 

messages

would…



Messages 
HURT the 
response 
when they 
are…

Slow

Mixed/inconsistent

Complicated



Crisis 
Messaging 

MATTERS.
It Can…

Rally support
Encourage 

cooperation

Provide info Calm nerves

Limit rumors Gain public trust



New WRHSAC Message 
Development Guide 

to help balance emergency 
management and public needs



Message Writing Template

u Guidance

v Planning/Assessment

w Writing the Message Map

x Evaluation/Release



Example B- 17 Bradley Incident

v Planning/Assessment

w Writing the Message Map

x Evaluation/Release



A+
•Clear expression of empathy
•Clearly chosen audiences
•Brief simple messages 
•Supporting facts
•Confirmed facts (no 

speculation)
•Open, honest



The Template in Action:
B-17 Incident

EXAMPLE



Planning/
Assessment

Purpose of the Message

Scenario

Response Activity

Target Audience

Critical Information Needs

Spokesperson



Purpose 
of the 

Message



Scenario



Response 
Activity



Target 
Audience



Critical 
Information 

Needs



Choose a 
Spokes-
person



Writing the 
Message Map

Finalize the target audience

Choose their key concerns

Write 3 short messages

Supplement each message with 3 
supporting points



Audience 
& Key 

Concern

Target Audience: General Public, 
Media, Victims and Families, 

Responders



Message 
Map



Key Message #1. Key Message #2 Key Message #3

NTSB arrived at 
4 pm and 
began our 
investigation. (8)

We have a team 
of ten people (7). 

What we know so 
far, is preliminary. 
(7)

Write 3 Key Messages that :
• Use short simple words and sentences.
• Each message ~9 words < 30 total.
• Most important first and third
• No acronyms or jargon
• Grade 6 reading level



Write 3 supporting details for each key message: follow same guidelines

Key Message #1.

NTSB arrived at 4 pm and began our investigation. 

Supporting Info 1-1

Our mission is to learn what happened, why it happened and to 
prevent it from happening again. (17)

Supporting Info 1-2

We have started to assess the scene. (7)

Supporting Info 1-3

We have started to collect perishable evidence. (7)



Key Message #1. Key Message #2 Key Message #3

NTSB arrived at 4 pm and began our 
investigation. 

We have a team of ten people. 
What we know so far, is 
preliminary. 

Supporting Info 1-1 Supporting Info 2-1 Supporting Info 3-1

Our mission is to learn what
happened, why it happened and to 
prevent it from happening again. 

Specialists in air operations and air 
worthiness will assess what 
happened.

At 9:45 a B17 Tail # N93012 
departed Bradley on runway 6.

Supporting Info 1-2 Supporting Info 2-2 Supporting Info 3-2

We have already started to assess the 
scene.

We have a drone specialist who will 
document the scene.

The plane was operated by 
Collings Foundation in Stowe 
MA. 

Supporting Info 1-3 Supporting Info 2-3 Supporting Info 3-3

We have started to collect perishable 
evidence. 

We have family assistance staff to 
get families resources. 

There were 10 passengers and 
3 crew on board.



Evaluation 
&

Release

Evaluate the message map

Seek review and approval

Choose communication 
channels



Evaluate 
the 

Message



Dept.
Review



Release 
Approvals



Channels



Pre-written Messages

u Response Activities

v Target Audiences 

w Scenarios

x Warnings



Putting the 
Template into 
Practice

Hazmat near a school
Unknown agent

No PIO



Hazmat
Scenario

Choose 
Response 
Activities

Choose 

Audience
ID Info Needs

ID Key 
Concerns

Write 3 Key 
Messages

3 supporting 
points for each

Evaluate

Choose 
Channels



Limited # of 
messages 

that meet 
audience 
needs

Brief

Simple 

Easily understood (Grade 6)

Memorable (Positive, prioritized) 

Compelling 



The two words 
“information” and 

“communication” are often 
used interchangeably, but 
they signify quite different 

things. Information is giving 
out; communication is 

getting through.

Sydney j. Harris.



Use the new 
guide to help you

“get through” 
during the first 

hours of your 
next emergency!.

Pre-write critical messages and 
share them with others in your 
response community.



Closing 
Information

More Information
• MEMA PIO courses
• Find the documents at 

www.wrhsac.org
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People will not 
care what you 
think, until they 
know that you 
care.

Theodore Roosevelt

“On behalf of the NTSB 
we extend our deepest 
condolences to the 
families of those who lost 
their lives in this tragic 
event. To those who were 
injured, we wish a speedy 
and full recovery “.


