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Executive Summary

Study Overview

In January and February of 2007, the Bentley College Design and Usability Center (Bentley) conducted a series of focus groups on behalf of WGBH NCAM that asked persons with visual and auditory disabilities to evaluate a series of five different emergency alert messages. The purpose of their evaluation was to enhance the project team’s understanding of how emergency alerts are received, and to weigh the following aspects of the messages:

	· Length

· Content

· Use of language

· Inclusion of subscription information

· Clarity
	· Ability to inform and to inspire action

· Communication of event severity 

· Communication of authority

· Disability-specific accessibility


Bentley collaborated with the NCAM project team to develop the focus group scripts, the participant profiles, recruitment screener, and focus group activities. The focus groups were conducted in Bentley’s usability laboratory in Waltham, MA. Messages were presented in written and/or audio formats as appropriate. To create the audio versions of the messages, one of our staff members recorded each message as an MP3 file prior to the focus groups, and played them individually during the focus groups through a laptop and speaker arrangement, with appropriate assistance provided by sign language interpreters and CART reporters based on individual needs.

Study Summary

Overall the five messages were not received well by participants. 

Participants stated unequivocally that the messages lacked appropriate statements of authority, were overlong, and did not provide information in an easy to comprehend, step-by-step manner. While participants did state that the messages would inspire action, they objected strongly to the inclusion of Web addresses, service offerings (“sign up for this alert service”), and what they perceived as “overly helpful” information (“do not leave lit candles unattended”). This was especially true for audio messages, which participants stated should be succinct and action-oriented, whereas in their opinion, written messages could be longer and contain more “ancillary” information.

Across all four disability groups, blind, low vision, deaf, and hard of hearing, participants had relatively uniform views of what these messages lacked. Interestingly, when asked whether or not the messages were accessible, each audience envisioned an audience with a different or more severe disability than theirs. For example, deaf participants were concerned that messages might not be understandable to persons with Alzheimer’s while persons with visual disabilities were concerned that complex language (“mandatory evacuation”) would alienate English-as-second-language speakers and persons with cognitive disabilities, while suggesting that helpful advice (“unplug appliances”) would be essential for persons with low cognition. 

Much of participants’ assessments of the accessibility of the messages related to the delivery channel they ascribed to an individual message, which quickly became discussions of device-specific limitations, such as the aspects of television closed captioning or pager text message length that negatively affect information transfer. 

In regards to the messages themselves, participants were nearly uniform in their suggestions for improving the messages. Across all disability groups it became apparent that each aspect of a given emergency message contributes to one of two factors: Credibility or Utility. In other words, successful emergency alert messages will be both credible and helpful. 

Aspects of credibility include:

· Upon whose authority action is required

· The authority/reputation of the agency through which the message is being transmitted

· The message recipient’s prior knowledge of the originating agency and/or the transmitting agency

· Whether or not the individual signed up for the alert personally

· The content, presentation, and succinctness of the message 

Aspects of utility include:

· Concise statement of situation (who, what, where, when, why)

· Actionable step by step action instructions

· Suggested avenue for follow-on assistance if message was not enough

· The content, presentation, and succinctness of the message 

Successful messages will support as many of these aspects as possible. Therefore, in order to be both credible and helpful, successful messages must:

· Minimize narrative

· Maximize important data and action steps 

· Include titles (when applicable) that summarize the nature of the event and support the credibility of the message, e.g., “MBTA Travel Advisory: Redline T Crash at Davis Sq.”

· Begin with a concise statement identifying the governing authority, the problem, and expected actions

· Communicate all crucial information in the first sentence of the message

· Present a timeline of likely event onset and duration

· Identify when the message was sent, as appropriate, eg, written messages

· Keep language simple, e.g., say “must leave” instead of “mandatory evacuation”

· Present actions steps in a concise, “bullet-like” fashion

· Suggest specific avenues for acquiring additional information if the message can’t contain that info directly

· Use assertive language, e.g., “Anticipate delays,” or “expect delays,” rather than “may affect service”

· Avoid vague language such as “locate a designated center” in favor of specific information such as “call 911” or “the Sherriff’s office”

· Clearly state that authorities are seeking public input when messages request assistance, as recipients are highly likely to ignore requests based on geography and perceived relevance

· Avoid including http:// or “www” in audio messages, e.g., say “boston emergency management dot com” rather than “http://www.bostonemergencymanagement.com”

· Include content that helps recipients make actionable decisions

· Clearly delineate whether information is intended to be “calming” i.e., “helps me decide,” or “kick ass,” i.e., “there is no decision”

· Accompanying sounds or alarm sound effects

In order to be both credible and helpful, successful messages should:

· Assume recipients will judge the credibility of the message by the credibility of the message provider

· Provide a more robust statement of authority whether severity of the event and/or the importance of the action to be taken b y the recipient increases

· Includes information recipients are likely to expect, e.g., in Boston the MBTA usually provides buses when trains are out of service, so not hearing about bussing alternatives causes concern

· Avoid including language promoting the alert system or other information providers, as recipients are likely to consider it “advertising”

· Rarely provide helpful (“attend to candles”) rather than crucial information (“evacuate immediately”), as some recipients will consider such advice patronizing or a “public relations move”

· Facilitate easy comparison with other alert messages about the same event, as recipients will compare content language to support their own decision making

· May be longer when delivered via email than messages designed to be heard or received by pager

· State when the message will be repeated and for how long, if possible

· Provide contact information early in the message, state that the information will be repeated at the end of the message, and repeat the contact information a second time at the end of the message

· Outline consequences of inaction (arrest, danger)

· Take approximately 30 to 40 seconds to read aloud

· Support easy memorization after a single listen or read

· Use informative icons to indicate the nature of the event if possible

· Encourage “good neighbor” behavior when appropriate
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