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Introduction

This report details findings from a series of focus groups conducted on behalf of 

CPB/WGBH’s National Center for Accessible Media (hereafter referred to as NCAM).  The goal of the project is to improve the quality of access to emergency alerts for people with disabilities. To that end, CPB/WGBS sub-contracted the American Foundation for the Blind (hereafter referred to as AFB) to conduct four telephone focus groups with blind and visually impaired individuals in January and February 2006. Topics explored include respondent experiences with the emergency warnings in their community, assistive and adaptive technologies for accessing emergency messages, and how respondents would react when faced with hypothetical emergency situations. 38 participants in total participated in the focus groups and were compensated $35 following the group for their time and insights. A demographic description of participants can be found in the adjacent table.

Methodology

Respondents were recruited based on their level of technological proficiency.
 Although it was preferable to have respondents evenly divided among the proficient and non-proficient, the majority of those contacted by both email and phone identified themselves as generally competent with an array of technology (computers, email, Internet, cell phones, etc.) As such, two groups consisted of those who identified themselves as experts who can assist others with technology, and two groups were comprised of individuals who were self-identified novices and those who can use technology without the assistance of others. A statement was made at the beginning of the “mixed” groups concerning the wide array of skills represented in the group in order to normalize and thus make more comfortable those with limited technological proficiency.

Findings

It would be an understatement to say that respondents were enthusiastic about an 

opportunity to discuss the subject at hand. There were more available respondents than openings in the groups and a good number of individuals were turned away. There seemed a general perception that things are slightly amiss in regard to emergency warning accessibility among this population. Many spontaneously mentioned, in email and phone conversations prior to the group,  problems with television scrolls that cater to the sighted. The moderator noted their concerns and encouraged respondents to share thoughts such as these with others during the focus group.  A few even noted their willingness to participate regardless of the monetary incentive since they believed the topic worthy of uncompensated time. 


However, regarding the extent to which respondents had something to say about their experiences with emergency warning messages, criticism was minimal. They are generally pleased with the media available for receiving this information and, for the most part, find the content of emergency warning information sufficient. The focus groups do nevertheless offer useful information for improving experiences with emergency warnings among the blind and visually impaired population. Indeed, respondents had insightful and interesting things to say about the media in particular, and a surprising number identified unique ways of accessing information.


The following narrative describes what respondents had to say about the media they use to access emergency warning information and the content of the messages. For each area, respondents were asked, both before and during the focus group, to reflect upon what works and what doesn’t.


Introductions were used to open each group and respondents identified themselves along with whether they reside in an urban or rural community. Each was then asked to describe a past experience with an emergency alert in his or her community. They were prompted to indicate how they received the message and any frustrations with the experience regarding both accessibility and content. Many described weather related situations, including snow and ice storms, tornados and hurricanes, and high wind warnings. Significantly fewer described scenarios such as earthquakes or other less foreseen events. 
media

Conventional radio was a source of information for many, as were television, ham radios, and personal contacts with others. Fewer mentioned satellite radio (i.e., XM and Sirius)
, weather radios that turn on automatically when a warning is issued, automated telephone calls initiated by a local government agency (e.g., receiving a call from a municipality telling residents parking tickets will be issued following the upcoming snow storm if they fail to move their car off the street), the Internet (e.g., news organization webpages), email alerts from local media outlets (e.g., getting an email from the local ABC station warning of an impending snow storm), and, for those who reside in small communities, a siren that sounds from a fire station. 


Conventional radio in particular was cited as a source of easily accessible and reliable information. Respondents almost universally identified it as a primary source of news and information concerning emergencies. Radios are portable, relatively inexpensive, and require nothing more than an electrical outlet or batteries to keep them turned on.


Of course, the usefulness of radio depends on whether one is listening at the time a warning is given and whether it is operable in the event of a power outage. On both points, a good number said radio is on constantly in their home and virtually all keep handy a battery powered radio. But even better, said a few, would be a return to the days of the “old hand-cranked AM radios” that were reliant on nothing but a little elbow grease to keep one apprized of events in one’s community.


But positive assessments of the radio were not universal. Despite the relative ease with which one can find and operate a radio, one participant in particular noted problems with the declining number of local radio stations. Corporate ownership has, according to her, resulted in radio reports that make no mention of the specific community in which one resides since content is now homogenized to cater to the greatest number of people possible. To wit

“Radio used to be a reliable source, but what’s happening now are the huge conglomerates may not even have a radio station in the area broadcasting local information. They have radio stations with satellite material and stations without live people in them. This has really been a major change over the last five years and radio is not a reliable source anymore.”

This woman lives in the Bay Area of California and relies primarily on her cell phone for staying apprized of emergencies through contacts with others. A few echoed her concerns, pointing out that often radio and television stations cover such a large area that reports often traverse changeable weather patterns. What may be a developing situation in one community may be less emergent in others. 


Despite these problems with conventional radio, it remained the most widely cited source for emergency information, followed by television. Insightful remarks were made in regard to television, but it also registered more complaints among respondents. Many pointed out that television warnings on news stations often cater to the sighted. Limited information is audible, and the majority of important details are “scrolled” across the bottom of the screen. One described emergency warning information on television as “eye candy” with a lot of color graphics that are virtually useless to individuals such as herself. Should a sighted person not be available, someone with vision loss would be left without necessary information to navigate the situation. One respondent has even gone so far as to organize with other visually impaired people in her community and write letters to local television stations imploring them to expand accessibility to both sighted and impaired viewers.


When television warnings are audible, some commented on the poor quality of emergency alert system (EAS) warnings. One person described situations where his television programming would be interrupted by “a shrill sound and then a faint voice that is muffled (which) gives the warning information.” He went on to ask “With all the technology we have, why is it so difficult to understand this person?” Thus, EAS warnings in some areas, although audible on television, are of poor quality and of limited use for people who are blind or visually impaired.


Some, however, pointed out the positive attributes of television as a source for important emergency information. As a few pointed out, “The Weather Channel’s” local updates used to be text only. Today they offer both text and audio messages concerning the weather. This practice persists regardless of the type of weather that is approaching.


Finally, regarding the benefits of television over radio, many responded to a question about whether they would prefer emergency information from one reliable source over a variety of sources with concerns over the “hype” that they believe taints television warnings. Television news, they claim, tends to overstate the extent of an emergency and leaves the viewer with a false sense of insecurity. Their point is not to suggest that warnings given via television news are untrue. Instead, the perception is that television news frequently plays up the danger in order to elicit higher ratings. As one man from New York City puts it, “After 9/11, people became glued to their televisions (due to) sensationalist broadcasting.” He relies on a public radio station for emergency information because the radio enables him to “continue life and only hear important news once an hour.” Still another said “Better to go with the radio” since radio news reports tend to stick to facts rather than play into hype. However, another participant said the opposite, arguing that in crisis situations “it’s better to get too much information.”


Despite the limitations of TV as a source for emergency information, many acknowledged that we now live in a “television generation.” Gone are the days when radio dominated the news and information world and television must be accepted as a primary source of emergency information for many blind and visually impaired people. As such, it needs to do a better job of overcoming the perception that only sighted people use television. Therefore, one respondent pointed out the need to lobby the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) harder for rules governing the dissemination of emergency information on television. As he argues, “Until the FCC recognizes that there are [visually] handicapped people that listen to TV, nothing is going to help.”


Turning now to other frequently cited sources for good emergency information, ham radio was mentioned by quite a few respondents. To begin with, ham radio signals are frequently the only media that’s operative once electricity and cell towers go down in a crisis situation. One respondent who experienced a California earthquake remembers relying on a scanner that picked up ham radio signals since nothing else was working. Moreover, information gleaned from this source, while not “official,” is also not mediated by government officials or the media. To some extent, this was described as preferable since information is spread more rapidly from operator to operator. Thus, in the event of a weather emergency, individuals have access to the same information that the National Weather Service (NWS) and the National Hurricane Center (NHS) have before it is broadcast publicly since ham operators feed updates to the NWS and NHS . But the limitations of this source were also acknowledged. In particular, a license is required to become a ham radio operator
 although one can become a “consumer” of ham radio without being licensed. S/he can receive updated emergency information through conventional scanners that can pick up ham radio reports.


Lastly, person-to-person contact was cited as yet another source of emergency information. However it should be noted that this method is really considered a secondary source of information. Most respondents indicated that a radio or television is on when they’re home and personal contacts are used to merely reinforce the information they already were have likely to received. A few elderly respondents reported that a “human chain” is operative in their development but is really used to check on each other given their age and propensity to become ill, rather than as a source of emergency info..


Regarding the assistance of others, it’s important to note the variety of responses participants gave when asked to describe what they would do in a hypothetical emergency situation. For example, many said they would seek the assistance of others in a shopping mall that was experiencing a chemical spill. Most said it is unlikely that they would be there alone to begin with, but were they to be without a family member or friend nearby, they would immediately try to find a “buddy” to help them navigate the system. Many pointed out the importance of clearly identified authorities, such as mall management or security, in a situation such as this because of the likelihood that these individuals would likely be trained to assist persons with disabilities. 


However, others were less sanguine about relying on strangers to help them in this situation. In regard to uniformed officials, a few recounted experiences with law enforcement that were unsettling to all on the call. Their experiences have led them to believe that training is needed in order to help uniformed officials better serve the needs of disabled people in emergency situations. One respondent recounted the experience of a friend who was told by emergency workers to leave her guide dog behind during an evacuation because the shelter where she was headed “didn’t allow pets.” This story resonated with many on the call, and another said he was once told to evacuate his building without his guide dog. He protested and was forced to carry his Labrador down a fire escape. As he went on to argue, officials need to understand the “special relationship with a guide dog that is unlike a pet. The dog’s needs need to be taken into account in emergency plans.” Uniformed officials, according to one participant, need to learn to say “I’m here to help you so what do you need?” While these remarks go beyond the role of officials as carriers of emergency information, they are important to note because wariness of officials may keep some blind and visually impaired from relying on them during a time of crisis.


Some also expressed wariness in relying on the general public to assist them in hypothetical emergency scenarios. Their vulnerability as visually impaired individuals puts them at the mercy of those who are “thinking only of themselves” in a time of crisis, and those who may take advantage of their disability by robbing or hurting them. A female participant said she feels especially vulnerable as a woman and, as such, would only seek out the assistance of a female stranger should that option be her only choice for help during an emergency. Still another mentioned the problems associated with stickers that can be placed on a door indicating to authorities that a disabled person is inside and may need extra help getting out if necessary. Such information may be used to exploit or harm the blind or visually impaired person inside.
Thus, although the assistance of others was mentioned frequently as a source of information and assistance, personal contacts are not without their limitations and were never relied upon solely by anyone in the four focus groups. 


In regard to what adaptive or assistive technologies would be considered ideal for accessing emergency warnings among this population, the general consensus was to improve what currently exists rather than strive for something new. “Cost-effective, standard, and widely deployed,” is what one participant had to say; “Just take what we have and start making more accessible” was suggested by another. The concerns of non-English speakers were represented by a respondent who implored authorities to broadcast warnings in languages other than English. In short, rather than reinventing the wheel, so to speak, go with what we have and improve things a bit.


A few suggestions were made, however, for situations where traditional media are not available. Should one be away from home and not near a radio, television, or other commonly used source of information, she or he could carry a beeper that goes off when an emergency warning has been issued for their community. The beeper would be a sign that the person needs to get to another device (radio, television, etc.) in order to pick up the warning that’s been issued. Many liked that idea and believed it to be an easy and cost-effective way of improving accessibility among this population.
 Still others suggested an “800" number to phone for information on emergencies in one’s community.
 In a similar vein, someone remarked that one of the “11" numbers be used for emergency warnings and related information, such as the “911" system for requesting emergency assistance. Using the phone for assistance was noted by some as preferable to more technologically sophisticated media, such as “instant messaging,” “dissemination software that can send information to more than one type of media,” and increased reliance on the Internet. 


In short, the message that came through loud and clear in all groups is that revamping current technology is preferable over creating something new. It’s also worth noting technical proficiency appeared to play no role in attitudes toward the various media and what an “ideal” message delivery system would look like. That is, those who identified themselves as “experts” in navigating technology were not likely to advocate the expanded use of PDAs, cell phones, the Internet and email, and other media that arguably require more sophistication than operating television and radios. The consensus, regardless of how proficient one was, was to stick with more low-tech media in order to maximize accessibility among this unique population.
Content

Relatively few complaints were registered over the quality of the information received in times of emergencies. As indicated previously, some believe broadcast media reports often cover too large an area to be meaningful in some communities and the reports need to be more narrowed in focus. Or, when describing a weather pattern on television, reporters will say “over there” or “up here” and point to a region which leaves this population clueless about where a storm, for example, is headed. These are problems that were almost universally agreed upon to be minor in comparison to the quality of the information they do receive. Thus, to a large degree, those who participated in the focus groups believe the emergency messages they receive are sufficient and require little in the way of modification beyond those previously cited. 


But this is not to say concerns were universally dismissed. By and large, the greatest concern over content came in regard to what to do after the warning has been given. That is, given the likelihood that emergencies require evacuation, some indicated unease over having to leave their home. To some extent, their concerns did not sound all that distinguishable from what many in the general population would say about evacuating their homes. Namely, where would they go? Are there facilities adequate to accommodate mass evacuations? Is there a plan for such an event? But others voiced concerns that are unique such as accommodations for their guide dogs and adequate training for emergency personnel to assist disabled persons. Attention should be paid to this area of concern in attempts to address emergency warning messages and the aftermath for visually impaired people.


When queried about whether the reliability and credibility of a message is dependent on the originating source, many said EAS warnings are taken seriously. Warnings that interrupt regular television broadcasting, either through a message telling viewers to turn to another station for additional information or which scroll and provide audible warnings, are good at getting peoples’ attention. As one participant put it, “When EAS kicks in, you know you’re receiving accurate information.” 


Finally, to echo comments made earlier about television reliance on graphics for conveying information, participants universally agreed broadcast content can be vastly improved by avoiding phrases like “the green area will get 6 inches of snow but the red area will get more than a foot.” 

Closing Remarks

Besides taking into account findings from this series of focus groups, interested parties should also consider the possibility of convening an advisory board of individuals with disabilities. One participant is on such a board for her community and assists in the development of emergency plans for people with disabilities. Many commented that it would be helpful to see this developed in other communities since localized efforts are often preferable over initiatives that originate at the national level.


Lastly, it’s worth noting that attempts to address inadequacies in emergency warning content and accessibility for blind and visually impaired individuals will improve not only one’s physical safety but also psychological well-being. One participant put it eloquently when she responded to a preliminary question about what she likes the most about past emergency alerts. For her it’s “the way the community comes together to help each other” that she has found the most appealing. Improving the content and accessibility of emergency alerts for this population will likely increase their sense of community since more attention will be paid to their special needs during a time of crisis. 



Appendix
Moderator’s guide
Introductory remarks 


Thank respondents


Discuss purpose of focus group


Discuss confidentiality


Overview of “ground rules” for participating

Introductions

Identify self, where from, kind of community (rural or metro), and typical emergencies encountered in one’s community

General Questions Re Alert Messaging 

In the materials we sent you before the group, we asked you to think about the types of emergency alerts you’ve experienced in the past. By emergency alerts I mean some message received that indicated there might be trouble in your area right then, or at some point in the future. 


Question: 


Have you ever received a message like that? 


Probe: What was it about? 


Question: 


How did you receive it?


Probe: Was it easy to access the message? Why/why not? 


Probe: What would have made the message easier to access?


Question: 


Did you do anything in response to the message? 


Probe: If so, what? If not, why not?

Specific Scenarios

We talked a bit earlier about some of the situations that might arise, either locally or nationally, that would result in emergency preparation, management, or recovery groups sending out emergency alerts. I’d like to propose a few specific scenarios for discussion. These scenarios include some potentially disturbing topics. Our discussion is not intended to be in any way stressful. Should you feel at all uncomfortable, feel free to simply stop participating/leave the call.

Imagine that you are in a shopping mall near your home. Mall management provides a public address announcement, an announcement that comes through speakers throughout the building. It states that there is a chemical spill in the area, and that everyone must evacuate. 


Questions:


If you encountered this message, what would you do first? Why?

You didn’t hear the message, but you're aware that people are moving toward the exits at a rapid pace, what would you do first?

Once outside, how would you go about getting additional information (how big was the spill, how large is the affected area, will buses arrive as scheduled, can you drive home or must you leave the area completely)?

Imagine that you live in the suburbs outside of a large city. During the time you’re visiting, a fire breaks out in the bus or train station a few blocks away from the Museum you’re visiting. The fire is substantial and as a result, the local bus and train schedules have changed, and many of the roadways have been either blocked off or rerouted. 


Questions: 

Thinking about the technologies and resources you have available when traveling, how would you learn about this developing situation?

Would you receive any sort of official message from an emergency management group? How might you receive it? What technologies do you have on-hand that would be likely to receive an emergency alert for you?

What would inspire you to take action? What information do you need to take action that would lead to your getting home?

Would messages about this event differ from those you would receive about a natural disaster? In what ways?

Imagining the Ideal

I’d like you to imagine that it’s two years into the future. Federal, state, and local emergency preparedness teams have been working closely with disability groups to ensure that the emergency messages broadcast before, during, and after times of crisis meet the needs of persons with disabilities. I’d like you to imagine that they’ve done an amazing job, and that the messages and the technologies used to receive them are very suited to the information needs of persons with disabilities. 


Question:

First, let’s talk about the emergency alert messages: If these future messages were ideally suited for your disability, how would they differ from the messages you’re used to?


Probing questions:


Would they contain more, or less, information?


Would they be formatted differently?


Would they be delivered via one technology, or multiple technologies?


Question:

Now let’s talk about these technologies of the future. If you were envisioning an ideal device for receiving an emergency alert message, what would it be like?


Probing questions:

Would it be an existing technology, but improved somehow, or something wholly new? If changed, how would it be different from the technology as we know it?


How would this device suit your needs?


How would it suit the needs of non-disabled persons?

Closing remarks

We are now at the close of the session. I think we have had a very productive discussion. I know that we will be able to draw important information from your comments that will help us understand and improve the emergency alert messages that people with disabilities receive.

Does anyone have any final comments regarding any topic we covered tonight or some other topic of concern?

Thanks again for your valuable input. 

Preliminary Questions

Question 1: Emergency alert messages warn people that there might be local or global trouble occurring now or in the near future. People often receive these messages through TV, radio, or other devices that can receive messages.

Which of the following kind of technologies or devices do you use to receive news or alerts about emergencies?

TV
Conventional Radio
Weather Radio
Computer: email, fax, instant message
Fax
Public announcement by an official moving through the area
Personal digital assistant (sidekick, Palm Pilot, etc.)
Cell phone
Satellite phone
Pager
Conventional phone
Other If a friend in the apartment hallway informs me.____________

Question 2: What steps have you taken or would you expect to you take when you learn about an emergency from these alerts?

Contact a friend
Contact a family member
Contact a local authority/government agency
Seek information on the Internet
Seek information on the radio
Other____________

Question 3: What I like most about emergency alerts I have experienced is:

Question 4: What I dislike most about emergency alerts that are available to me now is:

Question 5: Are there some alert devices you do not have because they cost too much?

Question 6: The information contained in emergency messages could be more accommodating of my disability if they:

Lastly, here's a scenario to consider. Please read it, and imagine how you might act if such a scenario occurred.

Imagine that you are at home. There is a storm forming that has a high likelihood of impacting affecting the area where you live with potential for damaging winds, and a great deal of moisture. Imagine that the storm is two days away.

Would you receive any sort of "official" message from government? 

If Yes, Which group(s)? 

What information would lead you to take action? 

Once you've been inspired to take action, what information would you need to guide the actions you take? 

How would you monitor the storm's progress if you needed to go out to visit/check on a friend or shop for food?

In this scenario, we're imagining that there might be messages sent out before, during, and after the storm.
What is distinct about the messages sent out before the storm that sets those messages apart from the other types? 

What is unique about the messages sent out during the storm? 

Gender�
�
Female�
17�
�
Male�
21�
�
Age�
�
18-29�
4�
�
30-39�
10�
�
40-54�
15�
�
55+�
9�
�
Region�
�
Northeast�
12�
�
South�
6�
�
West�
8�
�
Midwest�
12�
�






� The following is the question used to ascertain a respondent’s level of technological proficiency: Which of the following best describes how comfortable you are with technology, such as computers and the Internet? A I'm a novice and require instruction from others to use technology or B I can use technology without the assistance of others or C I am fairly expert and can even teach others how to use technology .


� A sample moderator’s guide can be found in the appendix along with a series of questions that participants were asked to respond to prior to the group. Approximately one-third to one-half of respondents in each group provided responses to the preliminary questions. 


� XM, in particular, was reported to have a station devoted to emergency warning information that can be quickly programmed to focus on a region of the country experiencing an event.


� See, for example, the American Radio Relay League’s website (� HYPERLINK http://www.arrl.org/hamradio.html��www.arrl.org/hamradio.html�) for an overview of the licensing requirements. Participants noted that the requirements for obtaining a license have grown easier since operators no longer need to demonstrate proficiency in Morse code. 


	There is also the Courage Handi-Ham System (� HYPERLINK http://www.handiham.org)��www.handiham.org�) which is a resource that provides tools for people with disabilities to learn amateur radio and technology skills.


� As for cost, no one said they were prohibited from purchasing technology that can be used for accessing emergency information because it is too expensive.


� Of course, this assumes 1) that one has access to a land line or cell phone and 2) both types of phone are operative in an emergency. It’s worth noting that all but a few participants reported having a cell phone. The exceptions were a few elderly participants.






