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Introduction

This report summarizes the activities of the Northern Virginia Resource Center for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Persons (NVRC) on behalf of the WGBH National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM) from November 2005 through February 2006.  These activities were done in support of NCAM and the American Institutes for Research (AIR) for AIR Project #02220.001.  The project’s intent is to research how individuals who are hard of hearing and late-deafened currently are alerted to emergencies, and how to improve the quality of access to emergency alerts.
Preparation for Focus Groups

During Fall 2005, NVRC’s Executive Director, Cheryl Heppner, participated in feedback with Telecommunications for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing and American Foundation for the Blind on the development of a standard script.  This script was for use by moderators of all three organizations involved in the focus groups for NCAM and AIR.  The script included advance materials to be provided to focus group participants so they would have the opportunity to think about their experiences and come prepared for discussion.
NVRC focus groups were held in January 2006.  Recruitment was done primarily through local organizations for hard of hearing and late-deafened individuals, and NVRC’s outreach staff and contractors.  Interested individuals were asked to answer six simple questions.  The answers to these questions enabled NVRC to determine whether the individual would best be placed in a focus group of consumers more expert in using technology or one of consumers who had with less experience with technology.  The answers also were intended to ensure a good mix of ages, genders, and race.

NVRC acknowledged their receipt of answers to these questions and informed the respondents of the date they would learn if they had been selected and more detailed information about the role of those selected.  After selection, all participants were notified of the date and time their focus group would meet.  They were asked to answer six questions about their current use of technology and experience with emergency alerting, and were given additional questions related to a storm scenario.  Responses were to be sent to prior to the focus group meeting.
Emergency Warning Experiences - Survey

Pre-focus group surveys were returned by all 16 participants.  Below is a summary of responses to the six questions.  An Appendix includes the breakdown of comments and additional information about responses to the storm scenario.

Receiving News Alerts

While some individuals had enough residual hearing to make use of conventional telephones, conventional radios or cell telephones, television was the device most used to receive news alerts about emergencies, followed closely by computer.

Taking Steps After Alerts

Once alerted to an emergency, the participants clearly had a preference for three steps they would take.  Thirteen participants said they would look for information on television, thirteen would look on the Internet, and twelve would contact a family member.   The number of individuals who would go to the television or the Internet was close between both groups, but only half of the participants in tech-savvy group one would contact a family member, while all participants of the second group would do so.

The Best About Emergency Alerts 

In reviewing emergency alerts they had experienced, most participants cited the security that comes from knowing what is happening and the ability to have time to prepare.  They liked having the details and having them quickly.  One participants found “nothing” to like about emergency alerts, another said “not much”, and two did not respond to this question.

The Worst About Emergency Alerts

Five participants cited the lack of captioning as something they dislike about emergency alerts available to them now.  Two disliked inaccuracy, saying they had received misleading information or false alarms.  Other dislikes:  getting information hours after an event, insufficient information, receiving alerts that don’t apply to the geographic area, signs that are too small to read, and the poor quality of short messages.

Availability of Devices

Eight consumers said that there are alert devices they do not have because of cost.  Four others indicated this was not a problem.  One person said “probably” and another said “maybe” they did not have alert devices due to cost.  Two did not answer this question.  Among the devices desired by consumers who could not afford them were:  portable text alert devices (2), smoke detector systems (2), cell phone, text alert plan for cell phone, captioned telephone, weather radio, and PDA.

Improving Information in Emergency Messages

In response to a question asking how information contained in emergency messages could be more accommodating, eight participants cited the need for captioning or text and another cited the need for visual information.   Three participants wanted slow, clear speech.  Two also wanted information repeated and one asked that the face of the person speaking be clearly visible on television.  Two wanted a way to be alerted when an emergency message has arrived.  One individual asked that television or Internet provide enough information about what to do.
Focus Group Activities
Interest was high from people who wanted to participate in the first (tech-savvy) focus group.  It proved to be much harder to recruit individuals suited for the second focus group.  Unfortunately, several individuals who had been selected encountered last-minute difficulties and could not attend.  While they were replaced by individuals on the waiting list, these changes resulted in less diversity in age, gender, and race than anticipated.
Both focus groups were conducted on January 21, 2006 in NVRC’s meeting room.  Communication Access Realtime Translation (CART) projected on a large screen gave the participants the full text of what was being said throughout their focus group.  All speakers also used microphones, which fed into a listening system and sound field system to provide additional amplification and clarity of speech for those who could benefit.
The difficulty in recruiting individuals for the second focus group was not reflected in their actual participation.  Both focus groups were very involved and open in their sharing their ideas, comments and opinions.  Several individuals stayed to continue discussion after their two-hour group was completed. 

NVRC was pleased to have the Mary Watkins of NCAM present at both focus groups.  

Focus Group Introduction

The introductory remarks gave some background on the purpose of the group discussion and how the focus group would be conducted.  The stage was then set with key guidelines, which included:

· Everyone is encouraged to participate.

· Everyone is expected to show respect for each other’s opinions, but constructive debate is encouraged and we do not expect everyone to hold the same opinion.

· Everyone is encouraged to be as honest as possible in discussing what is working about messages encountered, and what is not effective or is difficult to use.

Individuals attending were asked to introduce themselves and briefly talk about what kind of emergencies they had experienced.  Individuals in the first group shared a wide range of experiences; those in the second group often talked about emergencies that caused power outages.  
Among the responses about emergency experiences were:

· Had power outage for 2 days from a hurricane.  TV weather alerts using doppler/area maps weren’t helpful; without captions the location can’t be identified and details about the status of the storm are unknown.

· Experienced several fire alerts at office; left  New Orleans the day before Katrina.  Uses a lot of broadcast TV with closed captioning and has limited use of cell phone.

· House/car destroyed by Hurricane Isabel, had anthrax scare at work, was stabbed by intruder in home.

· Stuck in traffic on the way to work during 9/11. Learned only that the World Trade Center had collapsed from car radio; couldn’t catch other details.

· Lived in Manhattan on 9/11.  Learned that when people panicked, they didn't give information; had to keep asking what was going on. 
· Was not alerted to fire while riding a bicycle and reading a book in a fitness club.  Left behind by staff and others evacuating.

Other individuals mentioned experiences with tornadoes, car breakdowns, and sniper shootings.
Emergency Message Preferences
Group one wanted the content of emergency messages to contain:

· Both notification and information about what to do.

· Information that is concise.

· An URL for people who want to get more information.
 Group one suggested these improvements for emergency messages:
· Solve the problem of truncated text which causes only part of the message to appear.
· Develop some consistency so people can learn to identify keywords, recognize a pattern of where to look for information, and get it in the most consistent manner.

· Have different options for emergency message sign ups so people can decide the degree of detail for their device or personal preference.
Participants in group two said that they basically wanted an emergency message to contain information about what to do.  
Emergency Warning Improvements
Group one said it would like to see:

· The ability to couple a hearing aid with a public address system (like Bluetooth) so emergency messages are transmitted directly to the hearing aid.

· A portable speech-to-text device.

· Text displays with emergency information.

· GPS in cell phones, integrated with local emergency management agencies to receive an emergency message from the area where you are located.

· TVs at mall information kiosk that carry emergency information.

· Use of low-tech information such as blackboard, white board.

· Text alerts that can be seen on a radio display.

· Captioned emergency information on the Internet, with captions easy to activate, or by default, and information in realtime, not a rebroadcast.

· A device that wakes your from sleep to let you know of an alert, with an external power supply to turn it on.
Group two said it would like to see:

· Lots of text signs like those now used on highways, placed in public areas to inform of emergencies.
· Displays in cars that showing emergency information.
· Two-way text devices.
· A way to capture TV captions so that if text of an emergency message goes too fast, they won’t miss it.
· Voice recognition devices.
· The ability to turn to another TV station that has text of detailed information in an emergency.
· Neighborhood watch program to train neighbors to inform each other  in emergencies.
· A program to have police/fire personnel come to homes and inform residents about an emergency.
Scenarios 

The first group was given a fictional scenario about a shopping mail near their home.  Mall management provides a public address announcement, which comes through speakers located throughout the building.  The announcement states there is a chemical spill in the area.
Group participants were asked what they would do in response to this message, and how they would go about getting information inside and outside.

All eight of the participants, even those who use a conventional or cell phone, said they wouldn't be able to understand the public address message.  Most said they would ask another person in the mall for information.  
One participant said she learned something from experience on 9/11 about human behavior -- that in an emergency, people first show excitement or alarm in their body language and facial expressions, and then start talking to each other.  These conversations cannot easily be overheard by a person who is hard of hearing or late-deafened.

Another said that hearing aids and cochlear implants can now block 'background noise' and the devices may interpret public address systems as noise.

This group consisted largely of people who are assertive and not shy about approaching strangers to find out what is going on in an emergency such as that in the shopping mall scenario.  They were asked whether less assertive people would feel comfortable doing the same.  Most of the group participants admitted that despite their assertiveness, they would be uncomfortable asking a stranger out of concern that they would not be able to understand the stranger’s voice.  
The group also talked about the need to have details written down in an emergency, but that how, in a time of panic, no one wants to do so. Several of the group also agreed that others who can hear may not be getting better information, but people with hearing loss have the perception that they do, and that heightens their fear.

Focus Group Observations
Most individuals participating in the first group not only had more experience with technology but also were also more familiar with emergency preparedness and emergency information issues for hard of hearing and late-deafened individuals.  
Two members of the second group did not use closed captioning on their televisions, even though they said they needed it.  The second group was far less familiar with emergency preparedness and emergency information issues.  Most knew nothing about Reverse 9-1-1 systems.   Information about emergency plans and resources has not reached some of the most vulnerable individuals.

Some of the ideas suggested by the second group for improvements in emergency alerting have already been implemented.  Others have not been implemented because they have been shown to be impractical and effective.

As an example of one idea that needs careful planning,, the second group was enthusiastic about the idea of having neighbors inform them in emergencies.  This group also liked the idea of having police or fire personnel come by their homes to inform them of emergencies and thought that this should be one of their responsibilities.  This is not possible in many areas where public safety staff are stretched, have their own families to worry about, and are busy handling the immediate crisis.
Some questions would need to be answered as well.  What would happen if the emergency is of chemical nature and it is unsafe for the someone to go outdoors to warn them? How will a hard of hearing or late-deafened person know that someone is at the door to inform them if they are asleep and not wearing their hearing aids and cochlear implants?   

The participants continually stressed the need for specific and detailed information in their responses to pre-focus group survey questions about emergency alerts.  They want this information to know whether to pay attention, take action, and particularly to know what the action should be.  Because of their hearing loss, they often have fewer options to receive this information.
We wish NCAM and AIR much success with this very worthwhile project as it moves forward.

ATTACHMENT A
Advance Survey Results

Individuals participating:  16

What kinds of technologies or devices do you use to receive news or alerts about emergencies?
Television 


14

Computer


13

Amplified telephone

7

Conventional radio

7

Cell telephone

5  (2 used for information via text messaging)

Public announcement
4
(by official moving through area)

Captioned telephone
3

Conventional telephone
3

Weather radio

2

Personal digital assistant
1

Pager



1

TTY



1

Fax



0

Satellite phone

0

What steps have you taken or would you take when you learn about an emergency from these alerts?

Look for information on TV


13

Look up information on the Internet  
13

Contact a family member


12

Contact a friend



 6

Talk to neighbors



 2 

Contact a local authority/gov’t agency
 1

Look for information on the radio

 1

What I like most about emergency alerts I have experienced:

· It allows time to think through the state of preparedness

· I like to know what’s happening

· I feel more secure, not broadsided

· The information I get

· Thoroughness, allowing time to prepare

· Details, if they were provided

· Getting needed information

· Immediate notification gives equal access

· Advance notice and information in more than one mode (voice, captioning, photos, diagrams)

· Nothing

· Not much

· No answer (2 people)

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


· They disturb equanimity, and some are false alarms

· They can be misleading

· I read them hours after an event (they are sent to my computer)

· I am limited to what can be read or depend on family members

· No captions on TV, also no captions for news about other areas where I have family

· Captions are sporadic

· The information is rarely captioned

· Insufficient information and lack of a reference to a website for more information

· Alerts are general and cover a wide area which may not apply to me

· Short messages not done well; sometimes many messages are sent out to get needed information

· TV closed captioning are not always available or reliable

· The signs are too small to read
Are there some alert devices you do not have because they cost too much?

Yes 

8

No

4

Probably
1

Maybe
1

No answer
2

Devices mentioned:  portable text alerts (2), smoke detector system (2), cell phone, text alert plan for cell phone, captioned telephone, weather radio, PDA


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

· All is captioned on TV as required or voiced by slow, clear speech

· Something could alert me to look at my computer, TV, or call the emergency center

· It is always captioned and there is a vibrating alert on my cell phone for when an emergency message has arrived

· Information over the phone or radio is voiced by slowly, clearly and repeated.

· Information is given visually

· It is captioned

· TV broadcasts captioning is ensured

· All weather and alerts are captioned on TV

· TV or Internet give enough information about what to do

· Emergency information is in text on TV

· Captions are on TV

· The faces of people speaking are clearly visible on TV, closed captioning is correct, and an announcement is repeated but with different wording
Scenario:  You are at home.  A storm is forming that has high likelihood of 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 the government?

Yes

8

No

3

Hope so
1

Probably
1

Which group?

Local authority

7

Media



4

Emergency-e service
2

Nat’l Weather Service  
2

Other:  FEMA, Virginia Dept. of Emergency Management, The Weather Channel, Maryland Relay, federal government, state emergency management, DHS, don’t know.

What information would lead you to take action?

· Message has origin, progress and probability of occurrence

· Situation looks serious

· How I think it might affect me

· Loss of power, destruction of property, safety risk

· Floods, earthquake, fire

· If suggested by message

· If scenario is as said

· Dire warnings

· Property damage, possible evacuation

· Evacuation notice, need to take cover, etc.

· Personal review of info, analysis of family situation, forecast details and prior experience

· Complete information

· Specific information

What other information do you need to actually take action?

· Severity – particulars such as wind speed, precipitation, temperatures

· Severity

· Where to go for safety

· Details such as lack of power, water, need to flee, location

· Professional recommendation on where to go

· Information on best action to take

· Where to go

· Advice on what to do

· Better timing and severity information as storm gets closer
· Specific and detailed information

· Specifics about what to do

· Shelter in place?  Power outage? How long a storm, areas impassable, shelters, directions to shelters

· Provisions suggested for companion animals, evacuation of those taking care of people (especially if they have no transportation)

· Direction of storm, evacuate or not evacuate, road conditions, traffic

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

· Weather reports, TV, CEAN (local text alert)

· Check TV, battery powered radio and hope one operates

· Check TV or cell phone text message, or email or call to family or friend

· Ask people around me

· Internet

· Listen to the radio

· Car radio

· From store TV

· If power, Internet or TV; if not, AM radio

· Text emergency message by email or TV if possible

· Ask someone

· Check cell phone, turn on TV

· Don’t – no means available

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?

· The are alerts only, with no information on probability

· Potential or possible, severity unknown

· How severe portrayed

· Definite information about times and locations affected

· Warning to take some kind of action

· Notice it’s an emergency alert

· So you can take action

· Content

· Tells what may happen, not sure if need to act

· Methodology of delivery, interrupting normal broadcast, etc.

· Allows preparation

· TV – shots of everyone preparing and empty supermarket shelves

· Localized and specific information (see text)

· Progress of storm, where located, road condition, extent of moisture damage

What’s unique about the messages sent out during the storm?

· Demonstrate severity of storm for my location

· If safe, stay put

· May tell what to do and where to go

· Updates

· What is happening – severity and action to take

· Help others

· Important to follow progress

· Content

· Tells what to do

· What areas are impacted, progress of storm, severity

· TV reports on impact

· Should have clear info on most dangerous part of storm and direction it’s heading

· Update on size, travel conditions and damage

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

· Prove alerts – whether storm did as predicted

· Evaluate situation and help where needed

· Gives information on damage in areas

· Information on outcome, phone numbers, road closings, emergency facilities open or closed

· Extent of damage and what to do

· Check family, friends, etc.

· Relief that it’s over

· Not much other than typical news report

· How to get help if there’s damage; that it’s safe and emergency is over

· Areas with damage, areas to avoid, how to get help if you have damage, how to report storm-related theft or con artist

· TV – damage sustained and assisting those in need

· Information about local conditions, how affected, resources for food, ice, medical assistance, etc.

· Help available to restore utilities, medical and food assistance
Focus Group Composition

Focus Group #1 


· Male:
 4
Female: 4

· Age 30-39:  1    40-49:  1    50-59: 5     60-69:  1   7
Focus Group #2  


· Male:
  2
Female:  6

· Age 40-49:  2    60-69:  3    70+: 3
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