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The Importance of
Multi-Channel
Communication
inan Emergency

Over the past few months, COVID-19 has tested the strength
of schools' emergency communications. School leaders
have been called upon to act quickly, making strong deci-
sions to protect students and families. Now there’s time to
reflect on the initial response. At this point in the COVID-19
pandemic, we aren’t sure how the next few months or even
years will look—but we can look back on what we've done
so far and learn how to better cope with further disruptions.
“The right message at the right time from the right person
can save lives,” says emergency communications expert Dr.
Barbara Reynoldsinthe CDC'’s crisis communications guide.

For school districts, however, reaching all families can be a
challenge—even in everyday life. Families move, parents
change jobs, phone lines are disconnected. Plus, different
stakeholder groups prefer different channels of communica-
tion.

Unfortunately, emergency situations only exacerbate these
gaps. As the power goes out or students lose access to dis-
trict laptops in a hurricane, parents who rely on those chan-
nels miss valuable information; the most at-risk families fall
through the cracks.

One solution to this challenge is to implement a multi-chan-
nel approach to communication. “It is critical that we broad-
cast utilizing multiple media platforms, so you reach as broad
arange of the population as humanly possible,” says Dr. Cur-
tis Harris, Director of the University of Georgia’s Institute for

Disaster Management, in an interview with SchoolCEQ. "A
disaster doesn't affect a single entity,” he says. “It affects an
entire community.”

What is multi-channel communication?

If you ask your district’s stakeholders how they prefer to be
contacted, you'll get a myriad of answers. Some parents
might prefer a phone call, but others’ voicemail box hasn't
yet been set up. Instead, they are checking Facebook, where
they can scroll through the district's page to find updates all
in one place. Meanwhile, Twitter has turned into a profes-
sional development hub for educators, while senior citizens
in your community might tune into the local news for updates
from the district.

Put plainly, you don't get to decide how your audience con-
sumes information—they do.

If you want to reach a broad audience, you need to use a
variety of communication tools to make sure your message
lands. It's about covering your bases, increasing the chances
that your schools stay top of mind—and that updates make
ithome.

Multi-channel communication means incorporating every
communication tool available to spread your message to a
large audience —it's an avenue to loop your entire communi-
ty into your district's story.
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Single Channel Communication Reaching All Families

Diversifying your communication strategy is more
than just good business; it's a matter of equity. By
incorporating all communication channels (espe-
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Over the past several years, it's typically been
harder for administration, teachers, and other fac-
ulty members to contact parents outside of school
Multi_ChanneI Communication hours. (?ontact information like home address-
es, emails, and phone numbers can change from
month to month, causing parents to miss important

48 S updates from their child’s school or district.
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\ access the internet at home.
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% of US Adults Who Do Not Use Broadband But
Own Smartphones by Income

35
30
25
20
15
10
5 I
2013 2015 2016 2018
MEarn<$30,000 Earn>$75,000

Since they’re more accessible, smartphones allow lower-in-
come Americans to ditch the usual expenses that arise from
buying a home computer, like having to purchase a router,
modem, and often overly expensive broadband service. Ac-
cording to a 2017 study done by the National Telecommu-
nications and Information Administration, more households
had a mobile data plan than wired broadband service. So if
you want to reach the lower-income families in your district
(as well as the other 81% of Americans who use smart-
phones), you'll need a robust mobile strategy.

Using the Community’s Reach

A multichannel approach isn't just digital. While you'll want to
prioritize mobile in your marketing efforts, you can't ignore
more analog methods like print media altogether. After all,
very few of us prefer to get our information one way to the
exclusion of all others. When you're looking for news about
current events, for example, you might check Twitter, CNN's
website, or your local news channel, depending on the day.
Most of us prefer a mix of channels, not just one.

When asked how they primarily access each
type of local news provider, % of U.S. adults
who...

Only access
providersinan
analog format

Access most
providersinan
analog format

Access half or
most providers
in adigital format

Only access
— provdersina
digital format

You have an opportunity, then, to unite with other community
organizations in your daily communications to extend your
reach—and bolster your response. “One of the issues that
we've had in emergency management historically is that ev-
erybody does siloed planning,” Harris told SchoolCEQ. Dis-
tricts plan for their schools. Hospitals plan for their patients.
But what you're looking for, Harris says, is a whole communi-
ty concept: everybody operating toward the same goals and
outcomes. Besides varied assets, community groups pro-
vide critical reach. “If you look at vulnerable populations—
the deaf, non-English speaking, or even low socioeconomic
populations,” Harris explains, “there is almost always a mini-
mum of at least one advocacy group in every community that
deals with those populations.” These organizations can be
especially helpful in disseminating information and building
trust across channels.

It boils down to making sure your district is present on every
channel, all the time —so that no matter where your audience
goes looking for information, they'll find what they're after. In
an emergency, this diligence can save lives.
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