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Incidents, events, emergencies and disasters are rarely a one-jurisdiction response. 
Multi-casualty or multi-victim events thwart standard protocols for day-to-day response.
Multiple agencies respond to assist with managing the response and recovery of the 
incident. Recent events, such as the Northern California Wildfires and the Hawaii missile
alert, highlight the importance of collaborative pre-planning coordination amongst all 
emergency response agencies to help relay, convey, and clarify public messages. And in a
world driven by social media, the consequences of delaying, fumbling, or worst yet, sending 
conflicting messages, have long lasting repercussions for the institutions behind them. 

Executing an effective crisis communications response when an incident occurs takes 
careful pre-planning, training, stakeholder engagement, community buy-in, and continual 
training and testing of your processes. History is littered with examples of companies, 
organizations, and brands that have failed to execute an effective message and the results 
have been catastrophic. Moreover, the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) cites 
that “Hazard Communication” is the second most failed standard when conducting 
after-action evaluations of an incident. Reactionary messaging to incidents and events has 
proven to hasten, complicate, and in some cases, become the focal point of an event.



WWW.EVERBRIDGE.COM

Which begs the question: Why are we not learning from
past mistakes? While the answer to this question is
multi-layered and, in some environments, politically
complicated, adapting to a more cooperative information-
sharing model through a standardized, multi-jurisdictional
platform may provide the most comprehensive approach
to adjusting to the changing tides in public messaging. The
benefits of a multi-jurisdictional deployment can be
summarized as:
 
1.  Interoperability for more reliable mutual aid
2.  Shared situational intelligence for coordinated response 
3.  Cover more residents at less cost
4.  Protect the most vulnerable
5.  Streamlined training provides efficiency and can prevent mishaps
6.  Increase resident opt-ins 

Rarely do incidents remain localized, primarily driven by physical impact or by the social 
network of information sharing. In a nation where the costs of natural disasters continue to 
increase, the value of shared information on one network can save a lot of time, money, and 
most importantly, lives.

“Adapting to a more 
cooperative information 
sharing model through a 
multi-jurisdictional 
standardized platform. 
May provide the best 
comprehensive approach 
to public messaging.”
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Interoperability for More Reliable 
Mutual Aid
Multi-jurisdictional deployments strengthen mutual aid between jurisdictions by offering 
enhanced interoperability in terms of system access, access to contact databases, and 
software expertise and experience. These deployments allow for enhanced interoperability 
amongst cities and counties, while local governments retain authority and control and can 
request assistance across boundaries when needed. 

County Continues Emergency Alerts During Hurricane Matthew 
Despite Loss of Emergency Manager

The Florida Division of Emergency Management uses
a single emergency notification system as the service
provider for the development and implementation of
AlertFlorida, a landmark initiative which provides
statewide emergency alert and notification services to
Florida residents, businesses and visitors.
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There are significant benefits when everyone is familiar with
the same system. During Hurricane Mathew, Hendry County
had fired their emergency manager, who was the only
employee in the county who knew how to use their
emergency notification system. Fortunately, already having
a state-wide system established, the absence of local
systematic knowledge did not create a massive void during
an already intensified disaster. Through state-wide mutual
aid and dedicated technical support, Hendry County
continued to send notifications to their residents throughout
the Hurricane without incident.
 
This scenario could take many different forms, from the evacuation of government facilities 
to the responding agency becoming the epicenter of the disaster. The ability to delegate 
public information management to another city, county, or state entity provides for 
consistency and continuity of public messaging during a disaster. “It’s the same system, 
same capabilities, in the same common fashion,” Brian Toolan, Technical Account Manager 
for the State of Florida explained. This established interoperability amongst all government 
agencies creates a network of continuity that provides for a unique level or collaboration across 
the state. 

“This established 
interoperability amongst 
all government agencies 
creates a network of 
continuity that provides 
for a unique level or 
collaboration across the 
state.”
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Shared Situational Intelligence for 
Coordinated Response 
Disasters do not respect borders. What is happening in one jurisdiction can be a warning of 
what is about to happen in a neighboring one; examples of this include wildfires, hurricanes, 
tornados, hazmat accidents, and rioting. Compiling data from multiple sources and 
disseminating the collaborative information ensures that all responding entities have the 
same understanding and awareness of incident status and information when conducting 
operations. Information shared across agencies can often be sensitive and potentially 
life-threatening; a multi-jurisdictional notification deployment may incorporate secure 
messaging options for responder communications so they maintain confidentiality and 
remain uncompromised.

A multi-jurisdictional notification system automates shared situational intelligence in two 
critical ways. The first is that when data streams such as social streams, weather 
information, and other threat information are integrated into the notification system, it 
ensures that responders at all levels are viewing the same raw information. Secondly, the 
messages being sent to both internal staff and external residents can be viewed by 
responders in other jurisdictions, which is critical in coordinating mitigation activities.
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Not only does this cross-county notification strategy have a direct-to-resident benefit, but it 
also decreases information requests coming from residents into emergency operation 
centers or 911 dispatch centers. This in turn decreases the demand on the infrastructure 
trying to support an influx of concurrent calls inbound to these centers. By doing so, it 
allows emergency officials to reach those who are in imminent need of resources or to 
provide lifesaving instructions. 

Shared Messaging and Interoperability Leads to Lives Saved in 
Alabama
 
In 2011, 250 lives were lost after a tornado ripped through the
tornado corridor of Jefferson County. The Tornado started in
Tuscaloosa County, then headed east towards Jefferson County.
James Coker, Director of the Jefferson County Emergency
Management Agency said “many people had very little warning
by way of the sirens, or no warning at all. Had we had a way to
warn people of the impending tornado, many lives may have been
saved.” The impact of such a disaster has driven progressive changes in their emergency 
management program and emergency communications network. While they continued to 
maintain sirens, they needed a more comprehensive strategy in notifying the community. 
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“Tornados don’t respect county borders”, Coker continued. “If a tornado touches down in a 
neighboring county, we need to know and alerts need to start as it starts moving across the 
map.” In 2014, Coker teamed up with the Birmingham County Emergency Management 
Agency to collaborate on how they could work together to enhance their notification 
capabilities as well as reduce costs to both counties. The solution: a multi-jurisdictional 
system aimed at saving lives. 

Automated Weather Alerts Notified Residents to Seek Shelter

On Christmas Day 2015, their efforts paid off. As the tornado touched down, the system 
automatically started sending messages across the counties through the automated weather 
alerts feature. More than 206,000 households received messages. As a result, no lives were 
lost. After the incident, Coker began asking residents how they were notified to seek shelter. 
Many had family visiting from other counties and they all attested to the value the phone 
calls had in saving lives that day. In many cases, the long relied upon sirens did not even 
sound. 



Internal Keyword Customization Opt-ins
Improves Situational Awareness

As Jefferson County looks forward to hosting the 2021
World Games, they are already underway in their
collaborative planning efforts. Using the unique Everbridge
keyword opt-in feature, they are able to categorize public
safety channels to communicate and provide situational
awareness. Additionally, they have also rolled out the system
to many volunteer fire departments in the unincorporated
areas of the county. This is a significant shift on how fire
departments in rural parts of the county communicate with
their employees. Notifications are now automated and sent directly to fire department 
employees. In the past, no such system existed. 

Informed Decision Making: A Missed Opportunity in the October 
2017 Northern California Wildfires

The Northern California wildfires ravaged much of the world-renowned California Wine 
Country. The fast-moving wildfires spread  quickly, driven by erratic winds, leaving many 
counties with little to no coordinated situational awareness. Assistant Fire Marshal for Santa 
Rosa, Calif., Paul Lowenthal reported that by the time he knew their community was at risk,

“Using the unique 
Everbridge keyword 
opt-in feature, they are 
able to categorize public 
safety channels to 
communicate and provide 
situational awareness.”
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it was too late. The flames had already crept up the hillside and into their town. He ordered 
an evacuation through their local police department by driving through neighborhoods, 
sirens blasting.  Many residents were forced to flee with no warning. In total, 8,900 
structures were destroyed and the last estimated death toll stood at 43 people. 

An independent report issued by the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services 
(CalOES), indicated that “the County lacked reliable, timely, and coordinated situational 
awareness as to the scale, size, and scope of the fires’ growth, character, and movement.  ” 
Their lack of situational awareness was attributed to “a deficit stemming from a lack of 
preparation for the kind of coordination and communication needed between agencies 
during a fast-moving crisis” (Ghilarducci, Mark, 2017).  The most common response from 
survivors and emergency response agencies was that they had no idea it was coming until it 
was too late.

Multi-Jurisdictional Notification System Would Have Provided 
Advanced Warning to Agencies and Community through a Common 
Platform 

In a world driven by information sharing, why was it so hard to inform and notify residents 
of the impending threat? The National Weather Service (NWS) had issued warnings about 
low humidity and strong winds in advance. And while many cities and counties had the
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ability to notify residents who had ‘opted-in’ to their
notification system, the lack of timely information and
sharing between agencies was blatantly apparent. 

For situations such as the Northern California Wildfires,
where you have rapidly changing information, the ability
to share information with other jurisdictions on issues,
threats, and current situational statuses on one common
notification platform could have been invaluable. Public
safety agencies would have been able to support each other
in message distribution across the counties because
everyone would have been trained in and using the same
system. Furthermore, it may have given communities advanced warning that the fire could 
be coming and to evacuate. One resident noted on Sunday evening that she could smell 
smoke in the air. By 2:30am, she had a neighbor pounding on her door and the fire was 
already at her doorstep . Had emergency officials had  better mechanisms to share and distribute 
information ahead of time, more lives would have been saved.

“The ability to share 
information with other 
jurisdictions on issues, 
threats, and current 
situational status on one 
common notification 
platform could have been 
invaluable.”
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Consequently, the Northern California Wildfires have caused emergency response officials 
to rethink how they respond to these types of emergencies; primarily how they inform and 
notify the public. While there are mandates and requirements around public messaging on 
the national level through the Emergency Alert System (EAS), there is no general or specific 
mandate on the local level. NFPA 1600, Chapter 6.8.1., states that “[t]he entity shall develop 
a plan and procedures to disseminate and respond to requests for pre-incident, incident, and 
post-incident information to and from the following: (1) Internal audiences, including 
employees; and (2) External audiences, including the media and special needs populations. ” 

While there are many different interpretations of the current laws and regulations around 
public messaging requirements, some states have identified ways to strengthen public trust 
while providing cost savings to their citizens.



Cover More Residents at a
Lower Cost
A multi-jurisdictional notification deployment covers more people relative to cost due to 
economies of scale. As the number of residents grows, the per-resident cost decreases. This 
is especially critical because poorer districts/counties/municipalities are likely to be the ones 
that cannot afford a notification system, while that same lack of resources can exacerbate 
the harm they suffer from man-made and natural disasters. There is a moral obligation to 
protect the life of every resident, regardless of their socio-economic status, and a 
multi-jurisdictional notification system can make this a reality.
 
Florida Provides a Standardized State-Wide Notification Platform 
Regardless of Socioeconomic Status

In April of 2016, Florida started implementation of its state-wide emergency notification 
system that would allow all counties across the state to share emergency information with 
residents and visitors . Prior to their state-wide conversation, they had 9 different 
notification systems across the state, with up to a quarter of the state unable to notify their 
residents entirely. In a state plagued by weather-related disasters, and becoming more 
socioeconomically stratified, this was becoming seemingly problematic. Many cities could
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not independently afford to purchase their own notification
system, leaving many residents with no way to be reached in
an emergency. By adopting a state-wide model, the overall
cost of purchasing and maintaining an emergency notification
system decreased substantially. This is achieved by
consolidated and streamlined training and a price reduction
per capita. In doing so, this allowed communities access to a
lifesaving alerting system they would not have been able to
afford independently.

Jefferson County Covers All Cities at No Cost

Jefferson County is another example of a multi-jurisdictional deployment, enabling greater 
notification system coverage relative to costs. The tornados described previously are not the 
only threat Jefferson County faces. They continually rely upon the National Weather 
Service’s (NWS) automated notifications to alert their local school districts on impending 
weather-related issues. As part of their joint-system, the counties make the notification 
system available to all cities within their jurisdictions at no cost. Public safety agencies often 
cannot afford to purchase their own alerting system. By having a multi-jurisdictional platform, 
it provides a life-saving service, at a price point they can afford.

“By having a 
multi-jurisdictional 
platform, it provides a 
life-saving service, at a 
price point they can 
afford.”
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Protect the Most Vulnerable
Beyond providing coverage for all residents, a multi-jurisdictional notification deployment 
also affords additional functionality that helps protect citizens with unique needs. 
Information is the lifeblood of a notification strategy; when information is no longer in silos, 
it can be used for recipient segmentation and more accurate message targeting during 
emergencies. This is especially true when data is housed with a central organization, like a 
state, where local access to information can prove challenging due to privacy concerns. 
However, the notification system itself can serve as the interface for seamless data access, 
streamlining the workflow and increasing public safety. 

Florida Provides Extra Support for Access and Functional Needs 
Residents

During an emergency, particularly in an evacuation scenario, the most vulnerable 
populations are often those with physical, medical, sensory or cognitive disabilities, along 
with the elderly. The Florida state-wide emergency notification deployment allows them to 
employ unique messaging functionality that greatly enhances their ability to account for 
those with access and functional needs and keep them safe. The Florida Department of 
Health maintains their access and functional needs information in their database, including
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critical resource needs. This provides critical information to local emergency managers and 
first responders in pre-planning efforts such as wellness checks and emergency response 
coordination.  As a result, the two-way communication feature allows for recipients to 
inform and provide lifesaving information such as evacuation assistance among others. This 
is available in Florida because the (AFN) data is managed at the State level but Counties 
have access due to the state-wide deployment. This component alone provides for an 
unparalleled level of information sharing across departments and jurisdictions.



Streamlined Training Provides 
Efficiency and Can Prevent Mishaps 
Sharing a single notification system across jurisdictions gains significant training efficiencies. 
Rather than multiple systems being used by multiple groups requiring multiple different 
trainings, a multi-jurisdictional notification system provides for streamlined training by 
employing a single system of use. This increased collaboration also saves time and financial 
resources. Additionally, having more system expertise in and across organizations makes it 
easier to bring new users up to speed and transfer employees to fill vacancies.

Streamlined training offers significant public safety benefits. Understanding and 
enforcement of policies and procedures relative to the use of a notification system reduces 
errors and ensures quality. Collaborative notification training reinforces standardization of 
those policies and procedures as more responders are training on the same system and 
towards the same goals.

This uniformity can directly increase public trust. A well-implemented emergency 
notification strategy with valuable content, clear branding, and easy public opt-ins, send a 
clear message to the public about the quality of the program. The greater the public trust, 
the higher the likelihood that messages will be read and instructions followed. 
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The Hawaii False Alarm

For those in emergency management, it’s hard to imagine anything worse than sending the 
wrong message to 1.5 million people. But that’s exactly what happened when Hawaii 
mistakenly sent a ballistic missile alert of an imminent attack. And what ensued after was 
nothing short of complete hysteria and chaos. One man had a heart attack, others were 
throwing their kids down storm drains in fear for their lives. And in an era where the internet 
only proliferated the hysteria, in the 38-minutes before the cancellation was sent, the 
damage was already done. 

Ironically, it was speculated the alert was a training error. Immediately, questions started to 
circulate around how to prevent such a national haphazard alert, the best ways to train 
employees, and the most cost-effective way to do it. And while many agencies are still 
grappling with ways to efficiently provide training to staff, Connecticut has found a way to 
enforce competency; a state-wide credentialing program.



CT Alerts Reaps the Benefits of Consolidated Training

Francis Willett is Director of Emergency Services for the town
of Durham, Connecticut, as well as the Director of Professional
Services at Everbridge. Connecticut was the first state to
adopt a state-wide emergency notification system in 2009,
branded CT Alert and enabling Connecticut authorities to
communicate critical information directly to every hospital,
emergency response agency, business and resident across
the state to keep them safe and informed. Willett described how all Public Safety Answering 
Points (PSAP) employees must be credentialed in order to have access to the system. And 
while IPAWS access is now strictly prohibited at the local level in Connecticut, it also 
ensures those who are sending messages, even at the local level, are doing it correctly. 
Through their customized CT Alert training site, there are mandatory trainings and tests 
employees must take before they are credentialed. “It’s a very efficient way to ensure best 
practices are implemented across the state,” Willet explained. But efficiency isn’t their only 
benefit. By having a standardized notification system, training is not only easier to 
implement, the consolidation of training all users in on a single system is more cost-effective 
to maintain. And by some accounts, the cost savings in training alone are paying for the 
entire system.
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Standardization Helps Improve Outcomes in Emergency Response 

Effective emergency response is largely contributed to the ability to communicate 
consistently throughout an event with all emergency response personnel and coordinating 
agencies. This is done through standardization at all levels of government. Recognizing the 
failures in command, control, and communication during the 9/11 World Trade Center 
terrorist attacks, Homeland Security Presidential Directive (HSPD)-5, established the 
National Incident Management System (NIMS) aimed at creating a standardized system for 
emergency response agencies across the country. 

Uniformity Leads to a Better Situational Awareness and Enhanced 
Public Trust in Connecticut

Applying theory into practice, and following the concept of NIMS standardization, one goal 
of the CT Alert deployment was to provide a standardized notification system to all public 
safety entities and PSAPs so that all emergency messaging would be unified under the CT 
Alert platform. Willett stressed the benefits of the CT Alert branding in public messaging. “It 
provides consistent, standardized, unified messaging across the state, regardless of 
jurisdiction.” It also provides a level of awareness across the state of what other agencies are 
doing and can provide a valuable way to communicate critical information to help mobilize 
additional resources at the onset of an incident.
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All CT Alerting messaging platforms are uniform. From landing pages to signature lines, the 
CT Alert brand is forging a new opportunity for public trust and confidence. And it seems 
the research supports this approach. The National Disaster Education Coalition developed 
Talking About Disaster-Guide for Standard Messages (2004), aimed at reducing loss of life 
during disasters. Their research found that the public is more likely to respond to instruction 
and messaging from agencies that present their information jointly and in a consistent 
manner. Focus groups further indicated that multi-agency branded information was 
perceived as better, as all agencies had come to a consensus about the information. By 
developing a uniform, consistent branding approach to messaging across the State of 
Connecticut under one standardized alerting system, they are saving lives in the future. 

Continuity of Messaging Through a State-wide Emergency 
Notification Network

But perhaps the largest benefit comes from their ability to seamlessly pass incident 
communication management off to another jurisdiction not affected or one that is providing 
support directly to the incident. Their state-wide model allows for an unprecedented level of 
redundancy in public messaging. By having one common platform, the ability to delegate 
public messaging to another jurisdiction, county, or even the state, they can free up 
resources on the ground to manage the emergency response. This holds especially true
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when communication lines are knocked down, power is lost,
or the disaster warrants evacuation of the personnel
responsible to staff and manage the emergency operations
center. Because of the state-wide model, all cities and
counties in Connecticut can continually send emergency
alerts during emergencies regardless of whether they have 
he resources to manage them locally.

“Their state-wide model 
allows for an 
unprecedented level of 
redundancy in public 
messaging.”



Increase Resident Opt-Ins 
Landline ownership in the U.S has decreased significantly over the last decade. In a study 
conducted by the CDC in 2016, they found that only 39.4% of households surveyed had a 
landline and cellular telephone, with the majority of Americans only having a cellular device 
(50.8%). While this decline was notably predictable, the challenges of maintaining a current 
and accurate database of resident contact data remain a significant concern for emergency 
management officials as cellular data is not publicly available. This hold especially true when 
messaging is time sensitive.

Cellphone-only
50.8%

Landline and
cellphone: 39.4%

Landline, no
cellphone: 6.5%
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70% The Rise Of The Cellphone-Only Household
Share of households, by type of phone

The Rise Of The Cellphone-Only Household
Share of households, by type of phone

Source: CDC/NCHS, National Health Interview Survey. Updated May 4, 2017.



One solution aimed at addressing this issue is by allowing
residents to opt-in by providing their information for
emergency use. When you have a multi-jurisdictional
notification deployment, the uniformity of a joint system
can help simplify the sign-up process and increase confidence
and trust in institutions behind the messaging. Because the
more agencies collaborate and agree to a common platform
and message, the end user is more likely to believe the
information being provided.

Use of Keywords During Hurricane Irma
Assisted by Providing Clear, Concise, and
Consistent Messages

In preparation for Hurricane Irma, Florida promoted the keyword #FLPREPARES, asking 
residents and visitors to text the keyword to 888-777 to receive critical updates and 
information from government officials. During the course of the Hurricane, 20 million 
messages were sent and over 600,000 individuals opted-into the system, expanding their 
reach from 280,000 contacts to roughly 900,000 contacts. The uniformity of the state-wide 
system created a standardized message that was easily adopted and deployed across all public 
safety entities across the state. And in turn, public messaging was clear, concise, and 
consistent throughout the event. 

“The uniformity of the 
state-wide system created 
a standardized message 
that was easily adopted 
and deployed across all 
public safety entities 
across the state.”
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Improving Resident Opt-ins Through
Combined Messaging

The uniformity mentioned in the Connecticut CT Alert
deployment also plays into driving resident opt-ins. If
residents believe the information they are receiving from
their government is valid and accurate, they are more
likely to following the directions provided. When everyone
is saying the same thing, the validity of the information
provided has more merit.

“Because when everyone 
is saying the same thing, 
the validity of the 
information provided has 
more merit.”



Funding State-Wide Programs 
Funding is always a concern and emergency managers and public safety officials are always 
implementing new ways to create sustainability in their programs. We’ve already established 
that a multi-jurisdictional notification system saves money due to economies of scale and 
training cost savings. Below are two examples on how state-wide notification systems have 
addressed funding.

How Florida Financed their State-wide Deal Through the 
Community Rating System (CRS)

Florida takes advantage of the fact that the state-wide model qualifies many communities 
with significant insurance premium reductions under the Community Rating System (CRS). 
The CRS recognizes and encourages community floodplain management activities that 
exceed the minimum NFIP standards. Covering a community with a notification system can 
reduce can increase their standing in the CRS, reducing insurance premiums in their 
community by 5%. Assuming that those folks spent those savings elsewhere, Florida 
estimated that would generate the state $3.42M in sales tax revenue ($57 million in saved 
insurance cost times 6% state sales tax rate), roughly equivalent to the yearly cost of the 
system. Additionally, communities no longer had to pay to maintain their own system. This 
in turn allowed for agencies to reallocate those funds back into their communities. 
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However, Florida’s state-wide program didn’t start out of a
surplus of cash. Initially, it was funded through the
Emergency Management Performance Grant (EMPG)
program. Over time, the funding shifted to the State’s
Hurricane Catastrophic Fund, supported by the surcharge
on insurance premiums. Cash-strapped states looking to
implement a state-wide program could mirror Florida’s
example by looking into federal grant programs to help get
them started. Here are three examples:

1. Emergency Management Performance Grant
2. Urban Area Security Initiative Grants (UASI)
3. State Homeland Security Grant Program (SHSGP)

Connecticut Uses Already Existing 911 Cell Phone Surcharge to 
Secure Funding

In Connecticut, their state-wide notification system is paid for through an automatic 911 
cellphone surcharge, which creates a unique way to secure funding. This surcharge is 
allocated specifically for public safety activities, with the state notification system easily 
fulfilling these criteria. 

“1.7 million residents saw 
a direct savings on their 
insurance premiums by 
5%, or roughly $57 million 
collectively.”
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Conclusion: Multi-jurisdictional 
Models Are the Way of The Future
The key to successfully communicating in disasters or emergencies is consistency and 
standardization. This is achieved through shared messaging and interoperability, informed 
decision making through enhanced situational awareness, and redundancy of operations 
through state-wide training models. At the onset of an emergency, the information will 
never be complete. By establishing a multi-jurisdictional or state-wide notification platform, 
the ability to manage communications before, during, and after an incident will result in 
more efficient outcomes and more lives saved. And the cost of doing so is proven to be 
more economically affordable.


