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messaging matter 

Lessons learnt from large disasters continually highlight that 
community education and engagement programs are key to 
informing and empowering individuals and communities to plan and 
prepare for disasters. 

While there is evidence of many community 
programs being delivered, the continual mention 
and recommendation of their importance suggests 
previous methodologies are not significantly 
successful or simply miss the mark.1, 2, 3 

As a sector, and as practitioners, we understand 
the principles of successful community engagement 
methodologies and communication theory, 
however, we are often time poor, inadequately 
resourced or fail to recognise all the complexities 
within the communities within which the programs 
are being delivered. Sometimes programs are just 
‘delivered’ with little regard of the importance of 
understanding the community, which results in poor 
attendances and wasted resources. 

This is problematic as government and emergency 
services agencies are putting more emphasis on a 
shared-responsibility approach where community 
play important roles in all phases of emergency 
management. The National Emergency Management 
Agency (NEMA) state that: 

All sectors of society make disaster risk 
informed decisions, are accountable for 
reducing risks within their control and invest 
in reducing disaster risk in order to limit the 
cost of disasters when they occur.4 

Having worked alongside communities for over 17 
years and appreciating the difficulties in developing 
communication strategies using communication 
theory, we developed a process that has the 
potential to increase community engagement 
participation, build the capacity and capability of 
people within communities and provide efficiencies 
for practitioners. The process uses in-depth 
community profile data analysis that categorises 
segments of the community and uses profile 
modelling to develop a strategy that can be used 
by practitioners to successfully communicate with 
communities based on their profile needs.  

This process was tested during the 2018 Victorian 
South-west complex fires5 where recovery 
communications had to be delivered to diverse 
cohorts including rural and remote farming 
communities. Our process provided a clear plan 
on how and when to engage with the different 
segments of the affected communities and which 
channels to use. This implementation was recognised 
in the 2019 Resilient Australia Awards and the EMPA 
Award for Excellence in Emergency Communication. 

Being provided with an easy-to-follow report that 
identifies segments of the community, how they 
prefer to receive information, at what time they 
prefer to receive the information and through 
what channels will increase the development of 
disaster resilience building capabilities and pave 
a way forward in how we work in partnership to 
strengthen all segments of the community.  
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