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INTRODUCTION

Natural disasters can wreak havoc on organizations, regardless of industry. Throughout the 
country and around the world, severe weather, and situations like earthquakes and wildfires,  
have disastrous impacts on how organizations operate. Theses events can occur suddenly 
and pose a serious threat to people’s safety.

However, with proper planning and the right tools, organizations can mitigate the effects 
caused by natural disasters. Knowing what to do before, during and after a natural disaster 
will keep people out of harm’s way and minimize downtime. 

This eBook outlines the tools and strategies organizations can implement to keep their 
people safe, and operations running smoothly when a natural disaster strikes. 

Introduction: Keeping People Out of Harm’s Way
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SAFETY IS A PRIORITY FOR EVERYONE
As reported by Campus Safety Magazine, from a report by IHS Markit, “In the Americas, hurricanes, 
tornadoes, and earthquakes are occurring more frequently, so unimpeded mass communication during 
these events is critical…”

Many organizations are turning to emergency notification systems to help with mass communication 
during crisis events, like those caused by natural disasters. Mass notification systems can help send critical 
information throughout an organization quickly to help keep people safe.

PROTECTING AGAINST NATURAL DISASTERS
These types of events can develop rapidly, so having a system that can utilize pre-written message 
templates, or can tie into organizations like the National Weather Service to send automated alerts, can 
save precious time. Messages can include information about sheltering-in-place and updates about delays 
or closings. 

Leveraging Emergency Notification Systems
for Natural Disasters
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REACHING EVERYONE SAVES 
LIVES
The article also mentions the 
importance of reach when it comes 
to emergency notification systems, 
“MNS software is often employed so 
end users can communicate with their 
employees, federal agencies, university 
students and the general public. More 
channels of communication available 
in these types of events mean more 
people can reach safety faster and more 
lives can be saved.”

How an organization communicates with its people is going to depend on its size and how it can 
best everyone. Using a central system that serves as a hub for an organization’s emergency mass 
communications can help connect a variety of devices, including IP phones, IP speakers, desktop 
computers, digital signage, mobile devices and more, to ensure every possible channel is leveraged.

https://www.singlewire.com/


Preparing Your Organization for Natural Disasters

READY AT A MOMENT’S NOTICE
Natural disasters can strike anywhere at any time. Every organization needs to have a plan with policies 
and procedures for how to they will respond should disaster strike. 
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Here are a few questions for you to consider 
when creating or updating your severe 
weather response plan:

• How do staff members currently learn 
about weather alerts?

• Do people in your organization listen to 
a weather radio or wait to hear outdoor 
sirens?

• Who is in charge of initiating an alert to 
your organization?

• What happens if the person in charge is 
out of the office or out sick?

• Can staff members trigger an emergency notification if they’re away from their desk?

Having answers to these questions are good first steps to put together an effective plan, but organizations 
also need to know what tools they are going to use to help spread the word.

USING EMERGENCY NOTIFICATION
An emergency notification system capable of keeping people informed wherever they are to provide 
important safety information. Use emergency notification systems for:

• Monitoring alerts from the National Weather Service or any other agency that publishes using CAP 
protocol

• Automatically notifying the right people when severe weather is approaching the area
• Gathering management/safety teams together to discuss response efforts
• Sending emergency notifications to your entire organization via several different devices, such as 

overhead paging systems, IP phones, digital signs, iOS/Android devices, and more. 

The more methods of communication you have, the better chance you have of reaching people wherever 
they are. An emergency notification system can make this simple.

https://www.singlewire.com/


INFORMATION FROM A TRUSTED SOURCE
Common Alerting Protocol (CAP) is an open, XML based, digital message format for a wide range of alerts 
and notifications. This format allows for the exchange of public emergency notifications between many 
different mass notification technologies that are available and in use today. CAP messages are typically 
generated by any organization involved with notifications regarding public safety. Businesses, schools, 
healthcare facilities and manufacturing plants depend on CAP messages to stay informed about potentially 
dangerous events, such as natural disasters.

Organizations in the US currently issuing CAP messages include:

• National Weather Service 
• United States Department of Homeland Security 
• United States Geological Survey 

CAP FORMAT CAPABILITIES
According to documentation from OASIS Emergency Management Technical Committee, the CAP format 
has capabilities that include:

• Flexible geographic targeting using latitude/longitude shapes and other geospatial 10 representations 
in three dimensions

• Multilingual and multi-audience messaging
• Phased and delayed effective times and expirations
• Enhanced message update and cancellation features
• Template support for framing complete and effective warning messages
• Compatible with digital encryption and signature capability
• Facility for digital images and audio

All of these can be leveraged by organizations to provide relevant safety information.

What is Common Alerting Protocol (CAP)?
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Severe Weather and Natural Disaster Overview
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Scenario: Hurricanes

KNOW WHO IS ON CAMPUS
Regardless of what kind of organization you work with, a hurricane can cause catastrophic disruption to 
day-to-day operations. More importantly, it can put people in danger, and the number one goal should be 
to keep them safe. Let’s look at ways mass notification can help you accomplish this.

BEFORE THE STORM
When preparing for hurricanes, look for a system that can tie into the National Weather Service to 
automatically provide weather updates on approaching hurricanes. Having this set up ahead of time, 
especially in areas prone to hurricane activity, can save time and allow leadership team members to focus 
on how they are going to respond to the hurricane.
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A worthwhile emergency notification system will be able 
to alert everyone in your organization by reaching out 
to them through multiple channels. Some systems only 
cover SMS text messages, and while many people will 
have mobile devices, using only one communication 
channel isn’t an effective strategy when trying to reach 
large groups of people. Ideally, you want a system that 
can do SMS text messaging, phones calls, emails, and 
audio and text messages to devices like desk phones, 
mobile devices and digital signage.

This is particularly important when communicating 
information like closings, delays and evacuations. If 
a storm is approaching, you want the people in your 
organization dedicating their time to stay safe, not 
worrying about whether your business or campus 
will be open during the storm. Determine how your 
organization plans to operate in the face of the storm 
and use a mass notification system to communicate 
this plan to your people. It will give them a clear sense of expectations and save your team leaders the 
headache of having to answer the same question multiple times.

If you are asking people to evacuate, it can also be helpful to utilize a system that can set up an area of 
interest. These can be set up so you receive alerts when people enter or exit a predetermined area using 
GPS. That way, you can keep track of everyone and know when everyone in your organization has gotten 
themselves away from danger.

https://www.singlewire.com/


Scenario: Hurricanes (cont.)

DURING THE STORM
Once a hurricane strikes, mass notification systems can be used to provide useful updates and 
instructions. While it may be too late for people to evacuate, organizations can provide instructions for 
where to seek shelter or to tell their people they should not come to their facilities. You could also share 
information regarding the condition of your buildings, along with emergency services information should 
people require it.

Certain systems can be configured to send messages with confirmation responses. These messages can 
be set up to ask if people need assistance, or if they are still inside the area that is being impacted by the 
hurricane. This can give you a good idea of who is safe and who is still in danger.

If a major incident occurs, being able to gather key stakeholders to address the situation can become 
crucial. That’s why systems that offer automatic conference call features can be vital. When sending out a 
message, you want to be able to select the right people to manage a crisis event caused by the hurricane. 
Including in the message a direct number to open a conference call can drastically cut down on the time it 
can take to a gather people versus utilizing outdated methods like calling trees.

Again, it’s important to look at systems that offer multiple forms of communication to get messages out. 
Power outages, jammed telephone lines and/or internet connectivity issues can all prevent messages from 
going out. The more options you have to send out a message, the more likely it is you can still succeed in 
communicating should another option fail.

AFTER THE STORM
When the storm has passed, emergency notifications can help provide the “all clear” and offer guidance on 
procedures to helps operations get back to normal. As we mentioned above, setting an area of interest can 
also be used when people enter an area to alert you when people have returned from their evacuations. 
You can provide information about when buildings will reopen, or if people need to work from home until 
cleanup can take place.

The last step is to assess how well your plan was executed. Systems that offer analytics and insights into 
delivery and read receipts can help you understand what worked and what didn’t during your hurricane 
response. Then you can make adjusts to improve your planning and execution for the next time your 
organization faces a hurricane.

These are just some of the features you should look to utilize when using a mass notification system to 
communicate during a hurricane. Every organization is different, but the bottom line is safety should be a 
top priority when severe weather is a factor. A robust system can make the difference in keeping people 
out of harm’s way.
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Scenario: Winter Weather

PREPARING FOR WINTER
Winter weather can have all kinds of negative impacts on an organization, but being prepared for these 
challenges can minimize that impact. Leveraging emergency mass notifications systems to send large-scale 
alerts across an organization helps keep people informed. 

As with any emergency scenario, the ability to respond to severe winter weather is dependent upon the 
training and tools organizations have in place. Simply setting up a system to send an alert is rarely sufficient 
when it comes to managing a situation. Developing a strong winter weather preparedness plan means 
know who to contact and what those people should do before, during and after a message is sent.
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USING MASS NOTIFICATION
A mass notification system can 
automatically send alerts from the 
National Weather Service to an 
entire organization, and it can help 
manage a response once that initial 
message is sent. Certain systems can 
leverage capabilities like conference 
calls to bring people together to 
discuss how an emergency winter 
weather situation can be managed. 
This can aide in covering shifts, 
closing businesses or schools, and 
other decision making needs that are 
brought on by severe winter weather.

ANTICIPATE QUIETER TIMES
Along with winter weather preparation, organizations should also anticipate times when less people will be 
within their buildings, such as the holidays. With less people coming into buildings and spending time on 
the grounds, it may not be necessary to implement the same emergency procedures during these times 
as those that are in place during the rest of the year. Determine how many people will be in your buildings, 
when people will be on vacation, and assess what procedures need to be in place to send notifications 
during an emergency.

https://www.singlewire.com/


Scenario: Wildfires

PREPARE FOR NATURAL DISASTERS
In December 2017, California experienced an outbreak of wildfires that closed schools, disrupted traffic, 
and caused issues for businesses and organizations around the state. When natural disasters such as 
wildfires occur, not having a plan in place can lead to serious consequences that  impact businesses and 
lead to potentially life threatening situations.

EVACUATIONS, DELAYS AND CLOSINGS
When wildfires are approaching, sending an evacuation notice is critical to make sure your people reach 
safety. An emergency communication system that can reach mobile and on-premises devices can help 
clear people out of endangered areas and prevent anyone from approaching when then should be seeking 
safety. This is particularly important during off hours when people may not be checking email at their desk. 
Setting up messages ahead of time with recommendations for where to seek safety also helps provide 
clear instructions so people can act quickly.

Once people are out of harm’s way, the emergency notification system can be used to provide updates 
about the status of your organization as the wildfires are battled. Letting people know that buildings will 
be closed or that buildings have been damaged or destroyed as a result of the fire let people know they 
should stay away. If buildings need to be closed for extended periods of time, an emergency notification 
system can be used to alert employees, as well as display messages on devices like digital signage to alert 
others.

CONFIRM EVERYONE’S SAFETY
Some emergency notification systems offer the ability to have message recipients send a confirmation 
when they have received a message. During a wildfire, if your organization is evacuating, this can be vital 
to knowing who has gotten away safely and who still needs assistance. Certain systems will also activate 
a tracking feature on mobile devices of recipients who say they need assistance. This can help safety 
personnel be more effective by having an accurate idea of where to locate and direct people.

GATHER KEY DECISION MAKERS
During an event like a wildfire, where it can be difficult to determine when the situation will resolve and 
operations can return to normal, having tools that foster collaboration and decision-making are vital. Some 
emergency notification systems not only send out critical messages, but can trigger collaborative spaces 
for key decision makers such as online messaging applications or conference calls. This helps with situation 
management and enacting speedy responses to ongoing crisis situations.
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Scenario: Earthquakes

The Great ShakeOut
Organizations in earthquake-prone areas around the world participate in the Great ShakeOut, an annual 
earthquake preparedness drill. Earthquakes can strike at anytime, often without warning, so it’s important 
for organizations to prepare their people for the actions they need to take to stay safe.

This worldwide events offers numerous resources to help organizations plan for and carry out the drill. 
Manuals and planning documents are readily available on the official website, as well as details about why 
organizations should participate.
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LEVERAGING MASS NOTIFICATION FOR EARTHQUAKES
An emergency notification system can 
help spread the word quickly for drills and 
live events. Leveraging a mass notification 
system for drills helps build confidence that 
everything will work how it is supposed to 
when it matters most. Build messages ahead 
of time so information and instructions 
can be sent with the push of a button. This 
saves time and minimizes confusion to 
ensure a successful test. Groups can use 
these systems to let people know the drill is 
underway, offer helpful instructions about 
what to do during the drill, and give an “all 
clear” when the drill has ended.

If your organization does find success conducting this earthquake drill, consider using an emergency 
notification system to test for natural disaster events.

https://www.singlewire.com/


Build Natural Disaster Message Templates

PLANNING AHEAD SAVES TIME
It’s a simple fact: planning ahead saves time. When it comes to sending emergency notifications, this 
is particularly true. Organizations can’t afford to be creating messages on the fly when an emergency 
occurs; it takes too much time. During a natural disaster every second counts, and the faster information 
can spread, the more likely it is that everyone can stay out of harm’s way. Achieving this goal starts with 
leveraging an emergency notification system that allows users to build message templates that can be 
deployed quickly during an emergency situation.

Each organization needs to assess the natural disaster scenarios it may face when creating standardized 
messages. These messages typically include a subject when being sent as an email or SMS text message, 
and a body which includes relevant information. Consistent templates help ensure that the proper 
information is included each time, minimizing confusion for recipients. While every organization is different, 
here is a basic template that can be used for a wide variety of natural disaster situations.

NATURAL DISASTER TEMPLATE
No matter what part of the world you live in, severe weather  and natural disasters can impact schedules 
and safety. Organizations may not want people coming in if road conditions are bad, and situations like 
tornadoes may require people to seek shelter. Here are two severe weather templates: one for closings, 
and one for sheltering.

Subject: Inclement Weather Alert: <INSERT ORGANIZATION> CLOSED <INSERT DATE>

Body: The National Weather Service has issued an inclement weather alert. <INSERT ORGANIZATION> will 
be closed today. Normal schedule will resume tomorrow. For more information, please contact <INSERT 
PHONE NUMBER>.

Subject: Severe Weather! Take Shelter Immediately.

Body: The National Weather Service has issued a severe weather alert. Seek shelter immediately and wait 
for the all-clear notification.
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Designating Safe Places

DEVELOP A STRONG STRATEGY
Natural disaster plans are a critical component 
of any organization’s safety strategy. Tornadoes, 
wildfires and flooding are just a few of the s 
events that organizations can encounter, and 
organizations need to be prepared to provide 
instructions that keep their people safe.
One of the key components of this safety 
strategy is providing people with a location they 
should go to when severe weather approaches. 
Different situations may require people to 
evacuate, or head to certain areas of your 
buildings to stay safe.
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DETERMINE SAFE PLACES & LEVERAGE INFORMACAST
The National Weather Service hosted a Twitter chat outlining different safe place strategies. Through a 
series of questions and answers, NWS presented the challenges and solutions to develop the best plan for 
making people aware of where they should go during severe weather events.

Singlewire Software has compiled some of the most relevant questions and responses from this Twitter 
chat and added tips on how to leverage an emergency notification system to get critical information into 
the hands of people who need it.

*Questions and answers have occasionally been edited for clarity.

Q: Why is it important to identify your safe place and practice going there?
A: Your location is the number one factor in determining your level of danger when extreme weather 
threatens. Taking action and getting to a safe location can mean the difference between escaping harm, 
injury or death.

With an emergency notification system, users can prebuild messages in anticipation of any severe weather 
event their organization may encounter. Determine your safe place and include this in your prebuilt 
notifications. This will save time in the moment since critical information has already been decided.

https://www.singlewire.com/


Designating Safe Places (cont.)

Q: Does my safe place change depending on the hazard?
A: Absolutely. Ask: Shelter in place (tornado) or evacuate (hurricane)? Go low (tornado) or go high (tsunami 
or flash flood)?

Since messages can be prebuilt, specific information can vary depending on the event. Determine the 
different places people should go and procedures they should follow, then build a different message for 
each case.

Q: How much time do I have to get to a safe place?
A: This fully depends on the hazard. Tornado warnings require immediate action to your safe place.
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An emergency notification system 
should make it easy to quickly send 
out critical information. Features 
that simplify the emergency 
notification process to minimize the 
time between learning about event, 
and spreading that information 
throughout an organization help 
get people to safe places faster.

Q: What are the best “safe places” 
when a tornado warning is issued?
A: Underground storm shelters. 
Safe rooms. Designated tornado 
shelters. Basements. At minimum, 
the lowest level interior room.

Use these suggested safe places to inform your emergency notifications. Make sure you are broadcasting 
to as many devices as possible to ensure everyone hears the message and knows where to go when 
severe weather approaches.

https://www.singlewire.com/


3 Tips for Staff Communications 
About Natural Disasters

LEVERAGING EMERGENCY NOTIFICATION
Devastating wildfires, hurricanes and blizzards have major impacts on organizations across the country. 
Communicating how natural disasters will impact schedules can be challenging, especially with larger 
organizations. No one wants to put their staff in harm’s way, but it’s important to keep everything running 
efficiently if possible.

Using an emergency notification system to share messages with staff about what they should do before, 
during and after a natural disaster helps minimize downtime and keep people safe. 

BEFORE AN EVENT
Some natural disasters give organizations time to prepare in advance. Depending on where an 
organization is located, plans should be in place for how to deal with different natural disaster scenarios an 
organization is likely to encounter. Having prewritten messages that explain severe weather is approaching 
and what impact it will have on day-to-day operations saves time, since administrators don’t need to worry 
about what to say, and instead can focus on other preparations.
Include clear instructions about what people are expected to do, whether that’s staying and working 
from home, or giving themselves adequate time to get in in the morning. Be sure to leverage as many 
communication channels as possible to ensure everyone gets the message and that there is no confusion 
about what an organization’s plan is if a natural disaster strikes.
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3 Tips for Staff Communications 
About Natural Disasters (cont.)

Emergency notification systems can also be used to confirm people’s safety and gather key decision 
makers. Some systems offer mobile messaging that allow recipients to respond to the message. They 
can signal if they need assistance or if they have reached safety. Another useful feature is emergency 
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notification systems that trigger conference calls. 
This can help gather the right people quickly to begin 
coordinating a response.

AFTER AN EVENT
Once a natural disaster event has concluded, an 
emergency notification system can be used to provide 
updates about the status of an organization. Letting 
people know if there will be continued closings, or if 
buildings have been damaged, lets people know they 
should stay away. If buildings need to be closed for 
extended periods of time, an emergency notification 

DURING AN EVENT
Some events occur suddenly, or the severity of an anticipated event can increase unexpectedly. Messages 
sent to staff in the midst of a natural disaster should include relevant safety instructions. If offices are 
already closed, tell staff to staff away and off the roads. For particularly intense situations, it may be 
beneficial to tell them to listen to government officials about how to best stay safe.

In the case that people are on still on-site when disaster hits, mass notification messages should be 
broadcast on every channel with instructions for where people should go to stay safe. Having designated 
safety areas in the event of hurricanes or tornadoes helps direct people out of harm’s way.

system can be used to alert employees, as well as display messages on devices like digital signage to alert 
others.

On the flip side, emergency notification systems can be used to communicate that it is safe to return and 
that operations have resumed a normal schedule. Systems that let administrators know when a message 
had been read by staff members minimizes worry about staff members not showing up for their shifts. 
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CONCLUSION

Natural disaster planning is a necessity, and with the right tools, that task can become less 
intimidating. Being able to prebuild messages, monitor for events, automatically trigger alerts 
and  provide critical safety information keeps people safe and informed when disaster strikes

InformaCast emergency notification software helps organizations accomplish all these safety 
tasks and more. From severe weather to active shooters, InformaCast helps organization 
enhance safety and communication to keep people safe. 

Visit singlewire.com/informacast to learn how using InformaCast can help your organization 
prepare for and respond to natural disaster events.  
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