Flaws in FEMA’s Disaster Preparedness Document
By: Mandy DiMartino
The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) created the document “Are You Ready?” for the general public. In 202 pages FEMA describes how to prepare for many types of disasters. However, this document presents too much information for its audience. FEMA, who still endures public skepticism and hostility from the Katrina disaster, should replace “Are You Ready?” with a smaller, more user-friendly document with supplemental guides. FEMA should also promote their new document so Americans can prepare before a disaster threatens them, and not just at the last minute. With a tailored campaign, FEMA could improve their damaged reputation and ready Americans for any possible disaster situation.
Problem: Lengthy Document
FEMA assumes people will read this document before the media predicts a disaster. Although a few organized people may research and prepare before a disaster, most will frantically gather supplies in the final hour. This document provides information too long and detailed to be useful in such a stressful situation. FEMA assumes the reader would study the information, but when under stress, the reader would most likely skim the 202 pages. In their haste, they would miss critical elements. When faced with a disaster the average citizen wants crucial information in a simple format.
Problem: Irrelevant Information

FEMA’s readers want a clear, concise presentation, and they also need the most pertinent information to their situation. This document details many circumstances which don’t apply to everyone. For instance, a senior citizen needs information on medication preparations, but not childcare. A Texan needs details about wildfires, but not earthquakes. FEMA wrote “Are You Ready?” without fully considering their audience’s needs. FEMA wrote this document more like a manual for first responders or relief workers. This document presents too much information for the average person. While FEMA should understand all technical aspects of disasters, the readers of “Are You Ready?” need just the most essential survival points.
Problem: Ineffective Website

Like this document, FEMA’s current website includes a lot of arbitrary information. A reader of “Are You Ready?” may visit this website for a condensed version of the document, but find the site irrelevant also. FEMA broke each topic up into separate pages so the user has to click many links to get to relevant information. Also, a user may get lost because the site lacks “breadcrumbs” which brings the user back to previously visited pages. FEMA’s website needs a more simplistic and user-friendly structure. 
Solution: Create a Condensed Brochure
The current document “Are You Ready?” presents too much information. In a disaster situation, people need vital information quickly. I recommend FEMA selects fundamental topics from the “Basic Preparedness” section and present them in a brochure. The brochure could cover topics such as:

· Food and medical supply list

· Emergency shut offs

· Transportation

· Shelter

Often people don’t seek disaster preparedness information until faced with an impending disaster. To circumvent this problem, FEMA should disseminate this brochure to get the word out immediately. I recommend FEMA posts the brochure online and mails it to every American citizen.

Solution: Include an Easy Access Guide
Many busy individuals will inevitably skim the brochure and store it to read later. I recommend FEMA includes a promotional item with the brochure which reiterates the most critical and basic points. The user could more easily access a promotional item in a disaster situation than a booklet or brochure. Possible promotional items include:
· Stickers
· Magnets
· Bookmarks
· Wallet inserts
· Key chains
Solution: Produce Supplemental Guides
In addition to the concise brochure, I recommend FEMA prints information for each topic on separate bookmark-sized guides. The information could be displayed with the brochure at Red Cross Facilities. Those individuals without internet access could visit these facilities to create their custom disaster kit. 

I recommend FEMA produces supplemental guides for:

· Children

· Elderly

· Pet Owners

· Business Owners

· Handicapped

I recommend FEMA produce supplemental guides detailing special considerations for:

· Natural Hazards (one for each type)

· Technological Hazards

· Terrorism

For those without internet or transportation, I recommend FEMA sets up a toll-free number. Through this number, individuals indicate their disaster concerns and give a mailing address for FEMA to send the custom kit.

For the more technologically advanced, I also recommend FEMA creates a hazard preparedness website. On this website users can take a quiz to identify their specific risks and needs and then create and print a custom disaster kit. 
FEMA should use the same quiz set up on a DVD. Through the quiz, users will watch information on only those topics relevant to them. Those with trouble reading because of a deficiency or handicap may find a DVD more enjoyable and easier to understand. FEMA should encourage users to pass the DVD on to other families.
Solution: Develop Slogan
With a new campaign, FEMA needs a new slogan that provokes action from the reader. I recommend FEMA change the title “Are You Ready?” to a title with a sense of urgency and importance. I suggest “A lax disaster plan puts your family at great risk” or “Prepare: your life may depend on it.” 
Solution: Provide Updated Information
To prevent complacency, I recommend FEMA establishes and maintains a database to keep everyone involved and interested. FEMA could gather the database information from inquires from the website and toll-free number. FEMA could use this database to email newsletters with reminders, tips, and updated information. The same newsletter would be mailed to those without internet access.
Solution: Change Preparedness Mindset
FEMA provides in depth disaster preparedness information without stressing that people must prepare before a disaster is eminent. People should prioritize disaster preparedness like saving for retirement or eating healthy. Although you don’t see immediate results, you’ll be happy you spent the time. FEMA should get the word out through:
· PSAs

· Direct Mail

· Billboards

· Press Releases

· Promo items

Solution: Regain Trust
If FEMA creates a new preparedness campaign, no matter how relevant and useful, they must also brace for possible backlash from the public. Americans may not listen to FEMA because of they mishandled the Katrina disaster. I suggest FEMA salvage their reputation and regain the trust of Americans through a public relations campaign. 
FEMA’s document “Are You Ready?” asks a rhetorical question, and then gives 202 pages of reading. No, FEMA, they’re not ready, and your document can’t help them get ready either. FEMA needs to restore their image with a public relations campaign, create a brochure-sized document with promotional item, change the slogan’s sense of urgency, and set up a website and phone hotline to get custom disaster preparedness kits. After a complete overhaul of the current practices, Americans will begin to trust FEMA and look to them for disaster preparation.

Primary Audience  - Families with children
	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Average
	

	Age
	25-55
	

	Housing Type
	House
	

	Rent/Own
	Own
	

	Children in home
	Yes
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Limited availability
	The internet may not be available during a disaster

	Pet Owner
	Yes
	

	Transportation Type
	Car
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Busy
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Minimal
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Skeptical
	FEMA’s reputation is negative after Katrina

	Attitude towards subject
	Very interested 
	

	Expectations of subject
	Get pertinent information immediately
	

	Expectations of document
	Guide the reader through a disaster
	

	Why read document
	Prepare for impending disaster
	

	What environment read
	Hectic
	If disaster is imminent, the reader will be frenzied

	How intensely read
	Skim for relevant information
	

	Timing – immediate or when needed
	When needed
	

	Action taken after reading information
	Prepare house and family for disaster
	


Primary Audience - Retirees

	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Average
	

	Age
	55+
	

	Housing Type
	House
	

	Rent/Own
	Own
	

	Children in Home
	No
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Limited knowledge and access
	Also, the internet may not be available due to the disaster.

	Pet Owner
	Yes
	

	Transportation Type
	Car
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Relaxed
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Minimal
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Skeptical
	FEMA’s reputation is negative after Katrina

	Attitude towards subject
	Interested
	

	Expectations of subject
	Get pertinent information immediately
	

	Expectations of document
	Guide the reader through a disaster
	

	Why read document
	Prepare for impending disaster
	

	What environment read
	Hectic
	If a disaster is imminent, the reader will be frenzied

	How intensely read
	Skim for relevant information
	

	Timing – immediate or when needed
	When needed
	

	Action taken after reading information
	Prepare for impending disaster
	


Secondary Audience – Prior Disaster Victims

	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Average
	

	Age
	Varied
	

	Housing Type
	Apartment
	

	Rent/Own
	Rent
	Many victims lost their homes in a disaster

	Children in home
	Yes
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Limited
	An erratic living situation may affect technological capabilities

	Pet Owner
	Yes
	

	Transportation Type
	Car
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Resilient
	

	Subject Knowledge
	First-hand
	

	Subject Interest
	Very interested
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Hostile
	Although many months or years have passed, the topic is still sensitive for a victim

	Attitude towards subject
	Hostile
	

	Expectations of subject
	Improved information from previous years
	

	Expectations of document
	Understandable and organized information 
	

	Why read document
	To prevent repeating previous experience
	

	What environment read
	Home
	

	How intensely read
	Very
	

	Timing - immediate or when needed
	Immediate
	

	Action taken after reading information
	Make preparations for any possible disasters 
	


	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Below Average
	

	Age
	Varied
	

	Housing Type
	Apartment
	

	Rent/Own
	Rent
	

	Children in home
	Yes
	

	Technological Capabilities
	None
	

	Pet Owner
	No
	

	Transportation Type
	Public
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Busy
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Minimal
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Skeptical
	FEMA’s reputation is negative after Katrina

	Attitude towards subject
	Very interested 
	

	Expectations of subject
	Get pertinent information immediately
	

	Expectations of document
	Guide the reader through a disaster
	

	Why read document
	Prepare for impending disaster
	

	What environment read
	Hectic
	If a disaster is imminent, the reader will be frenzied

	How intensely read
	Skim for relevant information
	If reader’s reading skill is below average, most of the information could be missed.

	Timing - immediate or when needed
	When needed
	

	Action taken after reading information
	Prepare family for disaster
	


Secondary Audience – Low Income Families

	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Average
	

	Age
	Varied
	

	Housing Type
	n/a
	

	Rent/Own
	n/a
	

	Children in home
	n/a
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Limited availability
	The internet may not be available in a disaster

	Pet Owner
	n/a
	

	Transportation Type
	Car
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Busy
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Minimal
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Skeptical
	FEMA’s reputation is negative after Katrina

	Attitude towards subject
	Interested
	

	Expectations of subject
	Get pertinent information immediately
	

	Expectations of document
	Guide the reader through a disaster
	

	Why read document
	Prepare business for impending disaster
	

	What environment read
	Hectic
	If a disaster is imminent, the reader will be frenzied

	How intensely read
	Skim for relevant information
	

	Timing - immediate or when needed
	When needed
	

	Action taken after reading information
	Prepare business for disaster
	


Secondary Audience – Business Owners

Tertiary Audience – Politicians

	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Excellent
	

	Age
	Varied
	

	Housing Type
	n/a
	

	Rent/Own
	n/a
	

	Family Type
	n/a
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Very capable
	

	Pet Owner
	n/a
	

	Transportation Type
	n/a
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Outgoing, friendly, involved
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Some
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Optimistic and encouraging
	

	Attitude towards subject
	Interested
	The politician knows that disasters are still a hot issue

	Expectations of subject
	Give critical disaster information
	

	Expectations of document
	Improved quality
	

	Why read document
	To evaluate information quality
	

	What environment read
	Casual
	

	How intensely read
	Studied
	

	Timing - immediate or when needed
	Immediate
	

	Action taken after reading information
	Recommend for others to read
	


Tertiary Audience – Police/Fire/First Aid 

	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Average
	

	Age
	Varied
	

	Housing Type
	n/a
	

	Rent/Own
	n/a
	

	Family Type
	n/a
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Very capable
	

	Pet Owner
	n/a
	

	Transportation Type
	n/a
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Helpful, honest
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Expert
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Skeptical
	

	Attitude towards subject
	Highly interested
	

	Expectations of subject
	Give accurate critical disaster information
	

	Expectations of document
	Improved quality
	

	Why read document
	To evaluate information quality and accuracy
	

	What environment read
	Casual
	

	How intensely read
	Read a portion of it
	They look for accuracy in the information relevant to their line of work.

	Timing - immediate or when needed
	Immediate
	

	Action taken after reading information
	None
	


Tertiary Audience – Media

	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Average
	

	Age
	varied
	

	Housing Type
	n/a
	

	Rent/Own
	n/a
	

	Family Type
	n/a
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Very capable
	

	Pet Owner
	n/a
	

	Transportation Type
	n/a
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Inquisitive
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Minimal
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Cynical
	The media will be looking for flaws in the information

	Attitude towards subject
	Highly interested
	

	Expectations of subject
	Give accurate critical disaster information
	

	Expectations of document
	Improved quality
	

	Why read document
	To report
	

	What environment read
	Casual
	

	How intensely read
	Studied
	

	Timing - immediate or when needed
	Immediate
	

	Action taken after reading information
	Write an article about findings
	If dissatisfied with document, FEMA gets more bad press


	Dimension
	Evaluation
	Comments

	Reading Skill
	Average
	

	Age
	Varied
	

	Housing Type
	n/a
	

	Rent/Own
	n/a
	

	Family Type
	n/a
	

	Technological Capabilities
	Very capable
	

	Pet Owner
	n/a
	

	Transportation Type
	n/a
	

	Personal Characteristics
	Helpful, honest
	

	Subject Knowledge
	Expert
	

	Subject Interest
	High
	

	Attitude towards writer
	Hopeful
	

	Attitude towards subject
	Highly interested
	

	Expectations of subject
	Give accurate critical disaster information
	

	Expectations of document
	Improved quality
	

	Why read document
	To evaluate information quality and accuracy
	

	What environment read
	Casual
	

	How intensely read
	Studied
	

	Timing - immediate or when needed
	Immediate
	

	Action taken after reading information
	None
	


Tertiary Audience – Relief Workers
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