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Chapter 6: Communications 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
Communication is an extremely important aspect of outbreak and crisis management. Clear, concise and 
timely messages from a credible source using multiple delivery methods is critical before, during and after 
a pandemic influenza. Renfrew County & District Health Unit will be the lead organization for public and 
professional communication within Renfrew County & District.  Communications from RCDHU will be 
supported by provincial, national and international sources and information from local hospitals, long-
term care homes and municipal leaders.  Communications will be directed to the general public and to 
health care providers.  As well effective communication between those leading the community pandemic 
response is crucial. 
 
 
 
 

2.0 Core Communications 
 
The communication strategy addresses a number of areas critical to successful public and stakeholder 
communications before, during and after a pandemic. Core goals, objectives, strategies, key messages 
and audiences, key spokespersons, and media relations are identified. Specific actions required during 
the pandemic alert, pandemic and post pandemic periods are described. 
 
The information needs of internal, external and stakeholder audiences are considered in each phase to 
prepare appropriate messages and information products, and determine strategies. Risk (or crisis) 
communications principles are incorporated in each phase. 
 
This communication plan has been developed with consideration of our partners in the community, health 
sectors and governments at all levels to ensure the common goal of improved readiness to protect the 
health of the population. It is aligned with the provincial, federal and World Health Organization (WHO) 
communication plans. 

 
Core Goals  
 
• Clearly explain and promote the Renfrew County & District Pandemic Influenza Plan 
• Provide information to the public and stakeholders to assist them in making the best 

possible decisions about their well-being during all phases of a pandemic 

 
Core Objectives  
 
• Establish a broad network for disseminating information during all pandemic phases 
• Provide clear, accurate messaging to all audiences during all pandemic phases 
• Communicate transparently, accurately and in a timely manner through a variety of methods to reach 

all audiences 
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Core Communications Strategy 
 
The pandemic communication strategy is broken down into three periods, corresponding to the phases of 
pandemic influenza outbreak as outlined by the WHO. The communication plan will evolve phase by 
phase, concurrently with the pandemic periods. Each phase or period has its own unique communications 
requirements. By following a phased-in approach, the communications needs of internal, external and 
stakeholder audiences can be anticipated and developed. A range of communication activities will be 
undertaken at each phase. The WHO Pandemic phases are: 

• Pandemic Alert Period (phase 3, 4, 5) 
• Pandemic Period (phase 6) 
• Postpandemic Period 

 
 

3.0 Pandemic Alert Period (Phases 3, 4, 5) 
 
Pandemic Alert Goals 
 
• Increase awareness of the Renfrew County & District Pandemic Influenza Plan 
• Raise awareness of the risks of pandemic influenza and the steps people can take to 

minimize the spread of  pandemic influenza. 
• Determine, prepare, , test and refine communication channels between RCDHU and its 

stakeholders 

 
Pandemic Alert Objectives 
 
• Release and promote Renfrew County & District Pandemic Influenza Plan and encourage 

feedback 
• Develop a social marketing campaign to encourage proactive responses and behaviour 

change to reduce the spread of infection 
• Integrate pandemic influenza communications with broader health, emergency and 

corporate/divisional communications as well as federal and provincial communications 
activities (annual influenza campaign, emergency response messages) 

• Prepare audiences for the imminent onset of pandemic, particularly during Phase 5 

 
Pandemic Alert Strategies 
 
Strategies during the pandemic alert period include using a variety of communication vehicles to 
raise awareness of what Renfrew County & District is doing to prepare for a 
pandemic and what individuals, businesses and others can do to prepare. 
• Web site updates – posting of the Renfrew County & District Pandemic Influenza Plan 
• Presentations to the public, health care workers, health care stakeholders, internal 

audiences, business sector 
• Distribution of sector-specific Planning Guides 
• Social marketing campaigns on hand washing, cover your cough/sneeze, stay home when ill 

that will complement the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care’s education campaign Displays on 
infection control procedures developed for a variety of audiences, 
e.g. child care, schools, workplaces 
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Additional communication strategies to be explored include: 
• Water bill inserts with hand washing/cover your cough messages 
• Direct mail/newspaper inserts to include seasonal newsletter from the Medical Officer of Health for all 

residents, with pandemic preparedness messages possibly combined with other important health 
messages 

• Newspaper ads 
• Public service announcements on pandemic flu preparedness  
 
The Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care is developing a direct public education campaign about the 
steps to take to reduce the spread of all respiratory illnesses, including influenza (e.g., wash hands 
frequently, cover your cough/sneeze, stay home when ill).  This education is designed to reinforce the 
importance of good hand and respiratory hygiene, and to encourage public cooperation and compliance 
with Frebrile Related Illness (FRI) screening and other precautions health care settings are now taking to 
reduce the spread of respiratory illnesses.   

 
Pandemic Alert Key Messages 
 
Key messages during the Pandemic Alert Period will focus on strategies in place to prepare for a 
pandemic, specifically how Renfrew County and District is building response capacity in all program areas 
for a pandemic. Key messages will inform the public about the situation and what they can do to protect 
themselves, for example: 
 
• Renfrew County & District Health Unit and health care organizations are preparing for a pandemic 
• Municipalities and emergency response organizations are working on pandemic response plans 
• Businesses need to be prepared - we can help you plan 
• You can prepare too 
• Wash your hands 
• Cover your cough 
• Stay home if you are ill 

 
Pandemic Alert Key Spokespersons 
 
The key spokesperson for Renfrew County & District Health Unit is the Medical Officer of Health or 
his/her designate.  The focus will be on preparedness during the pandemic alert period. 
 
 

4.0 Pandemic Period (Phase 6) 
 
Pandemic Period Goals 
 
• Reduce death and illness associated with sustained transmission of a new and virulent 

strain of influenza in the general population 
• Minimize societal and economic disruption 
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Pandemic Period Objectives 
 
• Provide up-to-date accurate information about the pandemic to both the public and health care 

workers/stakeholders 
• Clarify the roles and responsibilities concerning decision-making authority and how 

decisions will be communicated 
• Outline ongoing surveillance activities 
• Communicate the importance of continuing with stringent infection control measures and 

other public health measures 
• Communicate the symptoms of illness and notify health partners, the media and the public, 

especially seniors, long-term care providers, schools and vulnerable populations 

 
Pandemic Period Strategies 
 
The strategy during the pandemic period Phase 6 will be to assist the public in coping with the 
pandemic influenza. This includes an explanation of what to expect during this phase of sustained 
transmission in the general population, including altering behaviours and changes in services for all 
audiences.  Stakeholder communication includes ensuring a timely exchange of information between the 
Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care (MOHLTC) Ministry Emergency Operations Centre, and sharing 
relevant information with all stakeholders (e.g. Upper and Lower Tier Municipalities, Hospitals, Long-Term 
Care Homes and CCAC).  See Figure 6.1: Communications Cycle – Pandemic Period. 
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Figure 6.1:  Communications Cycle – Pandemic Period 
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Pandemic Period Key Messages 
 
Medical interventions such as vaccines and antiviral drugs will not be available for everyone. 
Messages will provide information about the distribution of vaccine and antiviral medication and specific 
things people should know or do to minimize risk and maintain health. For example: 
• Renfrew County & District Health Unit is responsible for the distribution and administration of vaccine 

and antiviral medication in Renfrew County 
• Renfrew County & District Health Unit has a strategy to distribute antivirals (e.g. details on 

how people can obtain vaccine or antiviral medication) 
• Updated information on the number of cases (confirmed, suspected and potential) 
• Identification of which government level is responsible for which key decisions, programs, 

services 
• Information about self-imposed isolation to protect people from unnecessary exposure 
• Infection Control Measures continue – hand washing, "cover your cough" messages 
• Business continuity messages (could include health precautions in the workplace, 

screening, environmental cleaning) 
• How to stay healthy at home and at work 
• Self diagnosis – symptoms and prevention 
• Self treatment – what to do if you or your family get sick 
• When to seek medical attention - list and degree of symptoms 
• How to seek medical attention - where to go, protocol on how to enter hospital or 

medical centre 
• Caring for the seriously ill 
• Death at home - what to do next 
• Bereavement counseling and support messages 
• Where to go for non-medical help – child care, pets, food 
• Assess and publicize the current impact on Renfrew County & District, including reduction of 

programs 
• Detailed information for health professionals 
• Acknowledge and thank internal, external and key stakeholders for their efforts 

and cooperation 
• Advise staff on appropriate personal protection 

 
Pandemic Period Key Spokespersons 
 
The key spokesperson for Renfrew County & District Health Unit is the Medical Officer of Health or 
his/her designate.   
 
 

5.0 Postpandemic Period 
 
Postpandemic Goals 
 
• Declare end of emergency operations 
• Address public health needs, including grief and post-traumatic stress counseling 
• Provide information on the re-establishment of essential public health services 
• Acknowledge contribution of all stakeholders and staff 
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Postpandemic Objectives 
 
• Join with other stakeholders in public announcements to show a comprehensive approach 
• Publicly address community emotions after a pandemic 
• Make people aware of uncertainties associated with subsequent waves 
• Request and advocate for recovery assistance as required 

 
Postpandemic Strategies 
 
The strategy during this period is to help people move toward hope for the future through actions they 
can take and through the actions of all responders to the pandemic. Tactics that support the Renfrew 
County & District Health Unit strategy for recovery may include: 
• Official announcement of end to emergency measures 
• Communication to residents and staff regarding the social and economic recovery plans 
• Announcements and notifications of gradual restoration of services 
• Continued promotion of key health messages - infection control procedures 
• Information about possible relapse 

 
Postpandemic Key Messages 
 
Key messages will inform the public of plans for the gradual return of services. The focus is on recovery 
and rebuilding. Key messages include: 
• Renfrew County & District isrecovering from the pandemic 
• We are all adjusting to a changed environment 
• This has been a difficult time for everyone 
• Renfrew County & District Health Unit (RCDHU) will help you and your family as appropriate within 

our mandate 
• Recovery means that residents can again access some of the best public health programs 

and services in the world - services are increasing 
• RCDHU is working closely with partners, stakeholders and the community to improve capacity for 

community outreach after the pandemic 
• RCDHU continues to work with businesses to help with recovery efforts as appropriate within our 

mandate 
• Final death toll, other statistics 
• Remembrance messaging 

 
Postpandemic Key Spokespersons 
 
The key spokesperson for Renfrew County & District Health Unit is the Medical Officer of Health or 
his/her designate.   

 
Postpandemic Evaluation 
 
Evaluation of communications in the postpandemic period is an opportunity to review information 
about how functions and responsibilities have been carried out. It will document the progress 
made on meeting communications requirements and expectations during each pandemic period. 
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An overall evaluation report will help identify effective and ineffective services, practices and 
approaches. By reviewing the communications strategies, tactics and actions Renfrew County & District 
can develop improved service delivery and determine future objectives for other programs. The 
evaluation of communications will likely be part of a larger evaluation report on the pandemic response. 
Evaluating the effectiveness of communications response and reviewing lessons learned will guide future 
actions. 

 
6.0 Communication Tools 
 
The Ontario Health Pandemic Influenza Plan September 2006 describes a specific Health Sector Crisis 
Communications Toolkit (figure 6.2) This toolkit was developed by health care stakeholders for the health 
care sector in Ontario to facilitate communications during a pandemic.  In the event of a pandemic, it is 
essential that communications among and between health care organizations, the Ministry of Health and 
Long-Term Care and the public be streamlined and coordinated.  
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Figure 6.2 
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