
Practice Note 2

What Makes Emergency  
Information Usable for Older People?
This resource can be used alongside the P-CEP Conversation Cards, Conversation Guide,  
and My Emergency Plan. It is for people supporting older people to make sense of emergency 
information, warnings, and local risk in practical ways.

Receiving an emergency warning is only the first step.

For information to be useful, people need to be able to:

•	 receive it
•	 understand it
•	 trust it
•	 know what to do next

Older people use a range of digital and non-digital ways to get information. Some use digital 
technology confidently in everyday life. Others may face barriers related to access, connectivity, 
usability, changing support needs, or trust. Some simply prefer non-digital communication channels.

The key issue is not only whether older people can receive emergency information. 
The key issue is whether they can work out:

What does this mean for me, and what should I do next?

This is why P-CEP Step 2 focuses on helping people understand local risks, trusted information 
sources, and what warnings mean in practice.

Why this matters
Emergency communication works best when it helps older people connect information to:

•	 where they live
•	 what support they need
•	 who they rely on
•	 how they receive information
•	 what would need to happen for them to act early

Receiving information is not the same as understanding it.



Older people use different ways of getting 
information
Many older people rely on a mix of digital and non-digital communication.
Trusted channels may include:

•	 family, friends, and neighbours
•	 service providers
•	 local council
•	 emergency services community education staff
•	 GP surgeries
•	 pharmacies
•	 libraries
•	 community centres
•	 seniors’ groups
•	 places of worship
•	 local radio
•	 community noticeboards
•	 printed information
•	 phone calls or outreach from trusted services

For many older people, conversations with trusted people remain one of the most important ways of 
receiving and making sense of emergency information.

When digital communication helps
Digital communication can work well when it:

•	 provides timely updates during fast-changing situations
•	 uses clear, accessible language
•	 is easy to navigate and interpret
•	 is supported by accessibility features
•	 is reinforced by trusted people such as family, neighbours, carers, or service 

providers

Digital communication may include:

•	 emergency websites
•	 disaster dashboards
•	 mobile apps
•	 SMS alerts
•	 social media
•	 email updates

For many older people, digital communication can increase access to real-time 
information and support independence.



When digital communication may not be 
enough
Digital communication alone may not reach all older people.

Barriers may include:

•	 limited internet access or unreliable connectivity
•	 power outages or telecommunications disruptions
•	 low confidence with technology
•	 concerns about scams, misinformation or the reliability of online information
•	 difficulty navigating websites, apps, or dashboards
•	 vision, hearing, cognitive, or mobility-related access barriers
•	 information that is hard to understand or interpret
•	 not using social media or particular digital platforms
•	 lack of affordable internet services for households experiencing financial stress

Importantly, these barriers are not always about a person’s abilities or 
circumstances. They can result from systems, websites, language and 
communication methods that are not designed to be accessible, understandable  
or inclusive.

5 things that make emergency information usable
Emergency information is more likely to be acted on when it is:

1 Relevant and local
It explains what the warning means for the person’s local area, neighbourhood,  
and likely conditions.

2 Practical and actionable
It focuses on what emergency warnings mean and what to do, rather than warning 
levels and generic or vague information. 

For example, instead of saying: “Watch and Act” or “Activate your emergency 
plan”, the message may need to be explained in more direct, actionable 
language such as: 

“Conditions are changing. Prepare to leave immediately if conditions 
worsen. Contact key people in your support network and review your 
transport options now. If you require extra time to evacuate, begin now.”



3 Personalised to the person’s circumstances

Information is more useful when it takes account of:

•	 health conditions
•	 medications
•	 mobility needs
•	 hearing or vision needs
•	 caring responsibilities
•	 transport limitations
•	 support networks
•	 power or equipment reliance

These factors may mean some people need to act earlier than others.

4 Accessible

Information should be provided in formats people can use, such as:

•	 large print
•	 plain language or Easy English
•	 audio formats
•	 captioned videos
•	 screen-reader compatible websites
•	 multiple language options
•	 printed materials

5 Consistent

People are more likely to trust and act on information when the same message is 
reinforced across:

•	 digital platforms
•	 printed material
•	 face-to-face communication
•	 providers, councils, and trusted local networks



What this means for councils, services, and 
community organisations

Good communication with older people should:

•	 avoid assumptions about how they receive information
•	 avoid relying on one communication channel alone
•	 focus on understanding and response, not access alone
•	 use multiple channels, including non-digital communications
•	 combine information sharing with conversation and clarification
•	 use trusted people and local networks to reinforce key messages
•	 be reviewed as people’s circumstances and support needs change

Where needed, providers, councils, and emergency services may need to help older people work out:

•	 what a local warning means for them
•	 what actions they need to take
•	 when they need to act
•	 who they need to contact
•	 how their support needs affect their options

In practice
When talking with an older person about emergency information, try to identify:

•	 how they usually hear important local information
•	 which sources they trust
•	 what might get in the way
•	 who could help them interpret a warning
•	 what they may need to do when a warning is issued

Helpful prompts

•	 How do you usually hear about serious local events?
•	 Which information sources do you trust most?
•	 If a warning was issued, who could help you understand what it means?
•	 Would you need to act earlier than others because of transport, health, support,  

or equipment needs?



Key reminders
Emergency communication should not rely on digital or non-digital methods alone.

A combination of communication methods is often needed so that older people can:

•	 receive information
•	 understand what it means for them
•	 know what to do next

Good emergency communication helps people answer one simple question:

What does this mean for me, and what should I do next?

Use this resource with
•	 P-CEP Conversation Cards to start discussion about local risk and information
•	 Conversation Guide to support facilitation
•	 My Emergency Plan to write down trusted information sources, support needs, and next steps

Information is only useful if the person can understand what it 
means for them and what to do next.
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