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The Need for Local Information During a Pandemic 
Unlike disasters that affect a particular region, such as hurricanes or earthquakes, an 
influenza pandemic would cause people across the country and around the world to face 
the same emergency situation at the same time.  The widespread nature of this disaster 
could mean little or no aid from outside organizations and governments, which may 
already be stretched thin from supporting their local communities.  Thus, it is critical that 
people be empowered to care for themselves and their families, potentially for an 
extended period of time.  Empowered people create resilient communities, and resilient 
communities can fight back during a pandemic.  An essential component for empowering 
people is providing them with the information they need to protect themselves and their 
families from the virus, and to better cope with the changes in daily life. 

When we sat in our office and began brainstorming the different types of information that 
the public would need during a pandemic, we focused on general information, such as 
how to prepare for a pandemic or care for someone who is sick at home.  We envisioned 
bringing all of the most pertinent information together and creating a centralized 
information source that people would be able to turn to as their trusted guide during a 
pandemic.  However, once we stepped outside of our office, away from the pandemic 
jargon and stack of information that we had started to compile, we were surprised to find 
that our ideas about the informational needs of the public were different from those that 
the public actually expressed.  In fact, we were completely overlooking one of the 
public's most crucial needs of all.  

To gain a better understanding of what the public would want in a centralized information 
source, we guided volunteers at a commuter train station and bus stop through pandemic 
scenarios, describing aspects of the pandemic such as school closings, restrictions on 
public gatherings, overwhelmed hospitals, tap water that is not potable, and a push for the 
public to get prepared.  In the process of describing these situations, we asked them at 
several points what questions they would have.  While many of the questions were 
expected, such as those relating to preparation and home care, there was an entire range 
of questions that a centralized source of general information would not be able to address. 

As people began to visualize the scenarios we presented and the difficulties they would 
be facing, their interest in obtaining local information quickly became apparent.  More 
specifically, they demonstrated a need for two different types of local information: 
official local information, such as timely public health announcements and updates on 
services such as electricity and water, and more grassroots information, such as who 
would be interested in coordinating child care when schools closed.  While these types of 
information cannot be answered ahead of time, we can design systems that quickly 
connect people with the answers to the people who need them. 
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Official Local Information 
Imagine that the pandemic has already lasted nearly two months, and your focus has been 
primarily on protecting your family.  You have followed experts' urgent 
recommendations for getting prepared, and you are practically an expert yourself on what 
a pandemic is, how the flu is transmitted, and measures you can take to keep from 
catching and spreading the virus.  You have downloaded information about home care, 
and you are ready to pull it off your shelf if you should need it at any point.  Life has 
changed considerably since the pandemic broke out, but it has not stopped.  You are 
running low on bottled water, and need to know what stores have it in stock.  You have 
heard a rumor from your neighbor that the tap water is not safe to drink, and you are 
wondering if you should boil it.  Although you know that this information is out there 
somewhere, you do not have the time to constantly watch the news, waiting for the 
announcer to cycle through the news for the numerous surrounding towns and cities.  
Even if you turn to the Internet or the phone for this information, you may not have the 
time to get the information from each company or organization individually.  You could 
spend all your free time in your day, which is already limited, getting information from 
grocery stores, gas stations, hospitals, water companies, electricity companies, and so on.  
And then you may wake up the next morning and all of the updates may have changed.  
How do you keep yourself and your family safe but avoid this immensely frustrating and 
time-consuming process? 

Now imagine that you are a grocery store manager, and you are in charge of getting 
timely local information out to the public.  During a pandemic, you will want to make 
announcements to the public, perhaps about what you currently have in stock, shipments 
that are set to come in, or places where it may be safer to pick up food.  However, your 
announcements will compete for the public's attention with those from the local 
government, health departments, and other local businesses.  You may know that your 
information is important to the public; people may be constantly checking your website 
and calling your store for updated information, yet the information you release may get 
buried among the constant stream of information going out to the public.  In addition, the 
process of disseminating information to the public may become increasingly lengthy and 
chaotic, with the sudden need for local information in such high demand, and the media 
trying their best to serve as an adequate bridge between local information providers and 
the public, while dealing with a reduced workforce themselves.  Will your information 
get out fast enough?  Will people even see it? 

There is a clear need for a system of communication between information providers and 
the public that is simple and consistent during a pandemic or other emergency situation.  
Technological developments are constantly making the lives of people simpler and 
more flexible; people can have all their most important news from a variety of sources 
automatically compiled, they can do their banking online, they can even order movies 
without leaving their home.  Yet, if a pandemic broke out tomorrow, there would be no 
simple way for people to access the information that may greatly improve their ability to 
cope, or even save their lives. 
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Information Providers 

To begin developing a system that would make it simple for local officials and businesses 
to disseminate critical local information to the public, we first needed to gain a better 
understanding of  the types of information that they would anticipate needing to get out 
during a pandemic, and their current methods for doing this.  Thus, we talked with two 
Public Information Officers (PIOs), representing Santa Clara County and the Santa Clara 
County Public Health Department, as well as representatives from San Jose Water 
Company, to discuss this process.  From these conversations, we gained several insights 
that have driven our design process for a centralized information system. 

We cannot be sure how often official information will need to be updated, and thus 
there must be inherent flexibility in the system that allows officials and businesses to 
update information swiftly and easily.   According to the PIO for the Santa Clara 
County Public Health Department, it is hard to predict exactly how often information will 
need to be updated during a pandemic.  First, it may depend on the type of information.  
For example, some of the information that the public health department will disseminate 
to the public may stay fairly consistent, such as information on home care.  For other 
types of information, it may remain critical to keep the public updated on a more frequent 
basis.  These include the latest health officer orders, such as the closing of schools or 
public events, and the current medical care information, such as the triage criteria to be 
admitted to a hospital or alternative care site.  It is especially important for this 
information to be disseminated rapidly, so that the public is aware of the most current 
steps that they can be taking to keep themselves and their families healthy.  The stage of 
the pandemic may also influence the frequency with which information needs to be 
disseminated.  A community may face multiple waves of the pandemic, with the 
informational needs of the public evolving over time.  From the perspective of San Jose 
Water Company, which may be dealing with a reduced workforce and interrupted supply 
chains during a pandemic, issues may arise such as small water leaks or problems with 
water treatment, which will be critical to get out to the public quickly.  A delay could 
lead to people turning on their tap and drinking unclean water.  There also may be a need 
to tell people where they can go to pick up bags of clean water.  People will need a 
reliable source of information that they can turn to for all these crucial updates. 

The geographic area that official local information impacts may be highly specific, 
and vary greatly.  The system that we develop for the dissemination of local information 
must be flexible enough so that it can reach out to the specific region that the information 
affects.  For example, while the PIO of the Santa Clara County Public Health Department 
anticipates that much of the information will go out to people on a regional level, she has 
also started thinking ahead to the process of guiding people on where to go for vaccines, 
once one is developed.  This information may need to go out to the public city by city, 
directing each population to individual places.  San Jose Water Company will also need a 
flexible system, as the problems that it will potentially face may impact the public on a 
regional or highly local level.  Water shortages, for instance, may necessitate 
widespread restrictions on certain uses of water, such as for landscaping.  Other 
information regarding updates about power outages, which could affect water treatment, 
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and small leaks, may affect more specific areas of variable sizes. The public will need to 
know exactly what problems they are facing so that they can take the necessary measures, 
such as boiling their water.  Thus, it is important for this information system to include a 
feature that allows people to enter information such as their zip code, so that they can 
receive the updates that are most pertinent to them.  They may even need to enter their 
address, as there may a problem affecting an area that does not neatly match up with 
boundaries that divide zip codes.  For example, one of the main determinants of San Jose 
Water Company's zones is elevation, not zip code. 

A centralized source of local information may be a more convenient method for 
information providers to access the latest updates from local officials and other 
businesses.  From just the conversations we had with local PIOs and San Jose Water 
Company, we began to see how interconnected the different segments of a community 
are, and how they must be able to communicate with each other as well as with the 
public.  For example, if the local power company is experiencing problems, this may lead 
to problems for the water company, since many of the processes at the water company are 
dependent upon electricity.  The power and water companies must therefore 
communicate so that they disseminate a consistent message to the public.  The water 
company and the public health department may also have to coordinate their messages to 
the public.  For instance, there may be problems with the supply chains that deliver the 
chemicals that make water safe for drinking.  It would be critical for both sources of 
information to provide a consistent message to the public, so that people can take the 
right steps to stay healthy, such as boiling their water.  A centralized source of local 
information may make it more convenient for information providers to access each 
other's latest updates and coordinate their information.  Instead of having to communicate 
with other officials and businesses individually, this one source for information may give 
them the information they need more rapidly. 

The media currently serves as the main source of dissemination of much of official 
local information, and could benefit from a centralized source of information.  
Among the officials and business representatives that we talked with, it is clear that the 
media serves as their major outlet to the public.  From our conversations, we 
were introduced to the many different forms of media that are currently used to 
disseminate local information to the public: news releases, media advisories, press 
conferences, television reporters, radio reporters, and newspaper and posters for more 
static information.  In addition, the PIOs that we spoke with directed us to their websites, 
and San Jose Water Company talked about using their website and phone line to 
communicate with their customers, and even delivering door hangers or talking to them 
directly for small problems.  Thus, channels exist for information to be delivered to the 
public, but during a pandemic many of these channels may experience serious problems.  
How can we expect employees of San Jose Water Company to talk with people directly 
when this may put them at risk of catching or spreading the virus?  Will the media be able 
to keep up with all the information that local officials and businesses will want to 
disseminate to the public, given the staffing shortages that they will be facing?  There 
would be several benefits to having a centralized information source, where information 
providers could remotely input information, the media could access all the timeliest 
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information at once, and the public could receive in one place the local information 
relevant to them. 

The great amount of official local information going out to the public may be of 
varying importance, and will need to be sorted and prioritized for the public to 
understand.  In a separate project where we talked with people to gain a better 
understanding of why the public does not get prepared for emergency situations, one of 
our key insights was that people want critical information pre-digested for them.  When 
there is a great amount of information, they quickly feel overwhelmed if everything is 
given to them at once, with no sense of organization or priority.  During a pandemic, it 
may be hard for the public to sort out all the local information that they are bombarded 
with, and it may be hard to determine if there is a priority among all the different types of 
information.  A centralized source for local information would be able to help organize 
the flood of information for the public, and could allow them to sort through it by 
priority, how recent it is, or other categories they find helpful. 

Local information needs to not just inform people but empower them.  People will 
need local information during a pandemic for practical purposes, such as knowing where 
it is safe to go, where they can get groceries, and whether their tap water is safe to drink.  
However, this information serves the much larger purpose of helping people to concretely 
understand what they can do to stay healthy, and cope with the changes they may 
experience in their daily lives. It is essential that individuals, families, and communities 
feel empowered throughout a pandemic, so that they stay connected and resilient.  A 
centralized source of local information may be one of the best resources we can create 
ahead of time to make this happen. 

Thus, with these insights in mind, we have designed a prototype for an Internet-based, 
centralized source of local information that would be simple for information providers 
to use and for the public to access.  Someone without Internet access could call the 
pandemic hotline, where a volunteer would be able to access this website, enter the 
caller's zip code or address, and use the local information to assist the caller. It is 
clear that a centralized information system would need to be very flexible, in order to 
accommodate the different needs of all the information providers.  There is great 
variability in the geographic scope that local information pertains to and how often 
information will need to be updated, and thus information providers must be able to 
update information rapidly and easily.  The Internet would allow for rapid dissemination 
of information by directly connecting the information providers with the public.  People 
may also be able to choose to receive email alerts, bringing the information that applies to 
them straight to their inbox. 
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Prototypes 
The following two prototypes are for what the public would see: 
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The following prototypes are for what the local information providers would use:  
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Prototypes with Design Features 
Here, we point out some of the features of the prototypes. 
 



 13 

 



 14 

Moving Forward 

In order to build a centralized source for the most timely and accurate local information, 
we will need the support of information providers from many different sectors of the 
community, such as government, law enforcement, public health, and essential services, 
such as food, water, power, and transportation.  From our conversations so far, we see 
great potential benefits in designing a centralized system, and feel that it may be one of 
the best tools for keeping the public empowered and self-sufficient throughout a 
pandemic.  We also think that this type of system may be useful for community 
organizations, such as employers, schools, and faith-based organizations, to reach out 
to their communities and disseminate the timeliest information. 

The technology that underlies this system that we envision is not very complicated.  It 
would be important, however, for a major Internet company to host it, to reliably 
accommodate the number of people that would use it as a primary guide to their local 
information.  The general public and the information providers alike have convinced us 
of the importance of the public having the most timely and accurate local information 
during a pandemic, and thus we are inspired to develop a resource that will be able to 
reach as many people and be as dependable as possible. 

Grassroots Information 
It is critical for local officials and businesses to disseminate information to the public 
during a pandemic, but even this resource leaves some local questions unanswered.  What 
local official can tell you which one of your friends is free to care for your children when 
schools are closed and you still need to go to work?  Who will you coordinate with to 
help the elderly woman living alone down the street get prepared or learn how to properly 
wear a mask?  How will you do this safely, without putting yourself or your family at 
risk? 

Communities will need a way to stay connected during a pandemic, and we would like to 
begin looking at different technologies that may be able to best support this very local 
communication.  However, before we can design a system that would allow communities 
to stay connected, we first need to better understand what the word "community" means 
to people.  We wondered if it meant different things to different people, and wanted to get 
a better sense of its meaning.  Is it determined geographically, such as your town or 
neighborhood?  Is it your work, your school, or your house of worship?  Is it your group 
of friends?  Is it all of the above?  Does it depend on where you live? 

To gain a better sense of the meaning behind the word community, we sent out a short 
email survey, asking people to briefly describe their communities and to consider the 
following scenarios and related questions: 
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SCENARIO 1 

A very deadly new flu virus broke out in Indonesia three weeks ago, and is now 
spreading rapidly throughout the United States after an airplane passenger carried it into 
the country.  It is easily passed from person to person, and is causing many people to 
become critically ill and even die.  A member of your household has caught it, and is in 
bed with a high fever, intense muscle aches and a severe cough.  Because hospitals are so 
overwhelmed, you must care for her at home. No one is allowed to go outside your house 
until everyone in the household is well again, since you all have been exposed to the 
virus and could spread it to others without knowing it.  However, you are beginning to 
run low on food.  

• Who would you ask for help? 
• How would you get in touch with them? 

SCENARIO 2 

Local officials are keeping you updated about events or public gatherings that have been 
closed, grocery stores are letting you know when shipments of food are coming in, and 
electricity and water companies are keeping you updated on problems you might be 
experiencing and what they are doing to fix them.  However, you have no way of getting 
very local information, for example who could watch your kids if schools are closed and 
you still need to go to work, or information on people that are sick and supplies they 
need.  You can't come together to meet with people to talk about these issues because 
people could easily spread the virus to each other.  

• Who would you want to solve these problems with? 
• How would you want to communicate with them, given that you can't meet in 

person? 

Our goal was to put people in realistic scenarios that elicited the need for very local 
communication, so that we could gain a better understanding of who people would want 
to discuss very local issues with, and how they would want to communicate, in a time 
when it may not be safe for people to physically gather together.  Although we now just 
have a very preliminary understanding of the idea of a community, it is clear that it 
means very different things to different people.  Thus, any technology that we develop to 
meet the communication needs of a community must be flexible enough to incorporate 
the many meanings of the word. 

Concept of a Community 

From this simple survey, we have gained several insights that will be valuable for future 
projects focused more closely on keeping communities connected and resilient. 

While many people do tend to think of their community as being within their town 
or city, only some would turn to their immediate neighbors for help.  Although some 
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experts may envision neighborhood or city blocks needing to band together during a 
pandemic, many people's responses to our survey indicated that they would seek help and 
want to solve very local issues with people outside of this immediate vicinity.  Some 
respondents did indeed want to communicate with their neighbors, such as one who 
replied that she lives in a neighborhood where people are used to coming to each others 
aid.  However, another respondent from the same region explained that although she 
knew her neighbors across the busy street she lives on, she does not know the ones on 
either side of her.  Many people were more inclined to turn to their family or close friends 
in the area.  

People want to feel supported by their official, local organizations such as the Red 
Cross or local police department, and may turn to them directly for assistance and 
guidance.  Some of the responses that we received indicated that it will be very important 
for people to feel supported by local organizations during a pandemic.  They have come 
to trust these organizations that represent safety and integrity, and will look to them for 
help in getting involved in their communities.  This raises the idea of gaining a better 
sense of the local organizations that different communities trust and want to work with, 
and more generally the need to emphasize the importance of self-reliance during a time 
when these organizations will be dealing with their own shortages of resources and 
people. 

Younger people are connected to their school network.   A trend that emerged from 
the responses of college-age respondents reflects the diversity of the meaning behind the 
word community.  Several of these respondents mentioned communicating with people 
that they are connected to through school in some way, such as the local high school 
principal or families in town that they know from school.  This idea helps us to 
understand more concretely why community resiliency plans that solely view 
communities as geographic divisions may fail to reach out to many people and empower 
communities that could be powerful in fighting back.  For example, when colleges and 
local schools are closed during a pandemic, many students will be at home with more free 
time than normal.  Creating a way for these students to communicate with each other may 
result in an empowered community of pandemic hotline volunteers or people who 
coordinate resources for their town. 

Most people would use the Internet and phone to remotely communicate with their 
communities.  Between email, instant messaging, telephones, and cell phones, it is not 
very difficult to stay remotely connected to others.  However, it is important for us to be 
sure that we know the most widely-used technologies for remote communication, so that 
the technology we go forward with best supports the needs of the public. 
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