Guidance for Developing Public Health Alerts, Advisories, or Updates 
INTRODUCTION
This guidance document accompanies a model electronic template designed to assist public health departments in developing and distributing clear and concise health alerts, advisories, or updates to the clinical community.  Both items are a product of the 8-City Enhanced Terrorism Surveillance Project, a CDC initiative focused on strengthening key components of traditional public health surveillance in major metropolitan areas.  These materials were developed on the basis of findings from an assessment of promising practices and needs associated with early detection of a terrorist event in these jurisdictions.  The model template was designed after review of existing messaging/alerting templates used by CDC and several local public health agencies.  A draft of the template and accompanying guidance was reviewed by state and local health departments participating in the project and by other internal and external stakeholder groups, and revised on the basis of feedback received.   
These materials were designed as practical resources for state and local health departments to use in strengthening the clarity and consistency of the format and content of alert/advisory/update messages to support accurate interpretation and timely response by recipients.  The template may be tailored by individual health departments as needed to meet their needs and conform to local policies and protocols.
ABOUT THE GUIDANCE AND TEMPLATE
· The template is designed primarily for use with alerts/advisories/updates sent by fax from state/local health departments to clinicians within their jurisdictions.  However, certain components of the template are capable of being transferred to other media (i.e., e-mail).   The obvious exception is text messages for pagers, which have a character limitation that would necessitate brevity and would most likely notify the recipient of a number to call or a URL to access for information regarding an urgent health alert.
· This guidance is limited to format and content of messages.  Although related concerns such as common definitions for categories of message urgency levels, information technology functions (e.g., confirming receipt of messages), and distribution list problems (e.g., multiple copies going to the same provider) are important, these concerns are not specifically addressed in this document.  

· Because certain components of a template might vary slightly depending on how the urgency levels are defined, this guidance document uses CDC’s Health Alert Network (HAN) categorization as the basis for its framework.  The levels of urgency for HAN include the following:

Health Alert:  conveys the highest level of importance; warrants immediate action or attention.
Health Advisory:  provides key information for a specific incident or situation; might not require immediate action.
Health Update:  provides updated information regarding an incident or situation; unlikely to require immediate action.
FORMAT AND CONTENT OF HEALTH ALERTS/ADVISORIES/UPDATES:
The following components were identified as critical pieces of a model alert/advisory/update message.  Each component discussed here is also reflected in the electronic template that accompanies this guidance document.
Tips: Cover Sheet
Cover sheet refers to the information contained on the first page of the message that the reader sees before progressing to the actual content of the alert/advisory/update.  The cover sheet should be used to share pertinent details about the health event or issue, including information such as the nature of the public health event, contact number or website for more information, and specific action required of the recipient.  The following points should be considered in developing the cover sheet.
· Develop the alert/advisory/update on appropriate agency letterhead; the electronic template is designed so that letterhead/logos may be cut-and-pasted into the header.
· Provide a bold, succinct subject line or title for the alert/advisory/update (e.g., Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome [SARS]). 

· Include a unique identifier for each alert/advisory/update.  This unique identifier should include letters to associate with your agency name, as well as the year (e.g., Some City Health Department [SCHD] might use SCHD2003-01 to code their first message in the year 2003 and SCHD2003-02 to code their second, and so forth).
· Include the date and time that the alert/advisory/update is issued.
· Identify the level of urgency (i.e., health alert, health advisory, health update) and footnote the definitions of these urgency levels.
· Specify the target audience(s) to whom the alert/advisory/update is directed.

· In addition to standard information provided in the banner or agency letterhead, include the name, title, and contact information of the person(s) responsible for issuing the message.
· If the urgency level, by definition, requires immediate action, make sure that the action requested of the recipient is obvious.  Be as specific as possible in summarizing any action steps required.

· Include a message that encourages recipients to share the information with colleagues in the targeted audience (e.g., “Please share with colleagues in critical care, emergency medicine, internal medicine, laboratory medicine, neurology and toxicology”).

· Provide information on a point-of-contact or a website to visit for more information regarding the alert/advisory/update.
· Include the health department’s emergency contact information in a prominent location on each alert/advisory/update, as a reminder to clinicians that they should call the health department immediately to report any suspicions or confirmed cases.

· Consider including appropriate instructions regarding how recipients can notify your office to make any necessary changes to their contact information.

· Include page numbers on each page of the alert/advisory/update (i.e., page 1 of 3, page 2 of 3, and so forth). 

Tips: Message Content
Message content will vary depending on the particular situation; however, general guidance on overarching principles for content development and communication is provided here.
· Be as clear and concise as possible; the actual content of the message should be limited to 1-2 pages.  If necessary, recipients can be referred to a website or alternate source of more in-depth information; this should be noted on the cover sheet. 
· Ensure that the language within the body of the message is appropriate to and consistent with the level of urgency (e.g., if the urgency level is that of a health advisory then do not use terms such as high alert in the text of the message.).
· As much as possible, try to refrain from addressing multiple public health problems in one alert/advisory/update.  
USING THE ELECTRONIC TEMPLATE 
An electronic template has been developed in two formats, PDF (static version) and Microsoft® Word® (adaptable version).  The template is accessible at http://www.cdc.gov/epo/dphsi/.
The Microsoft Word version of the template may be tailored by state/local health departments to meet individual need(s) and protocol(s).  Both PDF and Word versions serve as tools to prompt the person(s) initiating the message for the appropriate components, as outlined in this guidance document.  The template is designed to expedite the message development process at the state/local level and ensure consistency and clarity in format and content.
Instructions for using the PDF template (static version)
Inserting Letterhead: (requires Adobe® Acrobat®; Acrobat Reader will not perform this function)

1. Open document to receive the graphic.
2. Open Windows® Explorer® and find the graphic file to be inserted.
3. Drag and drop the file from Windows Explorer into the document (a new document page is created and will be deleted later).
4. Close Windows Explorer.
5. Select the Touch Up Object Tool from the toolbar (see Figure 1).
6. Right-click on the new graphic and select Copy.
7. Find the page where the graphic is to be inserted.
8. Right-click on the page and select Paste.
9. Click and drag the graphic to the appropriate position on the page.
10. When finished, click on the Hand Tool.
11. Find the newly inserted page with the graphic and delete it.
Figure 1
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Adding Pages to the Form

1. Save existing form (preferably with a new file name).
2. Click the Add Page Button.
3. Navigate to extrapage.pdf and click Open.
4. Repeat steps 1—3 as needed to add additional pages.
Frequently Asked Questions

· I’m unable to add the agency letterhead with Adobe Acrobat Reader. Adobe Acrobat Reader enables you to read or enter data into a PDF file. It does not allow you to modify an existing file. You must have Adobe Acrobat to perform this function.

· The page numbers do not number automatically. Adobe Acrobat and Adobe Acrobat Reader do not include a page numbering feature like Microsoft Word or WordPerfect®. You must manually enter the page numbers by replacing the # with the appropriate page number.

· The extra pages are not inserted into the main document. Adobe Acrobat Reader enables you to read or enter data into a PDF file. It does not allow you to modify an existing file. However, if you are using Adobe Acrobat, you can modify the properties of the button to insert pages instead of opening pages.

Instructions for using the Microsoft Word template (adaptable version)
Inserting Letterhead
1. Double-click Insert Agency Letterhead Here.

2. Insert letterhead elements.

3. Select Close. 

4. Save the template.
Using the Template

· The template must be locked to use the check boxes.  To lock the template, 
1. Click Tools.
2. Click Protect Document.
3. Ensure that Forms is selected.
4. Using a password is optional. The use of a password prevents users from modifying the template.

If you need to modify the form (e.g., add lines or revise content), you will need to unlock the document by returning to Tools on your menu bar and selecting Unprotect Document.  When you have finished your modifications, set the lock option again and continue entering information on the form.

· The Subject, Identification number, and Date/Time Sent fields must be manually entered on both pages 1 and 2.  However, this information will appear automatically on any subsequent pages.
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