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Houses of worship 
are seen as a place 
of shelter, a safe 
haven. But they 

are not immune to crisis. 
Fires, tornados, fl oods, 
hurricanes, earthquakes, 
and other emergencies are 
all realities that houses of 
worship must be prepared 
for, putting in place an 
appropriate plan that will 
guide its congregants 
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and any visitors during 
those emergencies. Recent 
changes in the National 
Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA) code have defi ned 
how emergency messaging 
is to be conveyed as part of 
an organization’s emergency 
communication system 
(ECS); ensuring that 
occupants know what to do 
and where to go. More than 
just an alarm, the modern 

ECS provides a multilayered 
communications 
foundation for emergency 
communications plans, 
incorporating visual, voice, 
and personal notifi cation 
technology, and defi nes 
how this technology should 
be used. Because of the 
evolving nature of activities 
and number of people 
hosted in worship facilities, 
let’s take a closer look at 

these layers and explore each 
one in greater detail.

Th e ECS layers are as 
follows:

Th e visual layer is digital 
signage and strobe lighting. 
A visual, such as strobe 
lighting, informs people that 
there is an urgent condition 
but not what the emergency 
is, so it must be used in 
conjunction with a digital 
signage solution or ticker 
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displays. 
The voice layer informs 

everyone exactly what that 
situation is and provides 
further instruction. 
Voice encompasses the 
voice message and alarm 
notification tones (not to 
be confused with alarms) 
issued by the ECS that 
communicates what to do in 
a crisis. 

The personal notification 
layer is the information 
that is sent via an email or 
text message to occupants’ 
smartphones.

Within a house of 
worship environment, the 
voice layer is the starting 
point. For example, if an 
emergency arises during 
a service, the worship 
leader can verbally direct 
congregants on what to do 
and where to go because 
everyone is in the same 
general location. The visual 
layer may or may not be 
part of the facility’s plan 
depending on whether the 
facility has incorporated a 
digital signage system or 
a projection screen in its 
services and, if it affords 
the capability to put up 
emergency communication 
messages. Most often any 
visual notification layer will 
be the static placards posted 
throughout, illustrating 
escape routes in the event of 

fire or where to go during 
a tornado. The key is they 
need to be highly visible, 
quickly read, and easy to 
follow. 

For most houses of 
worship, the final layer 
of personal notification, 
where text messages are sent 
directly to personal mobile 
devices, is not necessarily 
an available technology. 
Facilities don’t always have 
access to the data to know 
who is in the building, 
therefore it’s an ineffective 
means of communicating 

emergency messages. 
However, this layer may take 
on greater importance in 
mega churches, with those 
facilities needing to execute 
a plan similar to a corporate 
campus.

Where these layers 
become especially critical 
is during daily operations, 
such as meetings, a 
preschool program, or 
other community functions. 
During these times when 
occupants are no longer 
in one location within the 
building, the voice layer is 
typically the most critical and 
effective to communication. 
If a facility does have displays 
throughout the building, 
the video system needs to 
be capable of displaying 
emergency messages when 
needed, and the facility must 

have appointed personnel 
who are responsible for this 
task. 

Exploring these layers, 
every house of worship 
needs to look at each 
possible crisis and determine 
both how the necessary 
emergency communications 
will be disseminated and 
designate who will be 
responsible for managing 
it during the variety of 
functions held at the facility. 
For houses of worship 
operating a preschool 
program, as part of their 

licensing requirements, 
emergency plans must 
already be in place. These 
plans are often a springboard 
for the larger organization’s 
emergency communications 
plan. This might include 
instituting the same plan of 
action for the Sunday school 
program because it’s similar 
in program structure. 
During evening meetings, a 
greater emphasis might be 
placed on the visual layer, 
ensuring that emergency 
placard information is 
highly visible or available 
for dissemination. The 
voice layer will enhance 
this communication. For 
smaller congregations with 
few events, their emergency 
communications may 
be addressed by simply 
installing a weather alert 

radio in key rooms, while 
larger organizations might 
opt for more advanced 
paging solutions.

As emergency 
preparedness gains increased 
exposure, more life-safety 
solutions are emerging that 
can leverage the existing 
network infrastructure of 
the building. These solutions 
provide more effective 
communication during 
emergency situations and 
can even allow organizations 
to incorporate advanced 
alert systems such as the 
Common Alert Protocol 
(CAP), the digital format for 
exchanging emergency alerts 
that allows a consistent alert 
message to be disseminated 
simultaneously over different 
communications systems. By 
deploying a CAP server, an 
organization would be able 
to hear the warnings in the 
area, including those from 
the Emergency Weather 
Alert System (EWAS). 

Ensuring occupants’ 
safety in houses of worship 
may seem overwhelming, 
but this can be broken 
down into manageable 
steps by first reviewing 
the current emergency 
communications plan and 
identifying any holes. By 
performing a thorough 
assessment, insufficient areas 
will naturally be revealed, 
enabling organizations to 
take the necessary steps of 
correction. Keep in mind 
that evaluating any plan on 
an annual basis is crucial 
to ensure it is a complete 
life safety plan for every 
function hosted within the 
facility.
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