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Objectives:

By the end of this session, you will be able to:

* Describe why hospitals are transitioning to plain language emergency alerts

* Explain the principles of plain language emergency communication

* Recognize the Hospital, Medical and Security categories used to organize emergency events

* |dentify the event, the location and any necessary instructions communicated in an emergency alert
* Recognize when instructions should be included in an overhead announcement

* Explain your role and expected actions when an alert is announced
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Why We are Transitioning to Plain Language

Current Challenges with Color-coded Alerts:

* Color codes vary across hospitals and can be confusing

* The same code may have different meanings at different facilities
* Patients and visitors do not understand color codes

* Misunderstanding can delay recognition and response

Benefits of Plain Language Alerts:

* Clear and immediately understood by everyone

* Supports faster recognition and response

* Improves safety for staff, patients and visitors

* Aligns with national safety recommendations and best practices

Bottom Line: Clear Language - Faster Response - Safer Care
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What’s Changing for You

As we transition to plain language emergency alerts, here’s what you need to know:

What’s Changing:
* Color-coded emergency alerts will no longer be used (exception: Code Blue)
* All emergency announcements will use clear, plain language
* Alerts will follow a standard format:
Alert Type — Event — Location

What This Change Means for You:

* You will hear alerts that clearly describe the situation

* You must quickly identify the alert type, event and location

* You are expected to respond based on your role and department procedures

Your Responsibility:

* Listen carefully and stay aware

* Follow your hospital’s emergency procedures
* Do not self-deploy unless your role requires it
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Regional Standardization of Emergency Alerts

To improve patient safety and align with national best practices, the Hospital Association of Southern California (HASC) is leading a
regional effort to standardize emergency alerts across hospitals.

This Initiative Isncludes:

* Collaboration among hospitals across the region

* Development of 12 standardized plain language emergency alerts
* Creation of consistent training, tools and communication practices

Objectives of This Effort:

* Reduce variation in emergency alerts across HASC member hospitals

* Improve safety for staff, patients and visitors through clear communication
* Align with national standards and best practices for plain language alerts

Why This Matters:
Standardized, plain language alerts ensure that everyone understands what is happening and can respond quickly and appropriately—no

matter which hospital they are in.

Timeline:
Transition to plain language alerts begins in August 2026 (based on organizational readiness)
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The Three Types of Plain Language Alerts

Emergency events may be organized into three alert categories to support policy development, training and
implementation planning.

Hospital Alert

Facility or environmental events
* Firealarm

* Power outage

* Hazardous materials

e Medical Alert

Clinical or patient care events

* Stroke patient

* STEMI patient

* Cardiac arrest (Code Blue exception)
* Medical emergency

B Security Alert

Safety or security threats
* Combative person

* Active shooter

* Suspicious activity

Key Takeaway:
Every alert should clearly identify the event, the location and any necessary instructions.
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How to Make an Emergency Announcement

Emergency announcements should clearly identify: [Event] — [Location] — [Instructions, if needed]

Alert categories (Hospital, Medical, Security) may be used by an organization for policy, training or notification purposes. Inclusion of the
alert category in overhead announcements is optional and determined by organizational policy.

Examples:

* Fire Alarm — 2nd Floor East

* Combative Person — Emergency Department
* Stroke Patient —ER Room 3

* STEMI Patient — Cardiac Cath Lab

* Code Blue — ICU Room 12 (exception)

Key Expectations:

* Speakclearly, slowly and calmly

* Use standardized plain language terminology

* Keep announcements brief and consistent

* Include instructions only when immediate action is required
* Repeat the announcement per hospital protocol

Important:

Plain-language announcements help staff, patients and visitors quickly understand what is happening and where. Consistent terminology supports safety,
workforce mobility and effective emergency response. Code Blue remains unchanged.
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Principles of Using Plain Language in Emergency Announcements

When making an emergency announcement, the message must be:
* C(Clear and concise

* Easy to understand by all audiences (staff, patients and visitors)
* Free of jargon, codes or technical language

Key Principles:

* Use simple, direct words

* Say only what is necessary

* Avoid unnecessary details or complex phrasing

Remember: Plain language ensures everyone understands the situation immediately and can respond
appropriately.
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When to Include Instructions

Include instructions only when immediate life safety action is required.

Include Instructions When:
» Thereis a direct threat to safety
» Immediate action is needed (e.g., protect yourself, avoid the area, seek shelter)

Examples WITH Instructions

* Active Shooter — West Entrance — Run, Hide

* Hazardous Materials Incident — Laboratory — Avoid the area
* Bomb Threat — Main Lobby — Follow security instructions

Organizations may include alert
categories (Hospital, Medical, Security)
in notification formats based on local
policy; however, inclusion in overhead

Do NOT Include Instructions when: AR e optional.

» The alertis for awareness only
» Response is limited to trained personnel
» Detailed instructions will be communicated through established internal channels

Examples WITHOUT Instructions

*  Fire Alarm — 2nd Floor East

*  Stroke Patient — Emergency Department
* STEMI Patient — Emergency Department
*  Pediatric Emergency — Pediatric Unit

Why This Matters:

» Prevents overwhelming or confusing patients, visitors and staff Keeps messaging clear, concise and actionable
» Supports consistent plain language communication

» Allows responders to receive detailed operational instructions through internal communication channels

» Promotes faster recognition of the event and location
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Important: No Dual Systems (Plain Language Only)

Plain language alerts replace all color-coded emergency codes except Code Blue.
* Do NOT use color codes (e.g., Code Red, Code Silver, Code Pink)
* Use plain language alerts only for all emergency announcements

Why This is Critical:

* Using both systems creates confusion and delays response

* Staff, patients and visitors may misinterpret the emergency

* Inconsistent terminology increases safety risk across facilities

Exception:
* Code Blue remains in use for cardiac/respiratory emergencies
* All other color codes are retired

Examples:
x Do NOT say:
 “Code Red - 2nd Floor”
 “Code Silver — Emergency Department”

Instead say:

* "Fire Alarm — 2nd Floor"
* "Active Shooter — Emergency Department"
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Targeted Communication (Responder Communication)

Used For:
* Operational response
* Communication to designated response teams

May Include:

* Detailed instructions

* Tactical response actions

* Ongoing situation updates

* Resource requests and deployment information

Delivered Through:

* Radios

* Phones

* Secure messaging systems

* Internal notification platforms
Examples:

* "Security responding to West Entrance. Suspect last seen entering the lobby.”
* "Hazmat team respond to Laboratory. Decontamination procedures in effect.”
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Staff Roles and Expectations During Alerts

When you hear an emergency alert, follow these key actions:

1. Listen and Identify the Alert
* Pay attention to the alert type, event and location

2. Assess Your Immediate Safety
* Determine if the situation affects your area
* Take appropriate safety actions if needed

3. Follow Your Role and Responsibilities
* Respond according to your department procedures
* Do not self-deploy unless your role requires it
* Continue patient care unless directed otherwise

4. Follow Directions from Leadership
* Listen for additional instructions
* Follow guidance from supervisors, security or response teams

5. Wait for the “All Clear”
* Do not assume the event is over
* Resume normal operations only after the official All Clear
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All Clear: How Emergency Events End

What “All Clear” Means:
* The emergency event has been resolved or stabilized
* Itissafe to resume normal operations

Standard “All Clear” Announcement:
“All clear. The emergency event has been resolved. All clear.”
(May be repeated per hospital protocol)

Staff Expectations:

* Continue current actions until the All Clear is announced
* Do not assume the event is over until officially confirmed
* Resume normal duties only after the All Clear

* Follow any additional instructions from leadership

Important:
* The All Clear is communicated using the same method as the original alert (e.g., overhead paging)
* Clear communication ensures a safe and orderly return to normal operations
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What May Vary by Hospital

While alert structure and terminology are standardized, some practices will vary by hospital.

Your Hospital Will Determine:

* Which alerts are announced overhead (versus communicated to specific response teams only)

* Who can activate and cancel alerts (e.g., operator, charge nurse, security, supervisor)

 When instructions are included in announcements (based on safety risk and situation)

* How responders receive detailed instructions (e.g., radios, phones, internal systems)

 How alerts are communicated across your facility (paging system, text alerts, internal communication tools)

Why This Matters:
* Each hospital must align alerts with its facility layout, patient population and risk profile
* Clear local processes ensure consistent and safe response

What You Should Do:

* Follow your hospital’s emergency operations plan (EOP)
* Know your role and responsibilities

e Ask your manager if you are unsure



P74 HOSPITAL

ASSOCIATION

of Southern California
Check Your Understanding: Plain Language Emergency Alerts

Test your knowledge:

1. What information should be included in an emergency alert?
A. Color Code + Location
B. Event + Instructions only
C. Event + Location + Instructions (when needed)
D. Alert Type only

2. When should instructions be included in an announcement?
A. Every time
B. Only when immediate life safety action is required
C. Only for medical alerts
D. Never

3. Which of the following is correct?

A. Code Red — 2nd Floor

B. Fire Alarm — 2nd Floor
C. Fire Code — Floor 2

D. Red Alert — Fire

4. What should you do when you hear an alert?
A. Go to the scene immediately
B. Ignore unless called
C. Follow your role and department procedures
D. Wait for someone else to respond
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Standardized Hospital Emergency Code Events

Go Live Date:

TBD by Hospital
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