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Monica Billger  June 2, 2020

Inside Out
A Process for Internal Crisis Communications
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AlexRenew
Internal

Communications

Before Covid19



This Is Us

• 100+  Employees

• 35  Acre Campus

• 35  MGD Annual Average Flow

• 3 Pump Stations & 2 Service 
Chambers

• 320,000 Resident

• 100 Onsite Contractors (daily 
average)

• Solving a 2017 Mandate for 
CSO Remediation by 2025 on 
behalf of the City of Alexandria
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Examples of Existing Internal Communications

Emails
• ReNews Newsletter
• All Staff E-Mails
• HR Updates
Signage
• Construction Updates
• Digital Signs
• News Flush 
Meetings
• Morning Briefings
• Monthly Celebrations
• Water-cooler Conversations
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…And Then a 
Pandemic Hits



Covid 19: Adopting Crisis Management Plan

What Remains The Same

• Employees = Most Important

• Protecting Essential Employee 
Health While Maintaining 
Operations and Construction

• Keeping Alexandria’s Largest 
Project In History On Schedule

• Fulfilling Vital Mission of 
Cleaning Wastewater
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RiverRenew



Covid 19: Adopting Crisis Communications 
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What is Different

Our CAPACITY
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Rethinking
Internal

Communications



• Integrating Psychology of Crisis into 
Communications (CDC)

• Applying Change Theory to 
Communications (Kubler-Ross)
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Leveraging How the Brain Thinks During Crisis

“Inside Out”/Disney       Pixar



Crisis Psychology in Internal Communications
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1. SIMPLE

2. CREDIBLE

3. CONSISTENT

4. ACCURATE 
& 

EXPEDIENT

4 Ways People Process 
Information In A Crisis

1. Missed messaging, information 
overload 

2. Fear and uncertainty increase 
likelihood of listening to a trusted 
source, even if it is wrong

3. Look for additional information 
and options

4. Believe the first message we 
hear



• Info
• Info
• Info

Applying Change Theory
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DEPRESSION

INFORMATION
ALLIGNMENT

FEAR ANGER ACCEPTANCE

VALIDATION
EXPLANATION

REASSURANCE
MOTIVATION

ENGAGEMENT  
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

“Inside Out”/Disney Pixar “Inside Out”/Disney  Pixar “Inside Out”/Disney  Pixar “Inside Out”/Disney  Pixar

Note. Adapted from “Perkins V Comprehensive Local Needs Assessment Workshop,” by Normandale Community College, 2019 
https://www.minnstate.edu/system/cte/consortium_resources/documents/Change-Mgt-STAGES.pdf



BE SPECIFIC TO 
THE EMERGENCY 

BEING 
EXPERIENCED

OFFER A 
POSTITIVE 

COURSE OF 
ACTION THAT CAN 

BE EXECUTED

Effective Message Development Must:
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BE REPEATED

COME FROM 
MULTIPLE 
CREDIBLE 
SOURCES

Note. Adapted from “CERC: Psychology of a Crisis,” by CDC, 2019
https://emergency.cdc.gov/cerc/ppt/CERC_Psychology_of_a_Crisis.pdf
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AlexRenew
Internal 

Communications

During Covid



AlexRenew Internal Crisis Communications 
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CEO All Staff 
Covid Emails

Morning 
Briefings

Digital Signs

Physical Signs

ZOOM 

Covid
Sharepoint Site



Sample All Staff Email
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• 1st Paragraph  - Reassurance, 
Validation

• 2nd Paragraph – Team Alignment, 
Motivation

• 3rd Paragraph - Pandemic Updates. Use 
of multiple credible resources (i.e. 
State, Municipality, CDC)

• 4th Paragraph – Engagement; Take 
Action Activity

• 5th Paragraph – Reminders; Repetition 
of Desired Behavior Modeling               
(If X, Do Y…)

• 6th Paragraph - Resource Information 
(i.e. mental health)
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Sample Internal 
Communications



To learn more, visit www.alexrenew.com



Maria Rosales
Civil Engineer
Sanitation Districts of 
Los Angeles County
Monterey Park, California

Moderator

Fe
at

ur
ed

 S
p

ea
ke

rs

S E S S I O N  1

Internal 
Communications

Strategic Communications: H2O – Day 2

Monica Billger
Community Outreach and 
Education Specialist
Alexandria Renew Enterprises
Alexandria, VA

Michelle Zdrodowski
Chief Public Affairs Officer
Great Lakes Water Authority
Detroit, MI

Stephanie Dillon
Communications Management 
Professional
Great Lakes Water Authority
Detroit, MI

Curtis Burris-White
Visual Storyteller
Great Lakes Water Authority
Detroit, MI



COVID-19 Internal 
Communications: 
Response to Recovery
Michelle	Zdrodowski,	Chief	Public	Affairs	
Officer
Stephanie	Dillon,	Management	Professional‐
Internal	Communications
Curtis	Burris‐White,	Video	Storyteller



Response to Recovery: Lessons Learned as the Pandemic 
has Evolved
“When	this	pandemic	came	along,	we	basically	had	to	throw	all	of	our	
normal	ways	of	doing	things	out	the	window	and	start	from	scratch	
because	our	old	ways	of	working	didn’t	work	anymore.”	Sue	McCormick,	GLWA	CEO

 This is so true and so hard to accept. In our sector, we live and breathe good, sound 
documented and proven ways of doing things.

 We tend not to like to go out on a limb or take risks because the work we do helps protect the public health 
and keep our communities safe.

 We’ve had to completely evolve how we communicate:
 Hyper communicate
 Real-time
 Communicate to creatively solve problems (Feedback)
 Increased use of imagery
 Weekly recaps



Response to Recovery: Lessons Learned
Messaging Focused in 3 Distinct Buckets

Continuity	of	Operations Health	&	Wellness
• Launch of Emergency Ops 

Center
• Security actions
• Flexible work 

arrangement/work remote
• Mandatory visitor 

questionnaire to visit 
facilities

• Temperature checks
• Mask requirement
• Testing

Empathy	&	Gratitude
• Remember to think like team 

members!
• What keeps them up at 

night? 
• Many levels of impact to 

each person
• Thank front-line team 

members, but don't leave out 
those working from home

• Actively include those 
working remotely

• Expanded cleaning efforts
• New cleaning protocols for 

shared spaces including 
offices/vehicles, etc.

• Wellness Resources
• Physical Health
• Mental Health
• Employee Assistance 

Program
• Healthcare benefit 

provider



The Way We Communicate
Using Communications Best Practices

• Create Specific COVID-19 branding for 
communications

• CEO Updates every Monday
• Weekly COVID-19 Newsletter
• COVID-19 Information page on Internal 

SharePoint
• Distribute messages using a variety of 

communications tools and at various times 
to ensure the receipt of all audiences

Developing	a	Cadence Utilizing	a	Variety	of	
Communications	Tools

• Emails (daily & weekly e-newsletter)
• Digital messaging in all facilities
• Flyers and signage on facility 

communications centers
• Photos & videos on GLWA's Internal 

SharePoint homepage
• Distribute messages visually and 

through text



The Way We Communicate 
Using Communications Best Practices

• Communications began with 3-4 times each 
week to 1-2 times.

• Using Granicus' GovDelivery analytics to 
analyze engagement

• Using team member feedback to drive 
communication topics and tools

Remaining	Flexible Building	Relationships

• COVID-19 Taskforce
• Informal "check-ins" or phone calls to 

administrative support and other team 
members

• Communication liaisons at all facilities
• Info.PublicAffairs@glwater.org email for 

questions, concerns, ideas.



Response to Recovery: Content Creation in a Time of Crisis

Empathy	and	Caring Informed	on	all	platforms Reuse,	Repurpose,	Rework

• Video is ideal for connecting on a 
personal level with your team during
a time of difficulty.

• Team members consume information 
differently so create a variety of assets
for your messages.

• Design content that effectively utilizes a 
variety of digital platforms.

• Be creative with your archive when you 
can't shoot in person.

• Use motion design and stock footage to 
complement repurposed footage.

• Reshare and update those projects with 
timeless messages and information.



Response to Recovery: Content Creation in a Time of Crisis

Showing	our	Gratitude Key	Takeaways

• Create a visual representation
of gratitude and solidarity.

• Look for new ways to create value with 
video, motion and graphic design.

• Video is ideal for creating a personal 
connection during a difficult time.

• Team members consume information 
differently so create a variety of assets
for your messages.

• Be creative with your archive when you 
can't shoot and use motion design and 
stock footage to complement 
repurposed footage.

• Think ahead and begin to prepare.

Preparing	to	transition	
back	to	work

• Think ahead and begin to prepare.



Q & A
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Victoria Johnson
Strategic Business Management Consultant
Jacobs
Atlanta, Georgia

Moderator
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Rebecca Zito
Communications Project Manager
Pittsburgh Water and 
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Pittsburgh, PA
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Marketing Manager
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Continuing to Get Stuff Done
The Work Goes On!

Strategic Communications: H2O Virtual Event
June 2, 2020



ABOUT PWSA



INCREASING CAPITAL INVESTMENT



CONSTRUCTION RESUMES
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COVID-19 PRECAUTIONS

 Daily Health Screenings

 Maintain Social Distancing

 Wear Face Masks

 Sanitize Work Area & Surfaces

 Provide for Hand Sanitizing 
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COMMUNICATION & COORDINATION

 Coordination between PWSA & Contractors

o Established Clear Expectations 

o Escalating Disciplinary Actions

 Ongoing Communication



POSITIVE RESPONSE



RATE DISCUSSIONS BEGIN
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KEY MESSAGING

 Highlight value of safe, reliable water services 

 Investment is essential to modernize system

 Expansion of Customer Assistance Program 

 Build awareness about relationship with PA Public 

Utility Commission (PUC) and rate setting process
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ADDRESSING BACKLASH

 Describe timeline and process with PUC

 Reinforce more generous Customer Assistance 

Programs 

 This is your water ― Every dollar goes to delivering 

safe, reliable water services



4
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OUTREACH GOALS

 Approach with transparency and sensitivity to 

ratepayers

 Build trust about progress made as organization 

 Highlight benefits of investment to ratepayers

 Affordability prioritized in rate proposal



THANK YOU!

Rebecca Zito | Acting Senior Manager, Public Affairs | rzito@pgh2o.com



Victoria Johnson
Strategic Business Management Consultant
Jacobs
Atlanta, Georgia

Moderator

Featured Speakers

Rebecca Zito
Communications Project Manager
Pittsburgh Water and 
Sewer Authority
Pittsburgh, PA

Pam Perez
Marketing Manager
LA Sanitation and Environment
Los Angeles, CA

S E S S I O N  2

What Comes Next

Strategic Communications: H2O – Day 2



Communicating and Connecting
Post-Pandemic 

LA SANITATION & ENVIRONMENT



The changing face of outreach post-pandemic

Encouraging and educating staff

Supporting local businesses

Pamela Perez, MBA
MARKETING MANAGER

|  Slide 1  |



THE WORLD HAS CHANGED

MANY PEOPLE ARE SCARED
WE NEED TO REBUILD TRUST WITH RESIDENTS AND BUSINESSES

WE HAVE TO FIND NEW WAYS TO COMMUNICATE

|  Slide 2  |



PHOTOGRAPHY
Your photo library is now useless. 

To avoid criticism, 
you may need to reshoot almost 
everything with gloves & masks.

RETHINK EVERYTHING

DIGITAL DIVIDE
We can't rely solely on digital. 

Our cities have residents who can 
no longer afford cellular data and 

speedy internet. 

SAFETY
People may be unwilling to 

attend events, tour facilities, 
accept flyers, and pick up 

giveaways.

|  Slide 3  |



3 P's of Reaching 
the Unreachable:

PARTNERSHIPS

PAPER

PERSONALIZATION

BACK TO BASICS

|  Slide 4  |



Partnerships
ANYONE WITH AN EMAIL LIST 
IS YOUR FRIEND

Council Districts, Neighborhood Councils, HOA's, Faith-
Based Organizations, Voters Groups, Chambers of 
Commerce, School Districts, Industry Associations, 
Special Interest Groups, Non-Profits, Mommy Groups

Don't forget the obvious: 
other city departments 
and utilities

|  Slide 5  |



Paper
IS IT TIME TO RECONSIDER 
DIRECT MAIL? 

It's not cheap, but you're saving money on 
events and giveaways.

Newsletters, flyers, postcards...
What frequency can you handle?

|  Slide 6  |

ADVERTISING IN COMMUNITY 
NEWSPAPERS? 

BILLBOARDS & BUS SIGNS? 



Make it Personal
WE'RE NOT THE ONLY ONES 
STRUGGLING TO COMMUICATE

You have to find a way to stand out.

|  Slide 7  |



OLD
NEW

Personalization Success:

Brand recognition

Local flavor

Languages

Simple messages

Contact info

HEX | PANTONE | RGB | CMYK

|  Slide 8 |



EMPLOYEE COMMUNICATIONS
MAINTAINING SAFETY  |  RECOGNIZING SERVICE 

Educate Encourage Brag!!!

|  Slide 9  |



I T  S T A R T S  A T  T H E  T O P

ENRIQUE ZALDIVAR

Director & GM

LISA MOWERY

Chief Financial Officer

TRACI MINAMIDE

Chief Operating Officer

|  Slide 10  |



DISPLAYED AT  BUILDING ENTRANCES, 
BREAK ROOMS, RESTROOMS, LOCKER ROOMS 

|  Slide 11  |



WE ARE ALL MARKETEERS!
ENGAGE THEM IN YOUR WORK

|  Slide 12  |



A Little Thanks
Goes a Long Way
PHOTOS | VIDEOS | EMAIL | SOCIAL

|  Slide 13 |
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Go ahead... be boastful!

|  Slide 15  |



DON'T STOP 
WHEN THE 
PANDEMIC
IS OVER

Like knowledge,
appreciation is cummulative.

|  Slide 16  |



INSPECTIONS RESOURCES HELPFUL TIPS

Violations will still 
need to be addressed, 
but we support them 

with solutions as well.

Sharing information 
about grants, low-cost 

loans, industry best 
practices, etc. builds 

trust.

As businesses are 
reopening, they 

appreciate tips for a 
more pleasant return 

to work.

LOCAL BUSINESS NEEDS LOVE, TOO
As they struggle to get back on their feet, they will have less 
tolerance and less attention for us. Make quick, big impacts.

Remember to buy local and offer contracting opportunities.

|  Slide 17  |



POST-PANDEMIC
WE CAN REBUILD TRUST  |  WE CAN MAINTAIN PUBLIC SUPPORT

Educate
Encourage

Brag

STAFF

Branding
Local focus
Languages

Simple
Contact info

RESIDENTS

Inspections
Resources

Tips

BUSINESS PARTNERS

Email lists
Social sharing

Cross-messaging

W E  A R E  E S S E N T I A L

|  Slide 18  |



Let's Connect!
LACITYSAN.ORG

@LACITYSAN

213-905-2243
pamela.perez@lacity.org

PAMELA PEREZ, MBA

Marketing Manager



Q & A
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Conferences & Events

Dealing with Disruption: Operationalizing 
Resilience in the Water Sector Webinar 
Part 4
June 3, 2020

Hot Topics in Clean Water Law 
Webinar: Part 2
June 10, 2020

Learn More and Register at www.nacwa.org/events

Hot Topics in Clean Water Law 
Webinar: Part 3
September 16, 2020

2020 National Clean Water Law & 
Enforcement Seminar
Charleston  SC 
November 18 - November 20, 2020

Strategic Communications: H2O – Day 2



NACWA’s strength is in our members.
NACWA is the nation’s recognized leader in clean water advocacy for public utilities, 
made possible through the collective voice of our members. 

Experience the value in membership through…

 Legislative, regulatory, legal, and communications information and analysis. 
 Peer-to-peer resources exchange and support. 
 Interactive webinars and events. 
 Recognition for your clean water utility’s achievements through our national awards 

programs. 

Learn more at nacwa.org/join. 

Strategic Communications: H2O – Day 2


