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The City of Springfield is working to build the City’s resilience for the long-term impacts of climate change, 
like increasingly frequent and more severe weather events. The City is collaborating with community 
partners to build trust and share emergency preparation information effectively with climate-vulnerable 
residents, especially Black, Indigenous, and other People of Color (BIPOC). 

As part of the Resilient Springfield initiative, the City has engaged Bloom Works to develop a 
communication plan to help achieve the project’s goals. This document offers strategic and tactical 
recommendations for the City’s communication with climate-vulnerable residents. 
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Project overview

Project overview
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Methods

The team met monthly with a Resident Advisory 
Council (RAC), and interviewed 26 residents, 
neighborhood council board members, City staff, 
and community partners.
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Audience

The City of Springfield will be primarily responsible 
for implementing this communication plan. 
However, the City’s success will depend on close 
collaboration with local organizations that interact 
with residents on a daily basis.  

Project overview



4

Vision for success
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Vision exercise with the Resident Advisory Council

It’s one year after the end of this project, and it was a huge success. Think about what’s changed since 
the project ended. What actions has the city taken? What does success look like? Who and what 
contributed to the success? 

Themes included:

➔ More resident-centered communication — the City prioritizes what residents need and then works backwards 
to fill those needs with a better website and more accessible information about the help that’s available 

➔ Residents helping residents — increased collaboration between neighborhoods, millennials helping seniors by 
doing chores like shoveling snow

➔ Better emergency alert system — one that works similar to the Amber Alert system that’s already in place and 
special emergency devices in the homes of older adults

5Vision for success
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Success looks like steps towards 
better. I've worked here long 
enough to know that success 
doesn't happen in one fell swoop."

City staff
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I'd like to understand how we can 
do things better so that we don't 
feel like we're constantly carrying 
buckets of water uphill."

City staff
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I would just want to know that the City has a method 
of reaching vulnerable residents and those people 
have a method of reaching back. Whether it's by phone 
or something, as long as it's a way they're comfortable 
communicating. My guess is that they'd want things 
in writing and then be able to call somewhere to 
confirm and ask questions."

Neighborhood council board member
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Findings
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"...if you're serving the public, you have to answer to the public eventually. So being 
proactive about being at neighborhood council meetings, not when you want something or 
need something, but because you want to have a conversation, you want to be able to be 
visible to the neighborhood.” 

- Neighborhood council board member

Effective public service requires transparent decision-making, 
accountability to residents, and customer service.

Findings
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"There's a trust factor of saying when I'm [a resident] not in the room, how can I ensure that you're still going to 
speak on my behalf? How can I feel confident that you're going to bring up the issues we've talked about in those 
closed door meetings that we cannot be invited to? Those are the things I think communities are concerned 
about." 
- Community partner

"I'm not sure that the city has made trust a primary goal. Individual people from city staff have done that, but 
not the city government as a whole, even though that was one of the goals of the climate action plan." 
- Community partner

Trust in the City is low, but it’s at the heart of reaching 
communities effectively.

Findings
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"Far too many areas, it always seems to be the black and brown areas, they either get the message LATE, or 
never get the message at all. They [the City] rely on the "good neighbor system" so that someone can inform 
them that they're doing this, at this time. It's troublesome...As long as I can think of, we've always gotten the 
short end of the stick." 
- Resident

"When programs come up, the question always comes up — how do you reach the people that actually need 
the help? Educated people with resources and money tend to search out things, while the people who really 
need the help...don't have resources to talk to a lot of people...they're not in the place to receive the 
information best."
- Neighborhood council board member

To overcome barriers to better communication, it’s essential to 
address racial and economic disparities. 

Findings
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The City can improve its communication with residents in 
several ways.

➔ The City’s primary communication strategies (website, 311, public meetings) require 
residents to seek out information, which can make communication harder.

➔ Information is often presented in ways that are difficult for residents to access or 
understand.

➔ The most reliable, effective ways to reach vulnerable residents are word of mouth, 
mailings, and flyers.

➔ The City relies heavily on neighborhood councils to represent their neighborhoods and to 
share City information effectively at the neighborhood level. However, there’s a lot of 
variability in how well this works.

Findings
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They have to make it [the city website] more user 
friendly for searches to find basic information. 
It's better than it's been, but it's still really 
archaic. Trying to find stuff, it's too difficult. It 
shouldn't take you three or four minutes to find 
something. People give up."

Resident
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Word of mouth is big, and particularly in the 
Black and Latino communities, it's just big, it 
works. And so getting key folks to serve in that 
role intentionally — like your role is to spread 
this — was helpful.”

Community Partner
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Recommendations



COMMUNICATION STRATEGY  | 18

Recommendations at a glance

1. Put yourself in the shoes of the people you serve.

2. Go where the people are.

3. Network with other departments, community agencies, and residents to reach 
people you don’t.

4. Create and nurture a feedback loop to engage residents. 

5. Share knowledge to build on what works and learn from what doesn’t.

Recommendations
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1. Put yourself in the shoes of the people you serve.

➔ Clarify the audience and intention before writing the message.

➔ When developing information for the public, think like the residents you’re trying to 
reach.

➔ When communicating with the public, write in simple, concise, jargon-free language. 

➔ Start a phased approach to improving springfield-ma.gov. 

➔ To improve reach and equity, invest in plain language Spanish translation.

Rec #1 - Put yourself in the shoes of the people you serve.
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What would a resident want to 
know about a new vaccine site?

● Where is it?
● When does it open?
● How do I get an 

appointment?

City of Springfield Facebook post on March 30, 2021 Example of a revised Post
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Start here

➔ Adopt a simple worksheet to identify the audience, required action, and need-to-know 
information for communicating with residents.

➔ Review a section of the website and identify ways to improve it.

Rec #1 - Put yourself in the shoes of the people you serve.
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Message development worksheet

22Rec #1 - Put yourself in the shoes of the people you serve.
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8 tips on writing for the web

24Rec #1 - Put yourself in the shoes of the people you serve.
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Web page audit

26Rec #1 - Put yourself in the shoes of the people you serve.
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Criteria           Examples and how-to info
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2. Go where the people are.

➔ Use existing high-touch areas (churches, schools, bodegas, community centers) and 
community events to provide information where residents are already gathering. 

➔ When the City is present and responsive, trust increases.

Rec #2 - Go where the people are.
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I don't need to expend a lot of energy 
in telling people to be in a certain 
space, I'm just going to where they 
already are. And that's a lot easier... 
And it's a lot more efficient that way.”

Community partner
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Trust is a continuous thing and it’s 
something that you have to continue 
to build every single day. And it takes 
2 sides in order to continue to 
strengthen that trust."

Community partner
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Meet Patricia, Mercedes, Luis, and Terry  

The 4 personas on the next slides aren’t real people. But they are meant to bring to life the 
pressing needs and challenges of vulnerable Springfield residents. We pulled the details of 
these personas directly from our interviews with residents. 

Personas are a communication tool to help City staff picture what the harder-to-reach 
Springfield residents are dealing with day to day, and provide strategies for how to reach 
them. By understanding residents’ needs, experiences, and behaviors, staff can create 
more effective, accessible information for the public. 

Rec #2 - Go where the people are.
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3. Network with other departments, community 
agencies, and residents to reach people you don’t.

➔ Work across departments to reach people with relevant information.

➔ Establish a network of community partner organizations and key resident liaisons. 

➔ Use community organizations to help you make information relevant to residents.

Rec #3 - Network with other departments, community agencies, and residents to reach people you 
don’t.
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...we educate people on whatever we 
hear or whatever we're talking about. 
And it's hard for us, so I can just 
imagine in a system that people don't 
trust.”

Community partner



“
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Sometimes it's who's the messenger, and 
explaining to folks — in language that makes 
sense for them — why this is important.”

Community partner
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Start here

➔ Create a central database of people and organizations that residents trust. Use that 
network to reach residents.

➔ Use a combination of delivery methods to make sure that all residents have access to 
the information you’re sharing.

Rec #3 - Network with other departments, community agencies, and residents to reach people you 
don’t.
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Data collection for networking 
database

40Rec #3 - Network with other departments, community agencies, and residents to reach people you don’t.
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Communication checklist

42Rec #3 - Network with other departments, community agencies, and residents to reach people you don’t.
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4. Create and nurture a feedback loop to engage 
residents.

To increase City government’s transparency and accountability:

➔ Give residents the opportunity to tell you what they need. 

➔ Prioritize prompt communication with residents.

➔ When you prepare to launch an initiative, plan right from the start how and when 
you’ll keep the public updated. 

Rec #4 - Create and nurture a feedback loop to engage residents.
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Strategy in action

45Rec #4 - Create and nurture a feedback loop to engage residents.
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Choosing information 
delivery methods

47Rec #4 - Create and nurture a feedback loop to engage residents.
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5. Share knowledge to build on what works and learn 
from what doesn’t.

Convene a communication team with staff from all departments.

The lack of coordination forces city staff to reinvent the wheel every time they have something to share 
with the public. By working together, departments can share lessons learned and build on what works. 

This communication team could double as the implementation body for the recommendations in this 
report. At the onset, the team could include senior department staff to prioritize action items,  identify 
opportunities to pilot new strategies, and share responsibility for progress.

Rec #5 - Share knowledge to build on what works and learn from what doesn’t.
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To develop effective public information, the 
communication team will need a group of 
residents — like the Resilient Springfield Advisory 
Council — to provide regular input and feedback.
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I don't want this to be a project where we're just doing 
it to do it, and there's not any follow up action to make 
a change. A lot of times I notice organizations start an 
alliance or project, and then it's like, that was a waste of 
time because there's no change...it's been done before, 
so are we really trying to figure out a way to bring 
change, or are we just collecting data/info that's just 
going to sit away in that binder over there, and then 
we're going to go onto the next project?"

Resident
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This is a good first step in the right 
direction. If we can keep this dialogue 
going, people will feel much more 
confident on what the city has to offer. 
The confidence level is really low right 
now, when it comes to communities of 
color."

Resident



Thank you
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The City of Springfield would like to thank all of our 
residents and partner organizations for their ongoing 
efforts to make our community stronger, including: 

● Arise for Social Justice
● Neighbor to Neighbor 
● Pioneer Valley Planning Commission
● Public Health Institute of Western Massachusetts
● Way Finders


