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Effective Messaging Should: 

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
This resource provides general guidance and strategies for developing effective messaging 
to communicate overdose anomalies to the community at large and raise awareness 
among people who use drugs (PWUD).  
 
Use it to: 

• Understand best practices for developing clear, accurate, and responsive 
messaging to communicate overdose anomalies to partners and the community. 

• Develop consistent messaging that is accessible for multiple audiences. 

• Promote data transparency and message alignment with public health strategies 
that support overdose prevention and response efforts before an anomaly occurs. 

How To Use This Resource 

Highlight and disseminate 
key information from 

various sources. 

Describe emerging 
trends and anomalies. 

Inform harm reduction 
and overdose prevention 
and response activities. 



 

Key Factors for Developing Public Communication Messages 
 

1. Communication strategies are most effective when adhering to the values, interests, and concerns of 
the target audiences.    
Working with partners to identify important values, interests, and concerns can help support the 
development of effective communication messaging that reflects common goals. 

 
2. Messaging should focus on mitigating harm and consider potential unintended consequences.  

Communicators must consider challenges that might arise due to social and cultural environments. For 
example, an emerging drug-related threat may be considered harmful by a communicator and some 
parts of the target audience but may be understood differently by other potential audiences. For this 
reason, it is recommended that anomaly alerts to the public do not include quantification information 
to avoid misinterpretation about potency. 

 
3. Timing is important.  

Ensure messages are complete, accurate, as well as timely, and any action recommendations bolster 
audience trust, confidence, and engagement.   
 

4. Deliver communication through multiple platforms. 
When applicable, use multiple media platforms to disseminate communication. Ensure that messages 
are easily accessible and compatible with the media platforms your audiences prefer. 

 
For more information on developing communication messaging by audience, view the Communication Matrix.  
 

Considerations for Communication Planning 

Establishing a general communication plan can help you achieve your program’s objectives. The plan should 
include all communication activities and outline the messaging, the frequency of data review and 
communication, key themes and frameworks for message delivery, and all communication platforms for 
intended audiences. It should also include a general framework for all communication activities, recognizing 
that the landscape of audiences, available information, and emerging illicit drug market trends will evolve. 
Having a plan in place can facilitate continuous and effective assessment and evaluation of communication 
strategies by tracking messages, distribution channels, reach, and impact. It can also improve messaging 
coordination across key partners and help identify new messaging and dissemination opportunities.  
 

1. Identify audiences. 
Based on the objective and content scope, decide which audiences will receive the message and 
information. Audiences might include first responders and health care providers, public safety and law 
enforcement, community-based organizations and institutions, and/or the general public. 
 

2. Use data-informed decision-making to determine what information to include. Consider which 
elements are needed for effective messaging for the intended audience. Data elements could include 
program information (e.g., sources, locations, partners), recent findings, and emerging trends (e.g., 
drug and location). When reporting results, be sure to include information on: 
  

• Key findings on emerging trends, including important actionable items, and 
• Overdose prevention and response recommendations. 

 



 
3. Identify partners relevant to message content and/or distribution.  

Consider a partner mapping exercise [link to Partner Map] to identify or strengthen partnerships that 
support intended communications and strategies. Where appropriate, engage with partners to identify 
audiences, develop key messages, and disseminate communication. 
 

4. Select appropriate communication platforms. 
The media platforms you select will depend on the target audiences you are trying to reach, as well as 
how broadly you want to disseminate the messaging. Platforms could include community outreach by 
trusted messengers and partners, messaging through text or email systems, social media networks, 
websites, and video-sharing.  

 
5. Maintain a communication matrix. 

A Communication Matrix provides a framework for information management. It ensures that all public 
communication related to your overdose prevention program(s) are tracked in one place. This tool can 
be used to: 

 
• Identify elements needed for messages and relevant partners 
• Track communication and message formation, distribution, and impact 
• Improve internal and external communication by promoting cross-coordination. 

 
6. Assess communication impact. 

Assessing the impact of health communication after distribution is key to ensuring messages are 
effective and equitable. This can include tracking reach, engagement, and comprehension. Guiding 
questions might include:  

 

• Did the message reach the intended audience(s)? 

• Was messaging available and delivered in the trusted languages, formats, and by credible 
channels or messengers? 

• Did audiences understand the key points?  

• Did the message support decision-making or behavior change? 

• How did people respond or engage with information (e.g. clicks, shares, questions, feedback)? 

• Were there barriers that limited access or effectiveness for certain groups? 

• What did surveys, focus groups, or partners reveal about message clarity and usefulness? 
 

Regular evaluation can improve message design over time, ensure communication strategies remain 
responsive to community needs, and help to identify strengths and opportunities in message 
development, effectiveness and dissemination.  

 
Addressing misinformation 
When addressing overdose anomalies or sharing health information with public audiences, effective 
communication practices are essential to counter misinformation. Best practices include:  
 

• Providing clear, concise, and transparent messages that are grounded in credible, evidence-based 
sources.  

• Tailor the language to be accessible, while framing information in ways that resonate with community 
values and concerns.  

• Transparency builds trust. Acknowledge uncertainties honestly. 



 

• Proactively correct misinformation with empathy and facts.  

• Utilize multiple communication channels, where applicable, to maintain consistency across messaging 
and information. For example, utilize social media, local networks, and trusted community messengers 
to extend reach and reinforce credibility and foster reliability.  
 

Equity-centered messaging  
Equity-centered messaging in public health communication ensures health information is relevant, accessible, 
and trusted by tailoring content to language, culture, and community context. It emphasizes and safeguards 
respect, inclusiveness, and cultural relevance. 
Consider the following when crafting equity-centered messaging:  
 

• Tailor messages to the specific needs of subpopulations by considering language, literacy levels, 
cultural values, and unique risk profiles.  

• Collaborate with trusted leaders and organizations to co-create content, promote trust, and foster 
meaningful engagement. 

• Address unique risk profiles, barriers to access, and community strengths to make information more 
relevant and actionable. 

• Integrate lived experiences into messages, where appropriate, to enhance authenticity and build trust.  

• Consider words and messages that support community empowerment and engagement. 
 
Here is an illustrative example of communication messaging processes: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Visit the Toolkit Resources at odalerts.cste.org for examples of communication messaging. 
 

This resource is created for utilization with and within the Overdose Anomaly Toolkit, at 
https://odalerts.cste.org/. 

https://odalerts.cste.org/
https://odalerts.cste.org/

