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suMMARY
This Fire Note explains the importance of a knowledge 
management system for the analysis and future development 
of bushfire communication products. it shows the potential 
that such a system offers to fire agencies, and outlines how the 
creation of a knowledge management system supports the Effective 
Communication: Communities and Bushfire project and broader 
bushfire research. 

ABOuT THIs PROJeCT
The Effective Communication: Communities and Bushfire project is 
part of the Bushfire CrC Communicating Risk program. The project explores community 
networks to analyse how they may facilitate the understanding of, and response to, 
bushfire communication. 

AuTHORs
dr Keith toh (right) and dr Meagan tyler, Centre  
for sustainable Organisations and Work, rMit university, 
Melbourne. for more information, contact  
keith.toh@rmit.edu.au 

  Communications products that have been collected from Western Australia, Victoria, tasmania 
and New south Wales.

BACKGROuND
Communication products are significant 
assets to an organisation. One of the aims of 
the Effective Communication: Communities 
and Bushfire project is to investigate 
and assist in shaping communication 
strategies, as well as educational programs, 
key messages and delivery modes to help 
increase bushfire preparedness. Part of 
the research to fulfil this aim has been 
the collection and analysis of bushfire 
communication products from a variety of 
agencies across Australia.

initially, the collection of products took 
place during fieldwork in Victoria. during 
interviews and field visits, agencies 
provided samples of material that had 
been distributed to residents. residents 
interviewed as part of the case studies 
also pointed to the bushfire preparedness 
material they had received from agencies, 
and gave accounts of the sources of their 
knowledge. The collection process also 
captured letters from a state Premier and the 
fire services Commissioner. This collection 
of bushfire communication products 
reflected the form of public engagement and 
circumstances in which the communication 
products were usually deployed. 

The range of communication products 
identified included dVds, information 
pamphlets, bumper stickers, refrigerator 
magnets and presentations during public 
meetings. This initial research provided 
a snapshot of the broad range of bushfire 
communication products in use. following 
the success of the Victorian pilot study, 
a systematic approach was developed to 
collect bushfire communication products 
across Australia. This extension has allowed 
for a more complete collection process and 
allowed for the comparison of materials across 
agencies and localities.

MAKING KNOwleDGe VIsIBle 
COlleCTING AND COllATING BusHfIRe 
COMMuNICATION PRODuCTs

DefINITION
Bushfire 
communication 
products are 
all forms of 
communication 
between agencies 
and residents in 
regard to bushfire.
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Data collection
The methods used in the data collection 
process involved: directly approaching 
agencies; collection during fieldwork visits; 
and searches of newspapers and agency 
websites. As the case studies are based in 
Western Australia, Victoria, tasmania and 
New south Wales, communications products 
were mainly collected during field research 
in these localities. This field based approach 
had the advantage that it identified both the 
formally endorsed products of the agencies 
and the informal products that might have 
been tailored within a local area. 

Outside the four selected states, collection of 
the communication material was achieved by 
approaching agencies. Therefore, the collection of 
materials for localities outside the selected states 
contains only the structured agency products, 
rather than any informally developed products.

The importance of collecting and collating 
bushfire communication products has been 
highlighted during interviews with agency 
personnel conducted by the project team. it 
was determined, with significant input from 
the project’s lead end user John schauble 
of the fire services Commissioner’s office 
(Victoria), that the collection and collation 
of communication products would form not 
only the basis for further research, but could 
potentially provide a useful repository for 
agencies to more easily compare and contrast 
the approaches of colleagues in other areas.

engaging agencies in data collection
Agencies approached for their communication 
products included the Country fire Authority 
in Victoria, the department of fire and 
emergency services in Western Australia 
and the New south Wales rural fire service. 
state governments, local governments and 
government-run health services were also 
approached. Agencies expressed positive 
responses to the project and willingly 
provided materials, although some 
jurisdictions noted that collecting materials 
was a time consuming task, demonstrating the 
amount of material available. 

interestingly, the collection of the products 
included out-dated material, a situation that 
arises because many local brigades store 
bundles of printed material and use these 
when the opportunities arise. even though 
new versions of the text may be issued, it was 
often seen as a waste to throw out the old (out-
dated) material. The circulation of out-dated 
material may also be compounded by the use 
of products that commonly do not carry a date 
stamp or formal unique identification to assist 
in version control. it is hoped the identification 
of these issues and development of a more 
formal repository for bushfire communications 
products may help to address this.

  An example of some of the communication products collected.

DeVelOPMeNT Of A 
COMMuNICATIONs RePOsITORY – 
THe GRID
The collection of a range of bushfire 
communications products in 2011 has led 
to the establishment of a repository to house 
and catalogue the materials. details of the 
communication products were maintained 
initially using a Microsoft excel spreadsheet. 
hard copies of the communication products 
were scanned and stored electronically and 
where the product was too large for scanning, 
a photograph was taken. The spreadsheet 
provides a basic system of indexes; each entry 
was linked to the relevant communication 
product. in effect, this provides a rudimentary 
document management system using the 
spreadsheet headings as categorisation 
tools or metadata. This allows for tagging of 
products with specific themes and will enable 
more useful and targeted searching of the 
tool in the future. to indicate the spreadsheet 
and collection of materials is now more than 
just a database, it is known as ‘The Bushfire 
Communication Grid’ (the Grid).

from this coding it is clear the Grid not 
only allows users to see the content of 
the communication products, but also 
provide documentation of inter-agency 
cooperation and development of content 
and key messages. The Grid also shows 
the history of the development of bushfire 
preparedness messages and the evolution of a 
communication strategy.

The Grid is highly significant to the Effective 
Communication: Communities and Bushfire 
project because the research team believes 

these communication products form the 
backbone of an effective communication 
campaign. This is the case whether the 
products are sent to residents, or used as part 
of an on-going community development 
process such as a Bushfire ready Action 
Group or Community fireguard. The 
collection of products also gives insight into 
the organisational processes that underpin 
the development of the messages and the 
products. The research has shown that this 
process differs across states and territories and 
may range from the well-coordinated to the 
inadequately resourced.

Categorising and analysing the collection
The communication products were indexed 
and classified using the following categories 
(metaheadings):
Campaign: identifies products that are used 
in significant communication programs. The 
most common were the ‘Prepare, Act, survive’ 
branded products, which since 2009 have 
been used in the wider media campaign with 
the same slogan.
scheme: is used where products are 
deployed in sub-campaigns, under a parent 
or overarching campaign. This classification 
came about where communication products 
were packaged and distributed at a local level, 
such as a local schools initiative, or ‘farm 
firewise’.
Originating agency: identifies the agency/s 
associated with the products, in terms of 
visible branding. Often, this would be the lead 
fire agency in conjunction with the relevant 
state government. Other notable originating 
agencies were the Victorian department of 
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human services (Preparing Your Mind to 
deal with the Bushfire season) and NsW 
health (inhalation of Bush fire smoke safety 
fact sheet).
Target audience: is used to identify instances 
where material was developed for specific 
demographic groups, e.g. women in south 
Australia’s firey Women program, or older 
and disabled residents in the New south 
Wales program Assist infirm disabled and 
elderly residents and Queensland’s senior 
and safer programs. 
form (mode/media): is used to identify the 
form or mode of delivery, which included 
printed text, radio, television, dVd, Cd, 
telephone, agency websites, social media, 
community meetings, bumper stickers, game 
boards and even local puppet shows.

usING THe GRID fOR ReseARCH 
PuRPOses
The digitised collection of communication 
products were also imported into the NVivo 
program, which provided researchers a more 
sophisticated platform for data analysis. 
The main advantage of using NVivo over a 
spreadsheet is that it allows more in-depth 
data analysis and coding. The analysis and 
development of a coding framework leads 
to a hierarchy of meaningful codes that may 
be used in a term taxonomy or a thesaurus 
in a knowledge management system. in the 
parlance of social networking environments, 
these codes or terms would be known as ‘tags’. 

The result of the data collection is a significant 
repository that the research team believes is 
the first extensive and systematic assembly 
of bushfire communication products across 
Australia. This will enable a thorough analysis 
and overview of bushfire communication 
in Australia and will help to form the 
background and context for the educational 
package component of this project.

ANAlYsIs AND eVIDeNCe 
Of COllABORATION IN THe 
DeVelOPMeNT Of COMMuNICATION 
PRODuCTs
The bushfire communication products and 
participant interviews from the case studies 
provided insight into how communication 
programs are developed. historically, 
communication products were developed 
separately by individual jurisdictions with 
little cross-pollination of ideas between 
various states and territories. since the 
formation of the Australia fire and 
emergency services Authorities Council 
(AfAC) in 1993, there has been a notable 
increase in collaboration across jurisdictions, 
facilitated through AfAC groups and general 
professional relationships between subject 
matter experts across agencies. This has 
culminated in the overt convergence to the 

‘Prepare, Act, survive’ material – a process 
driven initially through a national workshop. 
Complementary to this national initiative, 
individual agencies develop and produce their 
own communication products tailored to their 
specific jurisdictional needs.

Through the use of the Grid, the fire ready 
Victoria strategy (2004-2007) was identified 
as a worthwhile example of collaboration in 
the development of bushfire communication 
products. 

from 2004 onwards, the CfA, the department 
of sustainability and environment, and the 
Metropolitan fire and emergency services 
Board, led by the fire ready executive 
Group, were brought together through the 
fire ready Victoria strategy to provide joint 
education and information programs, as 
well as contributing their own education and 
information activities. 

On another level, recognising the range of 
other agencies with an interest in bushfire 

preparedness and communication, the 
Victorian fire Communications taskforce 
was initiated, coordinated by the strategic 
Communications Branch of the department 
of Justice. The purpose of the fire 
Communications taskforce was explained 
during research interviews as:

“… bring[ing] together all of the 
agencies across government’s 
communications people that were 
putting out messages to sort of say, let’s 
have a handle on what messages you’re 
putting out there.” (interview data, ViC, 
2011).

As demonstrated in this example, there 
are different priorities between strategic 
communications and the communication of 
information and education messages designed 
to effect long-term changes in community 
behaviour and these may be reflected 
in different approaches to inter-agency 
collaboration. While the Victorian case study 
showed how a multi-agency communication 
program was formed, there was also the uptake 
of the lessons learnt from one state to another. 

The process of knowledge discovery across 
the states primarily occurs through the AfAC 
Community education or Community safety 
Groups. here agency representatives from 
around the country meet and discuss best 
practice and formulate agreed positions. 
The Grid will hopefully further facilitate this 
process. The team’s research indicates that this 
process is not yet supported by a centralised 
index of available documents and text, and 
that documents remain in individual archives 
or libraries, where they are often hidden and 
inaccessible. This shared knowledge may not 
be available to communication teams.

There were, however, some examples of 
informal comparison and collaboration, 

  figure 1: Analysis of the digitised Communication Products. 

eND useR sTATeMeNT

While essentially a by-product of the 
research process, the collection of a data 
set of communications tools and artefacts 
on this scale has never been undertaken 
before in the context of bushfire – or 
possibly any other community safety 
context. The Grid is potentially a rich 
resource for both researchers and 
practitioners seeking to understand how 
communities learn about fire and how 
governments and agencies can and do 
shape that dialogue. 

– John schauble, Manager Policy and 
Planning, fire services Commissioner, 
Victoria
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fire Note is published jointly by the  
Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre 
(Bushfire CRC) and the Australasian fire 
and emergency service Authorities Council 
(AfAC). This fire Note is prepared from 
available research at the time of publication 
to encourage discussion and debate. The 
contents of the fire Note do not necessarily 
represent the views, policies, practices or 
positions of any of the individual agencies 
or organisations who are stakeholders of the 
Bushfire CRC.

Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre
Level 5/340 Albert street 
east Melbourne ViC 3002
telephone: 03 9412 9600 
www.bushfirecrc.com

Bushfire CrC is a national research centre in the 
Cooperative research Centre (CrC) program, formed 
in partnership with fire and land management agencies 
in 2003 to undertake end-user focused research.
Bushfire CrC Limited ABN: 71 103 943 755

Australasian fire and emergency service 
Authorities Council
Level 5/340 Albert street 
east Melbourne ViC 3002
telephone: 03 9419 2388 
www.afac.com.au

AfAC is the peak representative body for fire, 
emergency services and land management agencies 
in the Australasia region. it was established in 1993 
and has 35 full and 10 affiliate member organisations.

across jurisdictions, within the team’s 
interview data. for instance, one respondent 
explained how some of their agency’s 
communication products were developed:

“so i did a bit of an environmental 
scan with all the other fire agencies 
around their publications and then 
we chose ours to be modelled around 
tasmania’s. Then we looked at - okay 
well this is tasmania. What are the gaps 
we know about, what’s the research 
telling us, what’s come out of the royal 
Commission that people were asking 
for?” (interview data, WA, 2011).

Again, it is hoped that the Grid will 
further facilitate this kind of work 
and enable agency personnel to more 
easily access and compare existing 
communication strategies and products 
across all states and territories.

fuTuRe DIReCTIONs
The Grid is a valuable resource for both 
agencies and researchers, capturing a 
snapshot of historical and current bushfire 
communication products. The range of 
information and the modes of delivery are 
extensive and the knowledge base on which 
this rests should never be lost.

through a content and knowledge 
management system, agencies would be 
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able to effectively manage this significant 
asset in the form of their communication 
products. through content tagging, or 
metadata, agencies that produce this 
information may capture and highlight the 
context that led to the development of a 
particular product and the circumstances 
under which it was deployed. in a historical 
sense, the release of the communication 
products may be evaluated against other 
incident repositories on a longitudinal 
basis, providing further information on the 
success of a program and the accompanying 
communication material. designers of the 

uNIQue IDeNTIfICATION
fOR DOCuMeNTs
One of the major capabilities 
offered by the use of a knowledge 
management system would be to 
ensure that documents are version 
controlled, thereby enabling out-
dated text to be tracked, marked 
as deprecated or recalled. An 
example of this may be seen in 
figure 2, taken from a particular 
bushfire communication product 
found in the collection.

  figure 2: Agency specific 
unique identification.
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products may also capture aspects of 
the campaign such as lessons learnt or 
even failures and successes in behaviour 
change. 

it is envisaged that the ability to tag 
communication products will provide 
the capacity to identify or tag documents 
or text with issues being addressed, 
e.g. gender, community. Bushfire safety 
concepts may be identified by tagging the 
text with concepts such as ‘neighbourhood 
safer place’, ‘cleaning’ or ‘maintenance’. 
end users would be able to capture the 
program specific data such as the release 
of the text through campaign tags, e.g. 
‘Prepare, Act, survive’.

The feedback regarding the time 
imposition of the collection process for 
agencies may further indicate the need 
for the greater uptake of content and 
knowledge management practice in 
the development and management of 
communication products. With the use 
of knowledge and content management 
tools, such as the Grid, information about 
what is in circulation and what has been 
produced can be made readily available. 
This helps to make knowledge visible and 
provides a useful basis on which to build 
further communication strategies for 
bushfire preparedness.
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