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Purpose & Context
This plan was developed to support the City and its partners to communicate proactively, clearly, and consistently with Monroe residents about homelessness. It aims to dispel misinformation around this complex and charged issue. It also provides guidance for when and how to respond to social media posts and will include supportive web content once the main plan is approved. 
This plan was informed by communications best practices, research regarding general public response to homelessness, a review of existing materials and social media content produced by and about the City of Monroe, comments provided at the HPAC Open House, and conversations with City staff and HPAC members, including: 
· Bridgette Tuttle, HPAC Member 
· Debbie Willis, Administrative Bureau Director
· Deborah Knight, City Administrator 
· Geoffrey Thomas, Mayor
· Jeff Jolley, Chief of Police
· Rachel Adams, HPAC Member
· Ryan Irving, Deputy Chief of Police 
Goals & Audiences 
The activities outlined in this plan are designed to reach Monroe residents (whether housed or unhoused), and business owners. Our communications goals for 2020 include the following. Monroe residents and business owners … 
· Have a reality-based and unexaggerated understanding of homelessness in Monroe. 
· Understand what the City is doing to ensure public safety and to help people experiencing homelessness. 
· Understand individual constitutional rights and the City’s legal limitations. 
· Understand the varied and systemic factors that can lead to homelessness. 
· Feel heard and know what to do if they … 
· Feel threatened or unsafe.
· Are experiencing homelessness and need help.
· Want to help someone who does not have a home.   
There are also broader goals that were discussed by City staff, including decreasing the number of encampments, reducing property crime, and increasing the number of people who receive services and housing. These are important goals that will be addressed as the City moves forward on the HPAC recommendations. This plan aims to build a foundation for future campaigns to seek funding and support to implement those recommendations. 
Approach
Shifting the narrative to fact-based information about homelessness in Monroe is a complicated task because public perception may be rooted in emotions and beliefs rather than facts. Those who are housed have any number of reactions to someone experiencing homelessness – fear, guilt, shame, anger, empathy, helplessness, frustration – and thus, our communications must address those base responses as well as providing clear and accurate information. 
Ambassadors
Ambassadors will be everyday Monroe residents and business owners who represent a cross-section of the area and collaborate with a member of the City staff. Ambassadors will carry the City’s message and bolster it with their own stories and experiences, dispelling misinformation – whether over coffee or on social media. 
The ambassador group should start with the existing HPAC members who are already incredibly knowledgeable about homelessness and who led a successful and well-attended open house. HPAC members could recruit others to join, focusing on under-represented groups and community leaders – ultimately building a team of 20-40 people. 
The group should be formally trained and supported with:
· Consistent messaging that is adaptable so ambassadors can speak with their authentic voices
· Constructive conversation training and practice (e.g. active listening, acknowledging the other person’s point of view and empathizing with their experience, sharing how your own experience is different, etc.) 
· Storytelling training and practice, so ambassadors are ready with examples that resonate
· Opportunities to learn from police officers, service providers, and people experiencing homelessness 
· Criteria and guidelines for when to walk away from a conversation that is unproductive 
Ideally, ambassadors would meet quarterly after their initial training to support one another, share success stories and challenges, and come up with new approaches. 
Consistent Outbound Communications
In addition to the ambassadors, the City of Monroe and nonprofit partners should increase its own proactive storytelling. This effort has already begun with regular social media posts, media coverage of the outreach team, the HPAC Open House, and the Monroe This Week newsletter. We recommend building on this and diversifying the types of stories that are shared, including stories and social media posts that:
· Highlight bright spots and successes from the City’s Outreach Team and other service providers 
· Share steps people can take if they feel threatened or unsafe, if they’re worried about their business, if they are experiencing homelessness and need help, or if they want to help someone who is unsheltered
· Demonstrate what it means to be a Monroe community member (e.g. a “We are all Monroe” series from HPAC members and ambassadors that highlights why they are involved in solving homelessness) 
· Combat stereotypes of people experiencing homelessness by featuring them – with their consent and input – as people, not just circumstances (Facing Homelessness does this well) 
· Highlight the City’s good work to ensure public safety, without stigmatizing those experiencing homelessness
The City is currently using Facebook (City of Monroe, Monroe Police Department, and community-led You Had Me at Monroe), Twitter, Monroe This Week, word of mouth, flyers, events, and their website to reach their audience. These are a good start and once they are fully populated, it may make sense to explore other channels that are informed by audience input (e.g. survey Monroe community members about how they would like to hear from the City). 
Once this plan is finalized, EnviroIssues will provide graphic design support to ensure all City communications about homelessness have a consistent look and feel. We will also make recommendations for photographs and imagery. 
Volunteer and Learning Opportunities 
Many people shut down when confronted with the complex challenges of homelessness. Research shows that individuals are more willing to help if there’s just one person in need. But when there are hundreds or thousands of people to help, they feel overwhelmed. How could they possibly make a difference? So why do anything at all? 
It is important to fight this feeling of helplessness – which can quickly turn to anger and frustration – by giving people simple things to do: 
· Promote volunteer events with local shelters and service providers. 
· Share opportunities for people to donate food, essential items, or money to local shelters and service providers.
· Post reading lists and organize book clubs or discussion sessions where people can learn about systemic causes of homelessness and how to advocate for change. The Monroe library could be a good partner in this. 
· Encourage housed Monroe residents to smile at, acknowledge, or say hello to their unsheltered neighbors. 
That last bullet won’t resonate with everyone, but it can have a humanizing effect. It’s harder to condemn a group of people when they have faces and names. It’s also important to ask people who are experiencing homelessness what would be helpful to them – what are they hoping for from their neighbors? 
Annual Report 
Producing and distributing an annual report could be an excellent way for the City to report back to community members, particularly if the HPAC recommendations are implemented using public funds. It doesn’t need to be long or complex – in fact, shorter and simpler will be more successful. The report could include:
· One or two success stories 
· Data that demonstrates how the City has made progress, e.g. the number of people successfully housed as compared to previous years thanks to new programs and investments
· Lessons learned and plans for the coming year
To keep it manageable, the report could be a compilation of existing stories and data. (It’s okay to repeat stories!) The report could be produced for print, the web, or as a short video. 
Foundational Web Content
While most Monroe community members will not spontaneously visit the City of Monroe’s webpages on homelessness, it is important to provide foundational messaging that serves as a resource for City staff and ambassadors (e.g. easy links to share in response to public concerns). This web content should include core messages about the City’s beliefs and approach, answers to frequently asked questions, stories that demonstrate the City’s efforts, stories and data that combat stereotypes and misperceptions about homelessness, and resources for those seeking help. 
Managing Social Media Comments
State a Clear Policy 
The first step in managing social media comments is posting a clear policy around conduct and language. The City of Monroe may have this already, but it was not readily accessible. Here is an example of a comment policy. 
Assign Roles
Identify who will be responsible for monitoring and responding to comments. Here is one option:
· Assign a City staff member and two alternates to monitor social media comments daily.
· Identify a team of 6-12 ambassadors who are available to provide supportive comments or help dispel misinformation when needed. 
· Create a schedule so not all ambassadors need to be on call all the time (e.g. weekly rotations of three). 


Establish Criteria 
Establish clear criteria for when and how to respond. Here are some guidelines:











Please note that this applies to City of Monroe social media sites, not to private Facebook groups. It is prudent to monitor private groups, but do not engage. 
Draw on Existing Resources 
When the assigned person encounters a comment that needs a response (based on the criteria above):
· Review existing web content, FAQ, and key messages to inform response. 
· Respond with relevant content and a link if helpful within one to three business days (if possible)
· If the comment is charged and could benefit from community confirmation, alert the ambassadors on-call and ask them to chime in with their experience to help shift the tenor of the conversation. 
· Reminder about negative posts:
· Treat negative comments and posts just as you would if you were talking face to face.
· Respond to negative posts with a positive tone. Thank people for sharing their concerns or opinions.
· You do not need to respond to every criticism or barb.

	City of Monroe Homelessness Communication Plan: Summary Table

	Audiences
	Goals
	Key Messages
	Messengers
	Potential Activities & Channels

	Monroe residents and business owners 
	Understand what the City is doing to increase public safety and to help people experiencing homelessness. 
	We believe that everyone in Monroe deserves to feel safe and supported. Our officers and Outreach Team are out every day, working to reduce crime and connect our unhoused neighbors with services and resources. 
[False belief to overcome: The City of Monroe isn’t doing anything to address homeless. They’re letting our city die, just like Seattle.]
	City of Monroe
	City webpages that describe ongoing efforts
Weekly social media updates (e.g. featured outreach stat, opportunity for Monroe residents to volunteer) 
Police blotter that tracks responses to public safety or disturbance and Outreach Team connections 

	
	
	
	Outreach Team 
	Weekly bright spots: short personal reports that celebrate a success from the field (share on social media and embed on the website) 

	
	
	
	Ambassadors
	Share above bright spots and other updates through personal social media and conversations.

	
	Have a reality-based and unexaggerated understanding of homelessness in Monroe.
	There are many factors that contribute to someone losing their home: the gap between wages and rising rents, illness or injury, domestic violence, struggles with addiction and/or mental health.  
The City of Monroe is working hard to help our unsheltered neighbors while holding them accountable for the steps they need to take. 
Criminal activity is not tolerated, but keep in mind that it is not a crime to be homeless. 
[False belief to overcome: The homeless are lazy and milking the system, they’re robbing our neighbors, exposing our kids to drugs, harassing shoppers, destroying our businesses – and the City is doing nothing about.]
	Ambassadors
	Weekly stories and stats (e.g. % of working people who experience homelessness, $100 rent increase = X% increase in homelessness) that educate and combat stereotypes and misconceptions.
Conversations with other Monroe community members to dispel misinformation. Acknowledge their feelings and what is true in their statement. Ask questions. Share personal experiences and real-life stories to challenge and replace their narrative. Don’t rely on data alone – a false story must be replaced with a more powerful true story. 
Respond to comments on social media using consistent messages (in your authentic language) and share links to relevant webpages to dispel misinformation.

	
	
	
	City of Monroe
	City webpages that describe varied and systemic roots of homelessness, dispelling myths and inviting empathy. Content should also clarify that homelessness can look very different from person to person. For instance, there are people who experience chronic homelessness, who are very visible, and sometimes refuse services. However, many people experiencing homelessness are hidden, but are none-the-less affected by stereotypes and need help. 

	Monroe residents or business owners who are frustrated that the City doesn’t arrest people who panhandle or live in public spaces
	Understand individual constitutional rights and the City’s legal limitations. 
	Every person in Monroe has constitutional rights. It is not a crime to be homeless and panhandling is protected as free speech. However, aggressive behavior or blocking someone’s path is not legal. If you experience this, please call 911.  
	City of Monroe
	City website (homelessness FAQ, police department pages) 
Flyers delivered to Monroe businesses 
Responses to social media and public comments

	
	
	
	Ambassadors
	Responses to social media and conversations with fellow Monroe community members 

	Monroe residents or business owners who are frustrated and scared of people experiencing homelessness
	Feel heard and know what to do if they feel threatened or unsafe. 
	Everyone in Monroe deserves to feel safe and supported. If you feel threatened, please call 911.  
	City of Monroe
	City website (homelessness FAQ, police department pages) 
Flyers delivered to Monroe businesses 
Responses to social media and public comments

	
	
	
	Ambassadors
	Responses to social media and in conversations with fellow Monroe community members 

	Monroe business owners or employees who are affected by homelessness
	Feel seen and know what to do to reduce crime.
	Thriving businesses are a vital part of our community. Please take these steps to reduce crime: (e.g. lock dumpsters, provide bright lighting, report trespassing) 
	City of Monroe
	City website (homelessness FAQ, police department pages) 
Flyers delivered to Monroe businesses 

	Monroe residents who are experiencing homelessness
	Feel supported and know where and how to find help. 
	Everyone in Monroe is welcome. If you need help, please call 211 or contact Take the Next Step. 
	City of Monroe
	City website 
Flyers in public places (e.g. libraries) 
Resource card (see an example from Redmond) 
Conversations with partner agencies and organizations to ensure everyone is sharing the same information 

	Monroe residents or business owners who tend towards empathy for people experiencing homelessness 
	Understand the varied and systemic factors that can lead to homelessness and are willing to help. 
	Monroe is a place where we help each other. Together we can ensure all our neighbors are supported, housed, thriving, and accountable for their actions. 
	Ambassadors
	“We Are All Monroe” social media series: bi-weekly post from an ambassador sharing why they do what they do to support people experiencing homelessness (could be a personal story, a recent experience, a video clip, a question, a quote, a call to action, or something they learned, etc.) 
Embed rotating ambassador stories on website. 
Ambassador led book clubs, discussion sessions, and service days (or recruitment for local volunteer opportunities with service providers).

	
	
	
	City of Monroe
	Website with information about systemic factors and the varied ways people can lose their home. 
Share posts, stories, volunteer opportunities, and events from service providers.

	
	
	
	People experiencing homelessness
	“We Are All Monroe” series: Posts by people or that feature people who are experiencing or have experienced homelessness – ensure that you have consent, that the post is about a whole person (with hobbies, dreams, favorite foods, etc.), not a condition, and that it challenges stereotypes.  

	Monroe residents or business owners who want to help
	Feel less helpless and know how they can make a difference. 
	We all have a part to play in ending homelessness. Here’s how you can help: [e.g. donate to or volunteer/partner with a homelessness service provider, hand out resource care]
	City of Monroe
	Share posts, stories, volunteer opportunities, and events from service providers.

	
	
	
	Ambassadors
	Share volunteer opportunities, fundraising drives, and events from service providers.
Resource card (see an example from Redmond) 






Post or comment


Can you concur? If so, let 
stand, like or respond.


Trolls
Bashing, ranting or degrading


Monitor only. Consider engaging amabassadors.


Violates comment policy? Archive, then inform, then delete.


Misinformed? 
Erroneous facts?


Unhappy constituent with a legitmate complaint


Kindly fix the facts.


Apologize, resolve if possible.
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