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Subject:   Communications 
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Amended:  September 22, 2014 

  

Purpose Statement 

 

The need for clear, concise and fully understood emergency communications is of 

paramount importance in today’s public safety world. Fire and Police agencies, and our 

diverse partners in public safety, have to deal with routine day-to-day emergencies as 

well as major disasters and potential acts of terrorism within the communities we all 

serve. The horrific acts which occurred on September 11th, 2001, and the resulting 

problems which hampered the emergency efforts related to communications failures, has 

truly pointed out the need for an emergency communications template for all public 

safety providers to uniformly adhere to in an effort to ensure the safe operation by all 

responding personnel. The Washington Fire Chiefs have therefore developed a position 

paper related to emergency communications in an effort to improve continuity between 

public safety agencies, and to promote safety within every aspect of our operations. 

 

Recommendation: 

 

Communications at an emergency incident is more than just yelling out orders or 

commands. For communications to be effective, several important steps need to take 

place: 

 All involved parties must be aware that they are about to be communicated to or 

with, and must be prepared to receive and/or send clear and concise information; 

 Information may be given and received, but those involved must be assured that 

the information is understood; 

 Decisions will be based on information received and clearly understood. 

The communications process adopted by this position paper is one which works well 

within the confines of the Incident Command System (ICS) and the National Incident 

management System (NIMS). Further, it is the process which is taught at the National 

Fire Academy via the MCTO (Managing Company Tactical Operations) process as well 

as is the system utilized by many large communications centers within the State of 

Washington (Valley Communications Center in King County as an example).  

 

The communications process adopted by the Washington Fire Chiefs in this position 

paper involves a six-step process. Training in the use of the model makes 

communications a matter of habit, and will improve operational ability at an emergency 

scene. The six-step model is as follows: 
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Step 1: The sender formulates an idea that he/she wants to convey to another person. 

In other words, the sender must determine what they want to communicate. 

 It is very difficult to make a message clear to others until it is clear in your own 

mind. 

 The more information that is included, the greater chance that important parts will 

be lost. If it is necessary to send a long message, send it in manageable parts. 

  

Step 2: The sender must gain the attention of the intended receiver. In other words, 

the sender must utilize the process of “Hey You, It’s Me”. The sender must gain the 

attention of the intended receiver, while at the same time letting the receiver know who is 

trying to communicate with him/her. 

 An example of this would be as follows: “Command, Engine 62”. This scenario 

alerts the intended receiver (“Command”) first to get their attention, and then lets 

the receiver know who will be sending the message (“Engine 62”). 

 

Step 3: The intended receiver acknowledges to the sender that his/her attention will 

be on the message about to be delivered. In other words, the intended receiver 

acknowledges that they are alert and listening. 

 An example of this would be as follows: “Engine 62, Command”. This scenario 

alerts the sender (“Engine 62”) that the intended receiver (“Command”)  is paying 

attention and ready to receive the message. 

 

Step 4: The sender delivers the message through the intended medium in a short, 

concise and clear manner. In other words, the message is delivered either verbally 

(face-to-face or via radio communications), in a written format or visually (with hand 

signals or signs/symbols). 

 In the emergency communications world, most messages are either sent verbally 

(face-to-face or via radio communications), or through the use of signals. 

 The message should be clear and easily understood, especially when potential 

lives may be at stake. 

 

Step 5: The intended receiver receives and interprets the message. The intended 

receiver needs to pay strict attention to the message being delivered, and then must 

interpret the message as sent.  

 

Step 6: The receiver confirms that the message has been received and understood by 

providing feedback. In other words, the receiver lets the sender know that he/she has 

received the message and understands it.  

 If there is any confusion or misunderstanding, the receiver needs to let the sender 

know so that there is an opportunity for correction. 

 The sender should ask for feedback from the receiver if it is not provided. This 

ensures a thorough understanding and receipt of the message. 

 Radio traffic is reduced when the communication model is followed through 

confirmation of a received message, and understanding is gained through 

immediate feedback. 

 

The following illustrates a radio communication using the Six-Step Process: 

 Step 1: The sender, who is in command of the incident (identified as “Command” 

for radio purposes), wants the Engine 62 crew (identified as “Engine 62” for radio 



 3 

purposes) to ventilate the roof of a burning structure. The command officer 

formulates in his/her head what message they want conveyed. 

 

 Step 2: The sender gets the attention of the intended receiver using the “Hey You, 

It’s Me” framework of communications: “Engine 62, Command”.  

 

 Step 3: The intended receiver, Engine 62 in this case, acknowledges that they 

have been contacted and are ready to receive a message: “Command, Engine 

62” (again utilizing the “Hey You, It’s Me” methodology). 

 

 Step 4: The sender delivers the message in a clear and concise manner: “Engine 

62, ventilate the roof on side C”.  

 

 Step 5: The receiver hears and interprets the message sent by the sender. If the 

message is not understood, additional information or retransmission needs to take 

place in Step 6 via the feedback process. 

 

 Step 6: The receiver confirms that the message has been received and is clearly 

understood via feedback: “Engine 62 received, ventilate roof on C side”.  

 

This illustrates the six-step emergency communication model in process, which can 

therefore be utilized for any and all communications across all public safety entities in the 

State of Washington. It is this communication model which the Washington Fire Chiefs 

have adopted via this position paper.  

 

In addition to the communication model, the Washington Fire Chiefs discourages the use 

of “ten codes” (i.e. “10-7” or “10-19”). Instead, the Washington Fire Chiefs encourages 

the use of King’s English for all transmissions to ensure a full understanding is reached 

by all those involved in emergency communications. Such King’s English includes, but is 

not limited to, the following: 

 “Responding”…instead of “10-7” 

 “At the scene”…instead of “10-97” 

 “In Service”…instead of “10-8” 

 “Returning”…instead of “10-19” 

 

In addition, Washington State recognizes two different phonetic alphabets for public 

safety. For example most law enforcement use a system of Adam, Boy, Charlie...whereas 

most fire and federal agencies use a system of Alpha, Bravo, Charlie... This inconsistency 

and lack of standardization leads to misunderstanding and perhaps worse when it comes 

to public safety communications and the NIMS where clear, concise and universal 

language on the radio is required.  Similarly to the "hey you it’s me" issue, this matter 

should be considered and one system should be recommended statewide through the 

SIEC.  

 


