
 

1. Summary, conclusion and recommendations 

1.1 Background and set-up of the survey  
 

Introduction 

In recent years the Dutch government has developed a new warning and alarm system for crises and 

emergencies. Called NL-Alert, it uses cell broadcast techniques, meaning that messages are sent 

through the radio masts of cellphone providers. To receive NL-Alert messages you need  a correctly 

adjusted cellphone. The aim is to use NL-Alert for sending short and clear alarm messages. The system 

is intended to be supplementary to existing alarm systems. 

Towards the end of 2011 the Dutch government wants to make a decision about the introduction of NL-

Alert. The decision will be partly dependent on various tests. This survey on people’s thinking and 

perception is part of these, together with three practical tests. 

The survey focuses on the actual reception of NL-Alert messages, the willingness to act and the general 

perception of and attitude towards this kind of crisis communication.  

 

Definition of objective and questions 

The object of this survey is to provide insight into the extent that people can receive messages through 

NL-Alert and how they think about this sort of warning system.  

The survey is focussed on the following research questions: 

1. To what extent do people receive a message through NL-Alert? 

2. What perception do people have of NL- Alert, regarding the message itself as well as compared with 

the traditional system of warning through sirens?  

3. To what extent do people intend to follow the action perspective that is given through NL-Alert? 

 

Carrying out the survey 

The survey was carried out in de period July - September 2011. It consisted of an on-line questionnaire 

among a cross section of the Dutch population, three test panels, and group interviews with Dutch 

people.  

• To gain insight into the signal reception of NL-Alert and the accompanying relevant factors 

practical tests on NL-Alert were carried out in Rotterdam, The Hague and Enschede. Three test 

panels helped to establish to what extent the test messages were actually noted and read. A total 

of 462 panel members participated in the survey by completing an on-line questionnaire shortly 

after the test messages were sent.  

• To get a picture of the expected public support for NL-Alert an on-line questionnaire was carried out 

among a sample survey of more than 450 Dutch people.  

• Following this questionnaire the results were looked at more deeply in three group interviews. The 

purpose of these interviews was to obtain additional qualitative information to give more depth to the 

results.



 
 

1.2 Most important results and conclusions 
The three research questions refer to the general attitude and public support for NL-Alert (question 2), 

the expected signal reception (question 1) and the expected effectiveness (question 3) of this method of 

warning. The most important results and conclusions are summarized below. 

 

1. The on-line questionnaire shows that the new method of warning through cellphones is 

broadly based among the Dutch population. Almost nine out of ten people are favourable to 

NL-Alert. Most of the people are prepared to make the cellphone adjustment in order to receive 

possible messages. The majority consider it important that it is standard for all new 

cellphones to be able to receive NL-Alert messages.1 However, it is not yet clear what facilities 

are possible and how the method will be implemented in practice.  

2. Dutch people consider the added value of warning through cellphones as additional to the 

warning systems already in existence. The on-line questionnaire and the group interviews 

show that the added value can be expected for the following issues in particular:   

• The fact that NL-Alert messages both warn and inform is appealing. It is expected that this 

combination  of warning and informing will result in people actually taking action and 

taking the requested safety measures. 

• Warning through cellphones is considered to suit today’s lifestyle and media use. It is 

expected that young people in particular will be reached better through NL-Alert than 

through other means.  

• NL-Alert is expected to be of added value in situations where other means of warning do not 

work or are limited. 

3. People consider NL-Alert to be more an addition to means of warning already in existence 

rather than a replacement. The on-line questionnaire shows that many people feel the need to 

verify whether a cellphone message is right and relevant by checking another source such as 

the internet, radio or television. This will surely be the case shortly after a possible 

introduction. The instrument must first prove itself and then public confidence will grow. 

4. People want NL-Alert to be used selectively, in particular when there is a major emergency 

with immediate physical threats. Using NL-Alert too broadly may have negative effects. People 

find it difficult to indicate the boundaries, but warn that using NL-Alert when there is no 

immediate threat will harm people’s confidence in NL-Alert and their willingness to act 

according to the instructions. Concerning the contents of the warning people expect that the 

messages will indicate clearly the nature of the risk  and to what region the alarm applies. If 

these conditions are met people will consider the messages more desirable than annoying.  

5. NL-Alert can only reach people who are within the broadcasting area when the message is sent 

as well as people who possess a cellphone adjusted to receive cell-broadcast messages. At this 

time (October 2011) these adjustments have been implemented as standard on a very small 

number of cellphones. Very few people make the adjustment on their own initiative. The 

potential range is therefore very small.  

6. The future range of NL-Alert - if it is introduced - will depend on many technical and human 

factors. The practical tests in July and August show a number of practical shortcomings and 

points of interest which might be important when NL-Alert is introduced. 

These shortcomings are partly technical:  

• In several tests it appeared that it was not possible to have the messages sent 

simultaneously through all providers and networks. Moreover during one test it was not 

clear whether the messages had actually been sent and another attempt was necessary. It 

was also not clear whether the message had been received throughout the entire 

broadcasting area. 

• Not every cellphone can receive NL-Alert messages. 

                                                                 
1  Based on the survey among the public. 



 
• Certain technical features of the NL-Alert message such as not being stored, bad audibility, 

and closing by accident might result in the NL-Alert message not being read in time or not 

being read at all.  

The survey among the public and the practical tests both showed various risks of failure on the 

side of the target group. The main ones:  

• Not everyone can be reached through cellphones. Some people have no cellphone at all or 

not a suitable one. Moreover not all cellphone owners have their phone switched on or at 

hand. 

• Most people manage to adjust their cellphone for receiving NL-Alert messages with clear 

instructions. However there is a group of people who cannot manage this, even with some 

help, or who consider adjusting their cellphones too great a barrier.  

• A part of the target group did not receive the message, despite adjusting the cellphone 

correctly. Sometimes this was due to ignoring the cellphone or to it being switched off. 

Moreover, in some cases, the message appeared not to get through for technical reasons.  

• Received messages are not noticed, or only after some time.  

• Some of the people who read the message in time will fail to assess the content at its true 

value and/or will not follow the given instructions.  

7. On the basis of the research results the technical shortcomings and risks of failure can be 

quantified to a certain extent. Using this quantification of the risks of failure it is possible to 

estimate the range of the warning method.  In this research it is roughly known which part of 

the Dutch population can be reached. Moreover figures are available relating to the part of the 

population that is willing to adjust their cellphones for receiving NL-Alert, should the Dutch 

government decide to introduce this method of alarm. The practical tests provided information 

about which part of the panel members did not succeed in adjusting their cellphones, even 

with instructions. An important outcome of the practical tests is that one out of three 

participants who were present in the testing area and possessed an adjusted cellphone 

actually saw the message on their own cellphone. Of those, almost half read the message 

within ten minutes and were prepared to act as instructed. Assuming that more than half of the 

population will adjust their cellphones, should the NL-Alert be introduced, less than one out of 

ten people present will be reached.  

 

This is no more than an indicative approach and possibly overrated by the research set-up with 

a motivated panel. In future practice it will be different, with a possibly lower range. On the 

other hand, people receiving the message pass it on to others. Therefore many more people 

are eventually informed.   

1.3 Some recommendations 
There is a large social basis for NL-Alert as new alarm method. To use and to retain this basis it is 

important to take the general expectations of NL-Alert into account when the choice must be made 

about introducing NL-Alert. If the expectations cannot be met the basis may decrease. To introduce NL-

Alert in such a way that it will be generally accepted as an alarm method, we make some 

recommendations based on the results. These recommendations help the Dutch Ministry of Safety and 

Justice in its choice about introducing NL-Alert.  

 

• Keep developing the transmitting infrastructure. 

 

The tests show that not all providers were able to send the NL-Alert message in time. Moreover it 

appeared to be impossible to send the message through specific types of networks. The technical range 

of an NL-Alert message is thus limited in practice. Our recommendation is to continue to improve the 

transmitting infrastructure in future. Of course a fully working transmitting infrastructure can in no way 

be guaranteed, but the present limitations are so broad that further development remains important.  



 
 

• Establish for what purposes NL-Alert will be used. 

 

To make optimal use of NL-Alert as alarm method it is important to consider beforehand the purposes 

for which the method will be implemented. This does not mean that a distinction must be made 

between situations to use or not use NL-Alert, but that a guideline must be developed which can help to 

make the choice to make use of NL-Alert as a warning tool. Such a guideline will also make it easier for 

message-receivers to sense in which situations an NL-Alert message can be expected.  

 

• Make adjusting the cellphones as simple as possible.  

 

People felt differently about adjusting the cellphone for receiving NL-Alert messages. Their feelings 

depend partly on the type of cellphone they have, but are also personal. The aim should be to make 

adjusting each cellphone that can receive cell-broadcast as easy as possible. The questionnaires and 

the group interviews produced various suggestions for this. In addition to on-line support people 

mentioned the possibility of meetings in their area or neighbourhood, adjustment support in phone 

shops and the possibility to download the adjustments through their provider.  

Moreover the perception seems not to tally with the reality. Many people think beforehand that 

adjustment must be difficult.  The owners of some older cellphones also wrongly think that their 

cellphones cannot receive NL-Alert messages.2 Therefore it is important to make the barrier as low as 

possible by emphasizing that adjustment is simple and possible for almost all cellphones.  

 

• Make clear what NL-Alert can and cannot do. 

 

Just like any other alarm method NL-Alert has its disadvantages. All the same there is a broad social 

basis among the population to have NL-Alert introduced in practice. Attention must be given to the fact 

that the expectations and the functioning of NL-Alert do not match on some points. If NL-Alert should be 

introduced, the expectations must be managed. This means that what NL-Alert can and cannot do must 

be made perfectly clear, so that NL-Alert does not fall short of certain expectations.  

In addition to what NL-Alert can and cannot do, more communication is needed on other matters. For 

example, people need to have information about the reasons for using NL-Alert and who will be 

responsible for implementing usage. 

More specific information on the technology or a detailed description of the governance structure must 

be available on the internet for example, but it does not need to be a key part of the public campaign.  

 

• Start a broad public campaign. 

 

It is necessary to start a national campaign in order to inform a broad public audience about the 

introduction of NL-Alert. It is important to draw attention to the purpose of NL-Alert and in which 

situations it will be used.  

Having information available is not sufficient to make NL-Alert well-known. It is important to 

communicate actively about NL-Alert. To reach as many people as possible various channels must be 

used to focus on the introduction of NL-Alert. This can be done through new media like Twitter and 

Facebook, or through more ‘classical’ ways such as  spreading information through Postbus 51 or 

placing an item on the daily news. We recommend connecting the NL-Alert campaign in some way with 

previously effective public campaigns on preparations for a disaster. 

                                                                 
2  While practical tests in 2005 and 2006 showed that old cellphones worked relatively better. See: Jagtman, Wiersma, 

Sillem and Ale, 2008 



 
 

• Keep a finger on the pulse. 

 

The various practical tests on NL-Alert carried out in 2011 are only a first step in the research into how 

satisfactory NL-Alert will prove to be as a public warning device. The question remains whether NL-Alert 

will actually prove itself when it has been brought into operation. Therefore it is important to continue 

to monitor and investigate NL-Alert in the future. The way NL-Alert will be used when a real crisis arises 

will determine whether it is a valuable tool.3 Therefore we strongly advise making NL-Alert as a warning 

method an explicit part of future evaluations. 

 

 

                                                                 
3  Cf. Jagtman, Wiersma, Sillem and Ale, 2008 


