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Court leadership decides what 

functions must continue; PIOs try to 

convey that as effectively as 

possible

 As Court PIO, I was included in the first meeting the Chief Judge 

held, March 13, on reducing court operations because of the 

pandemic. The meeting attendees were the Chief, his leadership 

judges, and the Clerk of Court.

 My role was not to make decisions, but to prepare for quick updates 

to the website and to talk to the judges about what timing made 

sense.



Clear communication is crucial

 The pandemic is a time of great uncertainty, 
anxiety and feelings of being out of control.

 Communications – especially about matters as 
vital as court cases – must be clear and easily 
understandable, especially to those without 
attorneys.

 Information must be consolidated in a single 
place with an easy-to-remember URL (link).



Clear communication is crucial

 Rumor is not helpful – make announcements and 
indicate when you aren’t sure when something will 
re-open.

 There is a saying “knowledge is power” – right now 
information is key to helping lower stress/anxiety 
levels.

 Once the plan is in place, get feedback from 
employees who are taking calls and/or answering 
emails from the public.  What problems are 
members of the public experiencing?  Are there 
changes possible that could resolve those issues?



Use all of your means of communication, 

but have a single place where all information 

is consolidated.

* Press helps you get to your audience (readers/viewers) 

* Your website is crucial and must be the focal point for all 

information – our homepage has a large red banner with a link to 

the coronavirus page, which is easy for people to remember.

* Social media helps you reach other audiences and is one way to 

LISTEN, not just talk at people.

http://www.dccourts.gov/coronavirus

http://www.dccourts.gov/coronavirus








Court communicators must make 
sure the public can easily find the 

status of court procedures, and the 

process for seeking an 
exemption…and they should monitor 
what’s being said about the court.

 Monitoring what is being said must be done carefully.  Realize that no plan 

will satisfy all.   

 Your role is to have a voice of calm, explain what is happening and why, 

without getting defensive.

 Your role is also to provide feedback to your court about possible changes.



Social media is a way of seeing how 
clear your communication is, and 

whether your reduced operations 

plan “has any holes in it”

 Do searches with the name of your court at least once a day.  

 Find out what information isn’t clear and adjust your website, 

facebook page, twitter account, etc.

 Respond to constructive criticism, helpful feedback, in a positive way.

 Ignore those who just want to criticize – don’t bring attention to what 

they say.



A personal communication 

approach is key

 The Chief Judge of DC’s highest court has a video on our 

coronavirus page with a message to the legal community and also 

the greater DC community.

 She wanted to let them know we understood that reduced 

operations are not ideal and convey that court leadership is  

actively monitoring the situation and would make changes to our 

operating status as needed.

 Acknowledging the challenge involved is key.



Good news is in short supply – share 

it if you have it!

I got a message via Facebook 

that a woman had planned a 

very special 7th birthday for her 

soon-to-be son:  their adoption 

was to be finalized that day and 

they had special t-shirts for the 

entire family.  The judge agreed 

to video-stream the ceremony 

so the surprise would be saved.  

And when we asked, she let a 

reporter be part of the 

teleconference!



Make sure to keep a record of 

“Lessons Learned”

My first two lessons were:  1) A strong Information Technology 

Division is essential and 2) to think about webpage design as a 

way to make it easy for the public to find information.

 So much now – both in terms of court hearings and basic business 
meetings – is now done by Zoom, WebEx, FaceTime, and other new 
technologies.  Court employees need to know how to use them.

 DC Courts’ IT Division had tutorials available to all court employees 
to help them set up their home computer to telework.  

 Global emails help employees keep in touch and retain a bit of 
cohesiveness when we’re all sitting alone in our homes all day long.

 Chronological layout of coronavirus page did not make sense, so 
we had to redesign ours by category.



The challenge ahead:

 Court communicators in the US are already thinking about the 

challenge of informing the public when courts start to ‘re-open’ –

how will we convey what activities are resuming and how best to 

access court services?  

 I don’t yet know the answers, but I know that it’s important to plan, 

and to work with your IT team to get the webpage updated before

the courts start “re-opening.”  

 Use any downtime you have now to think about what your 

communications strategies surrounding re-opening will be and to 

make sure court leadership understands how important 

communications will be to successfully going back to ‘business as 

usual.’


