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Lessons Learned from the 
Brockton Hospital Fire

WHEN THE UNTHINKABLE HAPPENS:

The following is a guest article by Lorraine McGrath, Associate Vice President Marketing & Communications 
at Signature Healthcare and Dan Dunlop, Co-Owner/Principal at Jennings
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	 At approximately 6:45 am on Tuesday, 

February 7th, 2023, an electrical fire began in 

a mechanical space within the Service Building 

of Signature Healthcare Brockton Hospital. 

Brockton Fire Department was on scene just 

before 7:00 am.

	 The fire knocked out primary power, drove 

smoke and fumes into patient floors, and 

affected critical utilities such as medical gasses, 

electronic medical records, and communication 

systems. Eventually, all power to the hospital 

was severed by National Grid to allow for 

safe firefighting. All utilities were impacted as 

the fire continued (normal power, emergency 

power, internet, oxygen, medical gas, suction, 

elevator, HVAC, heat, steam, network, phones, 

wireless, and email). Additional fire and rescue 

resources were called in from 45 neighboring 

communities.

	 In response to the fire, the hospital set up its 

incident command center in the nearby school of 

nursing and began coordinating with Brockton 

Fire Department. With smoke and fumes in the 

building and no electricity, the hospital along 

with Brockton Fire Department made the call 

to evacuate. Brockton Fire Chief Brian Nardelli 

activated 10 alarms to pull in personnel from 

nearby fire companies and ambulance squads 

who could help move and transport patients 

to safety and extinguish the blaze. In all, 91 

ambulances, 26 fire and ladder trucks, and 

nearly 300 emergency personnel responded. It 

was the largest fire alert in Brockton’s history.

The fire at Signature Healthcare Brockton Hospital did more than damage the building. 
It took away a community’s familiar access to care. See how the Signature Health team responded to 

both the communications and care challenge.

An Unexpected Incident

Signature Healthcare 

Brockton Hospital 

is a 216-bed, acute-

care teaching hospital 

serving more than 

460,000 residents and 

20 communities around 

Brockton, Massachusetts, 

just 25 miles south of 

Boston. 

With more than 2,700 

employees, it is one 

of Plymouth County’s 

largest employers and a 

community lifeline with 

roughly 11,000 inpatient 

admissions, 10,000 

surgical cases, 65,000 

emergency visits, and 

nearly 500,000 outpatient 

visits annually.
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	 One piece of good fortune: Because 

the fire started during a shift change, 

extra staff were already on site to help 

care for and move patients. However, 

the evacuation would need to take place 

without elevators, lights, computers, 

or phones. All major communications 

systems remained down for over a week.

	 The first areas to be evacuated 

were Labor & Delivery, Nursery and 

Pediatrics along with the Critical Care 

unit. The Medical/Surgical floors and 

Emergency Department followed. Some 

patients were moved from the main 

hospital to the School of Nursing and 

then transported out to other facilities. 

The last patient to leave the premises 

departed at 3:18 pm.

	 Fifteen hours after the fire was 

detected, and with no fatalities or 

injuries to staff, patients, or firefighters, 

the fire was out, and all the hospital’s 

patients were safe in other locations. 

This outcome was truly a heroic 

achievement.

	 The day after the fire, as smoke 

still lingered in the empty hospital, 

Signature’s CEO and leadership team 

outlined three priorities that would guide 

the recovery: 1) Continue to care for 

patients. 2) Care for staff. And 3) Safely 

reopen the hospital as soon as possible.

	 In the ensuing days, still without 

phones, email or computers, teams 

worked together to ensure the continuity 

of patient care. In just three short 

weeks, Signature Healthcare’s quick 

maneuvering led to the opening of two, 

fully functional urgent care facilities.

	 Within 60 days, the team relocated 

25 medical services to other Signature 

Healthcare buildings in Brockton and 

surrounding communities. Also, staff 

and physicians were temporarily placed 

at more than a dozen area hospitals 

so they could care for Signature 

Healthcare’s patients while continuing 

their employment.

	 As teams worked to quickly bring 

some services and infrastructure back, 

others began working with dozens of 

engineers, licensing officials, biomed 

technicians as well as construction and 

electrical contractors to evaluate the 

damage to the hospital and launch a 

coordinated plan to rebuild. As they 

discovered, the impact of the fire was 

severe. Reopening wouldn’t be a matter 

of a few months; it would require 

replacing the entire electrical system 

as well as other infrastructure for the 

250,000 square foot building. That 

could take the better part of a year or 

longer. 

	

	 The story of Signature Healthcare 

Brockton Hospital doesn’t end here. 

Today and going forward, the health 

system maintains broad support from 

the community at large as well as local, 

state and federal agencies who have 

come together to ensure a strong come-

back. With this support, the hospital 

continues to harness every available 

resource as it works round-the-clock 

to rebuild and reopen a 125-year-old 

institution and beacon of the community.

	 From the ashes of the fire, an 

incredible new hospital is emerging. 

In addition to state-of-the-art 

infrastructure, the remodeled hospital 

will have a new high-tech ambulatory 

surgery center, a newly renovated 

Emergency Department with a secure 

behavioral health triage area, and a 

welcoming new lobby. In addition, the 

three new Urgent Care centers opened 

after the fire will remain open, providing 

ongoing expanded access for the 

community.

Good Fortune

Relocating Services

Community Commitment
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Plan for the unthinkable – The team at Signature 
Healthcare was prepared for a disaster. The had an emergency 
management plan in place and drilled with local police and 
fire departments. However, communications are vital in a 
disaster. What is your plan for communicating with your various 
constituents and stakeholders if you lose power and no longer 
have access to the internet, your computer, your EMR, and cell 
phone service? How will you communicate with employees, 
patient families, community partners and agencies, etc? Your 

crisis management and emergency management plans need to 
account for this level of threat.
Look to community partners for help – When access to all 
of Signature Healthcare’s traditional communication channels 
was blocked by the electrical fire, Signature turned to the City 
of Brockton for help with communications. Brockton has a robo 
call system that allows it to deliver timely notification to area 
residents during a community-wide emergency. By partnering 
with the City of Brockton, Signature Healthcare was able to let 

A Long List of Communications Needs
The need to share information with the community and key stakeholders was constant in the days, weeks, and months 

following the fire. Here’s a partial list of the types of communications that were generated following the fire.

	■ Communication thanking and recognizing employees for 
their heroic efforts during the crisis.

	■ Communication to drive traffic to Signature’s ambulatory 
medical services located in facilities throughout the region.

	■ Communication to promote new providers who joined 
Signature Medical Group following the fire and build their 
patient panels.

	■ Communication to promote the expansion of the health 
system to the neighboring community of East Bridgewater 
with the acquisition of a large ambulatory medical facility 
and urgent care following the bankruptcy of Compass 
Medical.

	 - Communication to the 65,000 patients previously served 	
by Compass Medical

	 - Communication to Compass providers who may be 
interested in employment with Signature Healthcare

	 - Communication to promote former Compass providers 
who became employed by Signature Healthcare

	■ Communication with community agency partners to keep 
them updated on the hospital reopening efforts and 
expansion of services for the community

	■ Communications to patients and the community about 
where to go for care (and when)

	■ Communication on hospital and Emergency department 
closures

	■ Communications reminding audiences that all other on-
campus services were open along with all ambulatory sites 
across the service area

	■ Communications to regulators, area healthcare facilities, 
and town and city officials about progress towards 
reopening

	■ Communications to staff about displacement, deployment, 
pay and benefits, internal staffing agency, building update 
and findings and all services which moved to other 
buildings, adding access and additional and extended 
hours

	■ Scripting City Mayor on weekly radio updates

	■ Vendor communications regarding contracting, site visits, 
and potential contract evaluations

	■ Set up staff phone and email hotline to ask questions and 
get answers in a timely fashion

Lessons Learned

	 As Signature Healthcare and its 
communications team emerge from 
this protracted “building disaster,” 
there are a number of lessons learned 

that may well be beneficial to others 
in the healthcare space who are 
vulnerable to disasters and crises of 
one type or another. What follows are 

a number of the lessons learned by 
the amazing and unfaltering marketing 
communications team at Signature 
Healthcare Brockton Hospital: 
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community members know that the hospital and the ED were 
closed and provide information about where to go for care 
during the closure.
Crush the rumors – Ideally, you will preempt many rumors 
by frequently communicating with your key audiences. 
However, your communication might not be ideal when 
your resources are stressed in a disaster. Rumors thrive when 
your organization is quiet. The best strategy is to dispel the 
rumors by disseminating meaningful content that tells the 
story as you want it to be told. You may not want to give the 
rumors credence by directly referencing them; you merely 
need to get your message out there without acknowledging 
the rumors. (Repeating the rumors may give them credence.) 
Signature Healthcare Brockton Hospital faced rumors that it 
might never reopen. In that case, the need for more timely 
and consistent messaging regarding all the improvements that 
were taking place and the benefits of such remodeling for the 
patients and the community would be effective.
Use visuals to show progress – Recovery from a disaster 
is not always rapid. In the case of the Brockton Hospital 
fire, rebuilding the hospital would take more than a year. 
Other area healthcare organizations had closed and never 
reopened—one the result of a flood, the other the result 
of a bankruptcy. The community needed to have hope that 
Brockton hospital would reopen. When residents would drive 
by the hospital, they could only see construction barriers. 
They had no way of knowing what was taking place within 
the hospital. Not only was it vital that Signature kept the 
community informed throughout the rebuilding process, but 
it was important for Signature to share photos and videos 
that depicted the progress being made. The message was 
simple: Not only will the hospital reopen but it will be better 
than ever. “Stronger. Better. And healthier than ever.”
Plan for capturing photos and video of the event and 
recovery – When the fire occurred, the four-person marketing 
and communications team at Signature Healthcare had 
their hands full gathering information and communicating 
with displaced and concerned employees, patient families, 
local and regional media who flocked to the property, and 
first responders with whom they needed to coordinate 

communications. None of the team members had time to 
capture video and photos of the event. Days later, when it 
would have been helpful to have those images, the team had 
to turn to local media outlets and negotiate for permission 
to use their images. The crisis communications plan should 
include a freelance photographer/videographer (unless you 
have one on your team) who can spring into action in the 
event of a disaster. By using a freelancer, you are guaranteed 
that they won’t get pulled into other crisis communications 
activities that keep them from doing their job. Also, when you 
negotiate their fee, you should stipulate in writing that you will 
have full ownership of any images they capture on your behalf.
Track messages by audience – When your communications 
team is in the throes of a disaster, they will be operating 
within a context of stress, adrenaline, and exhaustion. It will 
be difficult to remember what you’ve done, what you’ve said, 
and who you’ve spoken with. A communications log is a must! 
Organize your log by audience (employees, media, community 
leaders, etc.) and communications channels. Not only will 
it help you keep track of your conversations and points of 
contact, but the log will make it apparent which audiences 
haven’t been getting enough attention. Before your next crisis, 
create a template log that sorts communication by audience 
and channel.
Keep a log of positive stories – In most disasters there 
are heart-warming moments and stories of heroism. 
These uplifting stories can get lost in the fray. During the 
Brockton Hospital fire, a first responder who was evacuating 
patients from hospital rooms walked into a room to find his 
grandmother there in the bed. He had no idea that she was 
in the hospital. And she was startled to have her grandson 
appear at her bedside wearing 80 pounds of firefighting 
equipment. This made for an incredible story that played out 
in the local media weeks later. It was one of many positive 
stories that the communications team captured on a positive 
stories log. On the log, they recorded the source of each 
story, the subject of the story and their contact information, 
the interviewer (if the subject had already been interviewed), 
and a brief synopsis. These stories would be shared across 
their social channels and in the media. ■

Although we all hope we will never face an unthinkable event at our hospital or healthcare facility, there are steps 

that can be taken to manage communications and to be better prepared. As Signature Healthcare prepares for the reopening 

of Brockton Hospital, the communications team has embraced these learnings and used them to enhance their emergency 

management and crisis communications plans.
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