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Executive Summary  
More and more, organizations and government agencies need to get important information out 

quickly to their constituents. This information may have public or personal safety implications. 

This white paper discusses implementing a solution in Microsoft Dynamics CRM.  

While CRM systems in general have been thought of in terms of managing customer 

relationships, Microsoft Dynamics CRM provides a suite of development tools enabling 

extension of standard customer (or constituent) relationship and case management into 

solutions that can manage various business processes, including constituent alerting and 

notification. Using xRM (Extensible Relationship Management; the approach in which solutions 

are built in Dynamics CRM), a custom solution can be implemented that is designed specifically 

for your business process.  

Dynamics CRM, in addition to enabling significant customization, also comes out of the box with 

many of the tools and features needed for an alerting solution. In this white paper, we will 

survey the elements of an alerting and notification solution and the components of an alerting or 

notifying process. We will then look at CRM as a platform for building such a solution. We will 

finish by looking at an InfoStrat alerting and notification solution implementation.  

 



Background 
On August 23, 2011, at 1:51 pm an earthquake less than 50 miles north of Richmond, VA shook 

buildings in Washington, DC. For a few seconds, my building seemed to sway and then all 

came to a stop. A group of people stood in the hallway, trying to ascertain what had just 

happened. We learned within an hour that it had been an earthquake. We had difficulty 

determining answers for our next set of questions, “What should we do? Should we stay or 

leave? Would there be aftershocks that could put us at risk?” The afternoon rush hour was 

worse than normal, as some traffic lights were inoperative and the mass transit trains operated 

at reduced speeds while tracks and tunnels were inspected. Was it okay to wait until these 

transit situations resolved, or should we leave right away?  

As it turns out, there was nothing to worry about,but this situation demonstrates that there are 

situations in which information needs to be rapidly disseminated to key audiences. The 

technology exists to accomplish this, but the question is what platform is the best for this 

purpose.  

Organizations today need to be able to rapidly communicate with their constituencies—be they 

actual constituents, in the case of a governmental agency, or customers or employees or 

interested parties—information relevant to that constituency. Sometimes, the message must be 

tailored to a specific constituent while at other times the same message should be sent to the 

entire community en masse.  

While most constituent communications do not require any sense of immediacy, there are some 

types of communications that do. For example, a sudden emergency event such that may 

impact a constituency—such as the earthquake described above, a weather event, a system 

outage or some other kind of emergency—could have significant timeliness requirements. While 

some of these events can be anticipated and all the appropriate information gathered ahead of 

time, that luxury doesn’t often exist for many other events. 

In this white paper, we will discuss the considerations of an alerting and notification process. We 

will then discuss how Microsoft Dynamics CRM, using an xRM approach is a viable platform for 

managing an alerting and notification process.  



Distinguishing Alerts and Notifications 
In dealing with outbound constituent communications, we need to differentiate between alerts 

and notifications. While the two are similar, a working definition of these terms with in a 

constituent communications context will ensure that we have a common understanding of these 

concepts and can apply them appropriately.   

For the purposes of our discussion, we will consider an alert to be a warning or urgent 

communication about a condition that is of concern to a specific constituency. By nature, an 

alert will often involve a common message delivered to a group of people. It need not be a 

group; the urgency of the communication is what is in view here. With an alert, the expectation 

is that the communication needs to be completed for a large constituency within a short time.  

A notification is a communication about an event or condition that is of particular interest to a 

specific constituent. There may be more than one person interested in that same event or 

condition, but the information to be communicated is more of interest and doesn’t have the 

same kind of timeliness concern that an alert would have.  

Examples of alerts may include:  

- Informing the down-river community members that a nearby dam is at risk of breach 

- Informing constituents living or working near a correctional facility of an escape or riot at 

the facility 

- Informing enrolled families about a school closure due to inclement weather or other 

emergency condition; for example, the HVAC system is inoperable 

- Informing motorists that a particular road is closed. 

Examples of Notifications may include:  

- Informing an attorney and party to a trial that the trial dates have changed 

- Notifying a credit card holder that he or she has used ninety percent of available funds 

on the card 

- Reminding a patient of a scheduled procedure in the coming week 

- Reminding a patron that library books are due soon. 

- Informing a customer that an item on backorder is now available.  

- Reminding a program participant to renew their registration by a specific date.  



The Alerting and Notification Process 
Any alert or notification will have several common characteristics. These are:  

- A Condition: the circumstance about which constituents should be informed. 

- A Constituency: the person or group who should be told about the condition.  

- A Message: the actual information to be provided to the constituency about the 

condition. 

- A Delivery Scheme: the method of getting the message to the constituents.  

In addition to these characteristics, there may also be a feedback loop of some sort. This may 

involve responses from the constituents or it may simply be some kind of confirmation that the 

information was received.  

The following sections outline the implementation steps for an alert or notification solution. 

Defining Conditions 

The first step in implementing an alert/notification solution is to define the conditions for which 

some kind of constituent communication is needed. Many, if not most, of these conditions can 

be identified in advance; for example, a school district can expect that there will be unexpected 

school closings due to inclement weather or unusual circumstances, sometimes before school 

starts and other times after school has already started for the day.  

Most organizations also will need to communicate unforeseen conditions to one or more 

constituents. Usually, a notification would entail strictly predictable conditions. Unforeseen 

conditions involving a specific constituent will often involve direct communicate: the appropriate 

person would call or email the constituent to provide the needed information. Nevertheless, it 

still is wise to define an unknown condition for both notifications and alerts. 

Categorization 

As part of the condition definition, a key consideration is the level of immediacy required for the 

alert or notification. In order to ensure that critical information has the shortest flow path, setting 

some type of categorization of conditions that is based on the level of immediacy of information 

need will be useful.  

The initiation and confirmation processes for a true emergency condition need to be streamlined 

to ensure that the information is sent in a timely fashion. Also, for solutions that employ a 

feedback loop, retry periods may need to be kept small. Conversely, for truly informational 

messages that are not time sensitive, a categorization scheme also is helpful to define the 

internal processes that need to take place and the retry considerations.  

Delivery Methods 

As part of the categorization scheme, the message delivery options can be defined in a manner 

most effective for both the organization and the constituency. First, look at the communication 

methods available and then determine which are best for the alert or notification. For example, 

alerts about road conditions may not be best through a text-based medium—such as email or a 



text message—as the recipient may be driving when the message arrives; in this case, some 

type of voice recorded message may be more appropriate. Communicating a schedule or a 

venue change may most appropriately be performed using a text based medium.   

Defining Constituencies 

Who are the constituencies that will require alerting and notification? Where are they located? 

How knowledgeable are they about the organization’s policies, procedures, and terminology? 

The effectiveness of alert and notification solutions greatly relies on the answers to these 

questions.   

Internal and External 

Internal constituents are those who are members or staff of the organization. These are the 

easiest to identify as there is membership and contact information already available either 

through a membership database or Active Directory or LDAP.  

External constituents are those who are not directly affiliated with the organization. They may be 

consumers of organizational services or they may be indirectly served by the organization and 

interested in organizational activities.  

A global constituency has use for any alert or notification by the organization. For example, all 

parents of enrolled children at a school want to receive alerts about unexpected school closings. 

A global constituency often comprises a combination of internal and external users.  

Often constituents can be divided into areas of interest. A social services agency will have a 

wide range of constituents, each interested in a small number of particular programs. These 

constituents may include services recipients, wait list constituents, advocates, contributors, and 

watchdogs, among others. They want to know about conditions that impact a specific service 

but maybe not about all services provided by the organizations.  

Specific constituencies in some contexts may be global constituencies in other contexts. For 

example, a constituent who participates only in a housing aid program also will be impacted if 

monthly payments by the support agency will be delayed. 

Also, keep in mind the language diversity of the constituency. Which languages need to be 

supported by the communication to the constituents? If the alerting and notification will be for 

internal recipients, presumably a single language is needed. If communication will be directed at 

external constituencies, then multiple languages will be necessary.  

Getting Signups 

A key consideration in defining the constituency, particularly for an external constituency, is to 

determine how constituents can register for notifications. Is there a public website that can be 

used for this purpose?  

Alert Communication Options 

Having defined the constituencies, the next question is what options are available for delivering 

the message. This question has two components, the options the solution is able to use and the 

options that the constituents can receive.  



For internal constituents that are organizational staff, time or equipment constraints may limit 

the communication options. Alerts that occur during normal work hours or during a shift may use 

different communication media than those done after normal hours.  

Standard methods of communication include telephone calls, email, text messages and letters. 

Most, if not all, of these options will be available through a standard solution. In many cases, 

these options will be sufficient.  

What other options may currently be available for the organization? Is there a smart phone 

application that could be used? Is there a cloud service that can be used to provide an 

additional option that is not native to the solution? Can the solution integrate with these options?  

An investigation of other options will help to ensure that all viable options for the solution are 

available.  

Keeping Up with the Joneses 

Over the last decade, much has changed in the way people communicate. What communication 

options will the next decade bring? Which of those options will encounter rapid user adoption 

and become a de facto standard for a particular demographic group? A very import 

consideration in selecting and implementing a solution will be the flexibility of that solution to 

rapidly adopt new methods of communication as they achieve a significant share of the 

information consumption by a constituency.  

Review Conditions, Constituencies, and Communications 

Having identified the various conditions, constituencies, and media options that are available, 

now is the time to link them. That is, what conditions should be reported to what constituents 

and how should the communication take place?  

Configure the Messages 

A message will need to be constructed for each condition to be reported to each constituency 

via a specific communication method. Many of these can be set up as static message; for 

example, “This is to inform you that all county schools will open two hours late due to inclement 

winter weather.” There also may be some additional standard text, such prefix or suffix 

statements that apply to all messages.  

Nevertheless, this is not always the case. Often the details of the message are dynamic; they 

will change from event to event and cannot be determined until the time of the event.  In fact, it 

may not be possible to pre-configure any of the primary text of the message until the time of the 

event. Thus, the messaging configuration needs to be flexible enough to handle this kind of 

situation; the extemporaneous message type.  

This step requires as much thought and planning as defining the constituencies and the alert 

conditions. This is where the specific text for known or foreseeable situations is determined, 

including the dynamic elements of the text, where appropriate. In addition, there should be 

some type of configuration for the unforeseeable events that provides sufficient flexibility to 

provide the text of the message at the time of the event.  



One other major step is the translation of the messages into the languages that will be 

supported. For the foreseeable situations, there will be time to translate the messages. 

However, for the unforeseeable situations, particularly those with time-critical information, where 

the text of the message will be drafted at the time of the event, how will translation occur? Are 

there individuals on staff who can translate the message? If not, are there other translation 

resources available in a moment’s notice? This should be a key consideration in determining 

which languages will be supported.  

Delivery 

Once the configuration has been completed and tested, the time will come for delivery. What will 

initiate a particular notification or alert? Will it be a change to one or more data values? Will it 

require manual actions to start? Does someone need to approve the initiation or the text of the 

message at the time of delivery? 

Often the initiation mechanism will be tied to the type and severity level of the event and 

whether human intelligence is required to determine the nature of the event. For example, 

notifying a person about a low account balance or a late fee usually can be done through a 

change in data (funds are reduced below a threshold value or a payment was not received by a 

due date), without a person being involved in the decision to notify. Notification about a traffic 

situation or school closing for inclement weather could be driven by data, but may also require a 

person to initiate—someone who has authority to declare the school closed or the traffic 

situation reportable. Manual initiation will be used for any situations in which the text will be 

written at the time of the event or when no automated receipt of data is possible.  

At times, a notification or alert process can be initiated automatically based on data but that 

requires manual intervention to complete. This usually occurs when a person is needed to 

interpret the circumstances to determine if it is a reportable event or when one or more 

approvals are needed before completing the notification or alert.  

Confirmation 

Many alerts and notifications are outbound only; there is no feedback loop. Nevertheless, there 

may be circumstances in which a feedback loop is necessary to ensure that the message was 

received. For those situations, a mechanism for recording confirmation is needed.  

For delivery methods in which immediate feedback is available, such as phone calls, in which 

there was an answer or a voice message was left, confirmation simply entails the recording of 

the call result. For some delivery methods, such as email or text, confirmation can be assumed; 

however, feedback loops can be configured for undeliverable emails and texts, thus providing 

an “assumed unless returned” paradigm. If letters are used for notifications, these also would 

fall into the category of assumed unless returned.  

If mobile applications and internet-based notification methods are built for notification purposes, 

a feedback loop could be built in; otherwise, confirmation would be assumed.  



Failover  

For solutions in which confirmation is available, the next consideration would entail how to 

handle failures. If only one method of communication is used for alerts or notifications then 

handling failures is not an option unless the solution has been configured to allow multiple 

contact points using that method (i.e., multiple text numbers or emails addresses) and more 

than one such contact point has been provided by the constituent.  

If, however, multiple methods are available and have been collected for each constituent, and if 

failover is required, the solution should be configured to track which methods were used and 

which methods could have been used but were not. If any method used fails, the solution should 

check if any were successful and, if not, try options that were not used.  

The Audit 

Once an alert or notification has been conducted, there often are questions about how effective 

the alert was or if there were any failures. The solution should have the ability to track all steps 

in the process and the results so that process failures can be assessed and addressed and 

improvements made. Additionally, being able to determine what worked well can provide 

valuable information to improve future alerts and notifications. Therefore, the solution should 

have a robust auditing capability. 



Why xRM is an Effective Approach 
Having outlined the components and processes of an alerting solution, we now turn our 

attention to Microsoft Dynamics CRM (hereafter, CRM) as a platform for implementing such a 

solution using an xRM approach. Out of the box, CRM provides many customization capabilities 

to extend contact management and communication as well as robust auditing. By extending 

CRM, an approach called xRM (Extensible Relationship Management), we can leverage the 

existing out of the box features that are natural fits for alerting and notification and also use the 

customization tools provided to complete the solution.  

CRM provides standard contact management capabilities, such as maintaining contact 

information for individuals and organizations and the associations between them. In addition, 

there are standard features for tracking your organizations facilities, people, equipment, and so 

on; in the event that any of these may be reportable for alerts and notifications (e.g., a school 

facility that will be closed due to a malfunctioning HVAC system). CRM has a built in service 

calendar as well, which could be used in providing notices for planned events.  

Standard methods of communication, such as email, phone calls, and letters are built in; though 

will require some configuring to automate. Other common methods—text messaging, record 

message calls, mobile applications—can be implemented quickly through third party Application 

Interfaces (API). Alerts and notices can be extended to social network sites that provide 

interfaces. Recent efforts by Microsoft have upgraded CRM such that it can integrate other 

communication options, such as Yammer and Skype.  

CRM provides a workflow development tool to implement business rules for validating alert 

conditions and initiating the alert or notification. This tool provides methods for including human 

interaction, to provide event specific information or approval for posting the alert, or to manually 

start the alert process.  

CRM can receive data from various sources using the internal API, which can be used for 

automating alert or notification triggers. Thus, using the available tools in CRM and extending 

them you can implement a solution that: 

- Receives incoming  data (from an external source or manual entry); 

- Identify if an alert or notification is required; 

- Identify the constituency for that alert or notification; 

- Initiate the notification using predefined text or text written at the time of event;  

- Enable approval of the alert or notification; 

- Deliver the alert or notification to the members of the constituency via one or more 

communication methods, in their preferred language; 

- Track receipt of the alert or notification, where possible;  

- Handle failures according to predefined rules (or manually, if required); and, 

- Maintain an audit trail of the entire set of transactions.  

And, such a solution can be implemented in a short time.  



An Example: Prison Alerts and Notifications 

InfoStrat implemented an alerting and notification solution for a state correctional agency. The 

idea was to provide alerts for emergency conditions at a facility for people who live in the 

community near the facility.  

While some of facility alerts—such as escapes—allow for pre-configurations of the message 

text, there also is a need for real-time entry of the event description for most of the events. 

When an emergency event occurs at a facility, a process is manually initiated by users with 

specific permissions to initiate. The type of event is specified and the web-based form is 

adjusted to display the necessary data elements based on the type; for example, if there is an 

escape, then the form allows for selection of the prisoners who escaped; if it is an undefined 

emergency, such as a riot or fire, other fields are made available to provide a description of the 

event. To authorize the alert, a passcode specific to the facility must be entered. Then, the alert 

is sent to the constituents who have registered for it.  

In addition, the solution provides notifications about changes in custody status of specific 

prisoners to individuals who are concerned about that prisoner. Notifications about a prisoner 

custody status change are fully automated based on data provided by the offender management 

system, county jails and county prosecutor case management systems; all message text is 

preconfigured in all supported languages and workflows built within CRM are used to apply 

business rules and send the notifications to specific constituents.    

A public website is available for constituents to sign up for the facility alerts and offender 

notifications. Constituents are asked to provide multiple contact points so that in the event they 

cannot be contacted by their preferred method, other methods can be tried. Because the 

recipients of the alerts and notifications are external to the department, an annual follow up is 

conducted to make sure that contact data are still accurate.  

InfoStrat implemented the core notification and alerting solution, complete with public website 

and data migration, in about 7 weeks.  



Conclusion 
Microsoft Dynamics CRM enables you to build line of business solutions in weeks or months 

that would take years as custom development projects, with high quality, greater reliability and 

lower cost.  

The platform’s rich out-of-the-box feature set, allows developers to provide rapid turnaround on 

a “proof of concept” for an organization so business users can validate logic and assumptions 

early in the development process. Furthermore, business users can be fully involved in the 

development process which increases user acceptance. The combination of these factors saves 

development time, reduces risk and leads to a lower overall cost of deployment than custom 

developed applications.  
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