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COMMUNITIES RESPONDING TO 

DISASTERS: PLANNING FOR 

SPONTANEOUS VOLUNTEERS



The Panel

AIDR – Amanda Lamont, Director

RMIT / BNHCRC – Dr Blythe McLennan, 

Researcher

Volunteering Qld - Mara Basanovic, CEO

Volunteering SES, NSW - Andrew McCullough, 

Volunteering Strategist

State Recovery Office, SA - Georgina Goodrich, 

Project Manager 
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Key principles

• Place community at the centre

• Consider all possibilities

• Plan early and proportionately to need and risk

• Engage early, develop partnerships and 

relationships

• Communicate clearly using common language

• Ensure role clarity and shared responsibility

• Ensure situational awareness

• Encourage safe behavior and self care

• Continuously learn and improve





What’s in the Handbook?

• Part 1 Introduction 
• Part 2 Policies and principles that support spontaneous 

volunteering
• Part 3 Strategies for supporting and coordinating spontaneous 

volunteers 
• Making decisions about spontaneous volunteers 
• Questions to guide decision making 
• Strategic engagement before, during and after emergencies 
• Preparing to work with spontaneous volunteers 
• Psychosocial considerations 
• Longer-term recovery 
• Monitoring and evaluation 

• Case studies 
• Further reading



National Spontaneous 
Volunteer Strategy

• coordination
• empowerment and disaster resilience
• positive experiences



Five Levels of Strategy for Engagement of 
Spontaneous Volunteers

There are risks and benefits of engaging spontaneous volunteers
There are risks and benefits of not engaging spontaneous volunteers

Everyone 
should be 
doing at 
least these 2



Questions to Guide Decision Making
• What arrangements for coordinating spontaneous volunteers exist at the state or 

jurisdictional, regional and local level, and what is our role within them?
• What primary goals and motivations would we have in deciding to engage 

spontaneous volunteers?
• What are the potential benefits to the community, the volunteers and our 

organisation?
• What are the potential risks to the community, the volunteers and our organisation?
• What are the potential consequences if we don’t support or coordinate spontaneous 

volunteers?
• Is it right for this scenario?
• Is it right for this community?
• Is it right for these spontaneous volunteers?
• Is it right for my organisation or group?



Procedural vs Enabling Orientations
Broadly speaking, strategies for supporting and coordinating spontaneous volunteers, can be more
procedural or more enabling (problem solving) in their orientation. Figure 2 outlines key differences 
between procedural and enabling orientations.



Natural disaster resilience projects 

Volunteering Qld Reflections



Building community capability to manage 
spontaneous disaster volunteers project

Volunteering Qld Reflections

• Looked at the considerations, challenges and opportunities of working with 
spontaneous disaster volunteers

• Identified models for the management of spontaneous disaster volunteers

• Mapped organisations with interest and capacity to manage spontaneous disaster 
volunteers

• Developed specialised training for team leaders of spontaneous disaster volunteers 



Volunteering Qld Reflections

Mobilisation approaches 
for voluntary assistance 
in disaster response          
and recovery 



Volunteering Qld Reflections

Models 
Utilise local groups

From engagement with councils, all expressed a strong commitment to utilise local 
groups in the first instance as far as possible - in keeping with Qld Resilience Strategy

Models included management of spontaneous disaster volunteers by

• Council staff / volunteers 

• One primary group

• A consortium of groups

• Community Champions – unique, place-based model 



Volunteering Qld Reflections

Volunteering Qld Reflections

• As models evolved, it appeared a locally based model for small to medium scale 

disasters - coupled with larger groups as a ‘pull in’ for extra resources as required, 

emerged as a preferred option

• Models involving groups with ‘usual’ business roles closely aligned to their disaster 

roles appeared more likely to be sustainable and have existing connections to 

communities and councils, e.g. VIP and CVA

• Some models were more resource intensive than others to maintain and implement

• Models that utilised a range of partners could potentially cover a broader scope of 

work, access more resources / tools and be more cost effective



Disaster preparedness for older 
people recommendations 

Volunteering Qld Reflections

• Increase 
• Include 
• Share
• Assess





What now?

Companion 
documents

Professional 
development

Australian Journal of 
Emergency Management

Knowledge Hub Communications





Disaster Resilience 
Knowledge Hub

www.knowledge.aidr.org.au



















AIDR is a disaster resilience 
knowledge centre

AIDR develops, maintains and shares knowledge and learning to support a disaster-

resilient Australia. 

Building on extensive knowledge and experience in Australia and internationally, we 

work with government, communities, NGOs, not-for-profits, research organisations, 

education partners and the private sector to enhance disaster resilience through 

innovative thinking, professional development and knowledge sharing. 

AIDR is supported by its founding partners: the Australian Government, AFAC, 

Australian Red Cross and the Bushfire & Natural Hazards CRC.



Ways to get involved

• Handbook Collection

• Australian Journal of Emergency Management

• Education for Young People

• Volunteer Leadership Program

• Professional Development Program

• Emergency Management Volunteer Scholarships

• Centre of Excellence for Prescribed Burning

• Resilient Australia Awards

• Australian Disaster Resilience Conference



Volunteer Leadership
Program

www.aidr.org.au/programs/volunteer-leadership-program/



Resilient Australia
Awards

aidr.org.au/programs/resilient-australia-awards/



Australian Disaster
Resilience 
Conference 2018

aidr.org.au/programs/australian-disaster-resilience-conference/
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Subscribe to Updates from AIDR (monthly newsletter) at the AIDR website. 




