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ABSTRACT

During disasters, large numbers of citizens and
nonemergency organizations converge at the sile
wanting to offer assistance. Most are willing to pro-
vide their services free of charge. This response brings
the potential benefit of valuable assistance to the dis-
aster site, but it is also subject to the risks associated
with unmanaged personnel. Historical evidence high-
lights these issues and emphasizes the importance of
an effective and efficient volunteer management system.
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INTRODUCTION

During disasters, large numbers of people and
groups unaffiliated with traditional emergency
response organizations converge at the scene to offer
assistance. This mass convergence phenomenon, doc-
umented for over 85 years (since the Halifax explo-
sion),! was again evident during the responses to
recent disasters. The tsunami in Indonesia,
Hurricane Katrina in the United States, and the
earthquake in Pakistan involved many heroic acts on
the parts of volunteers. Spontaneous volunteers can
be a significant resource, but they are often ineffec-
tively used and can actually hinder emergency activ-
ities by creating health, safety, and security problems
and distracting responders from their duties. Incident
managers must be prepared to capitalize on the avail-
able volunteer resources while still ensuring safety and
the responders’ ability to effectively perform tasks with-
in the established incident management system.
Volunteers must be prepared to contribute skills and

resources to the response and recovery for the disas-
ter without hindering the emergency activities,
Volunteer efforts can be formally managed as an inci-
dent management system is established, providing an
opportunity for optimal effectiveness and safety
equivalent to that obtained with paid responders,

This paper describes findings from a systematic
literature review on spontaneous volunteer involve-
ment in disasters. From the perspective of an incident
manager, it addresses volunteer behavior, the bene-
fits and risks of volunteer involvement, and an analy-
sis of the challenges inherent in managing volun-
teers. Existing volunteer management systems and
plans at all levels of government and the private sec-
tor are described, and concluding recommendations
for developing a comprehensive model of disaster vol-
unteer management are presented.

SPONTANEOUS VOLUNTEER BEHAVIOR

The definition of a volunteer typically involves
two concepts: provision of a service of one’s own free
will and/or provision of a service without promise,
expectation, or receipt of compensation for the serv-
ice. It is useful to categorize types of volunteers by
how and whether they were requested to respond.
Volunteers on an assigned resource have a spe-
cific assignment within the incident command system
(ICS) (e.g., a volunteer member of a rescue squad).
Recruited volunteers are those with skills applicable
to the unique needs of the disaster response and are
personally requested by the ICS for assistance in the ef-
fort (e.g., an owner/operator of rare equipment needed
for search and rescue). Spontaneous volunteers
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are those who are not with an assigned resource and
have not been specifically recruited (e.g., an owner of
a local restaurant who wishes to help by feeding res-
cuers). Spontaneous volunteers agree to provide serv-
ice without additional or specific compensation for
the voluntary commitment. This paper focuses on the
spontaneous volunteer response, as this type of vol-
unteer is least anticipated by emergency planners
and can pose challenges due to the lack of assignment
and training.

Volunteer response to major disasters can be sig-
nificant®3; however, studies have measured volunteer
participation in disasters differently. Many studies
classify volunteers as taking “some kind” of volunteer
action, which can vary from search and rescue to aid-
ing a neighbor. After the 1985 Mexico City earth-
quake, approximately 10 percent of the population
(over 2 million people) may have assisted in the
response.* In 1989, 60 percent of the population of
San Francisco and 70 percent of the population in
Santa Cruz, California, responded to the Loma Prieta
earthquake.® Following September 11, 94 percent of
people surveyed in the United States took a behav-
ioral step in response®; 15,000 unsolicited volunteers
quickly arrived at Ground Zero in New York,” and
thousands more followed.®

Who volunteers?

A number of studies have tried to identify the
sociodemographic differences between the volunteer
and the nonvolunteer; however, research has pro-
duced conflicting results.’ There is no consistent evi-
dence that variables such as gender, ethnicity,
wealth, or community involvement can be used to
predict disaster volunteerism.!® There are two possi-
ble exceptions to this finding: age and personal expe-
rience. The elderly were less likely to provide assis-
tance to anyone beyond themselves and immediate
family, perhaps due to physical limitations.25!!
Conversely, people who were personally affected by
the disaster (e.g., damage to their homes) were more
likely to help others.>!! One study indicated that peo-
ple who experienced damage in a previous disaster
were more likely to help.!! A study of a massive 1972
flood in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, found that there

were “volunteer families,” in that 4.5 percent of vol-
unteering households accounted for 20 percent of the
volunteers.1?

Why they volunteer

Because many people who converge upon the dis-
aster site are there to help, it is useful to first consid-
er the factors that induce or moderate this urge for
personal convergence. Both dissemination of informa-
tion and the lack of specific information appear to
affect convergence. In other words, broad and con-
stant media attention can apparently drive people to
take action.'®'* If appeals to the general public lack
specific details regarding what is needed, a large
number of people will converge at the disaster site.!?

People who respond wishing to help often do so
because of personal identification with the victims.!®
Some speculated that many personal connections
were felt with the victims of the World Trade Center
because of strong emotions associated with the
event’ and the numerous social groups affected at
local, national, and international levels.!* Proximity
to the affected area can contribute to the likelihood of
an individual’s responding.'®

Some sociologists believe that collective behavior
is a result of a sense of uncertainty combined with a
need to act.? Crisis situations are ideal settings for
collective behavior because they can call for a consen-
sus of opinion about what needs to be done.? In the
immediate aftermath of a disaster, there can be a
“vacuum of authority” as emergency responders are
organizing the incident management even while they
themselves are impacted by the event.!” Disaster vol-
unteers perceive needs and step up to provide imme-
diate action when they see perceived poor coordina-
tion, lapses in authority, and/or that response organ-
izations are focused upon confronting only the largest
demands in an incident.®

Dynes® found that many people take on a greater
citizenship role in the wake of a disaster, seeking to
do “anything to help the community.” Starting shortly
after the September 11 World Trade Center collapse
and extending to the recovery period, altruism was
evident.'® As a World Trade Center volunteer stated,
“T don’t need to be asked to come. There is work for
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everyone here.””® Another September 11 volunteer
proclaimed, “T'll do anything they need. I just have to
help.”®! This behavior was glorified in the press with
statements such as this one from the Washington
Times: “[T]he hero that emerged from Tuesday’s ter-
rorism that shook the United States is humanity.”!

It should be recognized that although altruism
is a strong motivator, disaster volunteers may have
other motivations, and they often volunteer for
more than one reason.?? Fritz and Matthewson'®
categorized five types of people who converge on a
disaster scene: returnees, the anxious, helpers, the
curious, and exploiters. Kendra and Wachtendorf**
suggested an additional category made up of sup-
porters or fans who cheer on emergency workers.
Volunteering can be a way to satisfy curiosity or
may be used as a vehicle of power.?? There are also
limits to altruism on the part of nonvictims, espe-
cially when a disaster is remote, involves people of
other racial and/or ethnic backgrounds, or involves
victims who are blamed for their condition.?!

In addition to helping others, some proponents
believe that participation in volunteer service is help-
ful to the victims themselves. It has been suggested
that it can reduce stress,?® provide an outlet for rage,?®
facilitate the healing process,?” and empower vic-
tims.262% Victim participation in disaster assistance is
encouraged by the International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies because they feel it
enhances the effectiveness of recovery for all involved.

How they volunteer

Volunteer assistance is often important because
it can be readily available. People living or working
close to damaged areas can provide immediate assis-
tance. Volunteers on an assigned resource integrate
with the response because their participation is
expected. Likewise, incident managers have recog-
nized the need for recruited volunteers, and the man-
ner in which they will be integrated is readily appar-
ent. Spontaneous volunteers can join organizations
that are already a part of the disaster response (i.e.,
become a volunteer on an assigned resource).
Spontaneous volunteers will also self-organize to
address perceived needs, and this method is termed

“emergence.” Drabek and McEntire® state that emer-
gence “includes the appearance of inter-organization-
al networks after disaster which attempt to fulfill
important societal functions made evident by an
extreme event.” These groups are self-initiated and
have common goals and values.?!

Emergent groups can solve problems that are not
adequately addressed by formal response activities.??
Stallings and Quarantelli'® determined that there are
three major activities of emergent groups during
response: damage assessment, operations, and coor-
dination. After Hurricane Andrew, the most common
types of emergent group involved themselves in oper-
ational activities related to civil defense/law enforce-
ment, religious units, and medical care.?? The follow-
ing are some examples of emergent groups:

m After the World Trade Center collapse, a
group of telecommunications employees
and companies joined together to create
the Wireless Emergency Response Team.
This team created a system and process to
identify the location of missing persons’
mobile phones.??

® During the response to the Mexico City
earthquake, citizens developed an ad hoc
system for transporting commodities.**

® During the recovery from a tornado in
central Florida, volunteer agencies com-
bined to create a common disaster relief
center. A local bus route was created to
transport vietims from the tornado site to
the center.?®

This ability to improvise can be valuable since not
all disaster contingencies can be anticipated, and
emergent groups have the ability to apply new strate-
gies, tools, and technologies.®

Quarantelli®® has identified several factors that
are required for emergence to take place. These
include a supportive social climate; relevant social
relationships before a crisis; and the necessary
resources of people, materials, and knowledge.
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Emergent phenomena are more likely to occur when
formal response organizations do not meet the disas-
ter victims’ needs.?#?

A significant downside to the emergence phenom-
enon is that it can be poorly coordinated, and ad hoc
efforts may not lead to concerted action.'® Simply
anticipating the phenomenon can assist emergency
managers. Quarantelli®® advocates that prior plan-
ning can prevent or reduce dysfunctional or unneces-
sary emergence. Stallings and Quarantelli’® have
suggested a policy of “trying to link emergent citizen
groups into the network of emergency management
organizations.”

Will volunteers respond differently depending
on the nature of the disaster?

The majority of the available literature describes
volunteer responses to natural disasters that
involved a sudden impact. More difficult questions to
answer are whether volunteers respond differently to
technical (human-induced) disasters and how volun-
teers will respond if there is a concern for their health
and safety. The persistence of volunteerism in the
United States through the 1947 smallpox response,
war zone efforts, and other major health emergencies
suggests that volunteers will offer their assistance
during a biological event.® However, biological disas-
ters are a special concern because there could be anx-
iety about personal health risks. Noji?” suggests that
this may be alleviated with proper education and pre-
ventative measures. Clizbe® states that special efforts
are needed to recruit, select, train, provide for the
safety and protection of, and continuously engage vol-
unteers for such an event. He has found that “the reli-
ability of volunteers usually correlates with the
degree to which managers are able to meet the needs
and interests of individual volunteers.”

Kasperson and Pijawka?® assert that technologi-
cal hazards (also known as man-made or human-
caused hazards) pose different and often more chal-
lenging management issues. Technological hazards
tend to elicit a different pattern of public response
because there is a perception that a specific party 1s
to blame. The therapeutic altruism that is common in
many natural disasters may be less likely in this case

because rebuilding may not occur (residents may
wish or need to move), there is a conflict between vic-
tims and nonvictims, and/or there has been a delayed
response by government authorities. There are, how-
ever, historical incidents in which volunteers
responded to technological disasters even when their
health and safety could have been at risk. During the
Tokyo sarin attack, bystanders entered the subways
to assist victims.2 After the collapse of the World
Trade Center, it was speculated that additional ter-
rorist activity might ocecur, yet people flocked to New
York City.

DISASTER VOLUNTEER BENEFITS AND RISKS

Benefits

The affected community, emergency responders,
and volunteers themselves benefit from disaster vol-
unteerism. Volunteers are a significant source of
timely manpower, and their actions can save lives.
Noji®7 found that the majority of victims pulled from
the rubble of collapsed buildings in various disasters
were rescued by bystanders.

In Southern Italy in 1980, 90 percent of the
survivors of an earthquake were extricated
by untrained, uninjured survivors who
used their bare hands and simple tools
such as shovels and axes. Following the
1976 Tangshan earthquake, about 200,000
to 300,000 entrapped people crawled out of
the debris on their own and went on to res-
cue others. They became the backbone of
the rescue teams, and it was to their credit
that more than 80 percent of those buried
under the debris were rescued. Thus, life-
saving efforts in a stricken community rely
heavily on the capabilities of relatively
uninjured survivors, including untrained
volunteers, as well as those of local fire-
fighters and other relevant professionals.

After the 1985 Mexico City earthquake, the
majority of the 500 survivors pulled from the rubble
were rescued by spontaneous volunteers.”® In the
1976 Tangshan earthquake, 58 percent of trapped
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Table 1. Risks associated with spontaneous disaster volunteer response

Source

Risk

Failure to effectively utilize volunteers

» Damage to property
« Reduced ability to cope for volunteers
« Poor public perception of emergency responders

Morbidity/mortality of disaster victims

Actions of untrained, uncoordinated volunteers

Disruption of organized response (decreased response
effectiveness, decreased/limited resources available to
victims)

Morbidity/mortality of volunteers, disaster victims, and
emergency responders

victims were rescued by residents and troops who
lived in the local community.?”

Volunteer service can also be used to augment
emergency staff. Using volunteers with basic skills to
address common tasks allows responders to focus
upon specialized work.!” For example, volunteers pro-
viding food services can free firefighters to perform
rescue work. At the same time, volunteers can bring
skills that do not exist in sufficient quantities or pro-
vide significant economic savings. In a federally
declared disaster, the value of volunteer work can be
credited toward the cost-share of the affected state.’
Florida emergency management, which often uses
volunteers for hurricane clean-up, stated that the
economic advantages alone are substantial enough to
warrant using volunteers as an integral part of emer-
gency plans.'! The International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies cited research that
suggests volunteer investments can provide up to

42

eight times the return in community services

Risks

There are two major categories of risk associated
with disaster volunteer response: the failure to effec-
tively utilize volunteers and the actions of untrained
and uncoordinated volunteers. In the first category,
the failure of emergency managers to effectively uti-
lize volunteers may create a poor public perception of
the disaster response. The costs of lost opportunities,
such as the inability to save some victims or property
or the inability for victims to benefit psychologically
by volunteering, may be publicly evident. In the second

category, the actions of untrained and uncoordinated
volunteers can harm disaster victims, emergency
responders, and the volunteers themselves.

While volunteers do not require monetary com-
pensation, they do stress other resources. Volunteers
may arrive unequipped and require significant logis-
tical support such as food and shelter.*** Well-mean-
ing individuals can endanger themselves and others
in hazardous environments. It is not surprising that
response organizations perceive volunteers to be, as
Green®?® states, “more effort on the part of a strained
system than they contribute to the resolution of the
problem.” Historically documented issues associated
with volunteer response to disasters are elaborated
upon in the following section.

CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH SPONTANEOUS
VOLUNTEER MANAGEMENT

Matching volunteers to needs

Organizations with a formal response role often
turn away spontaneous volunteers because they are
not prepared for them and have not considered how to
integrate this valuable resource. Often it is simply
the large number of volunteers that causes problems
and overwhelms the capacity of organizations to
effectively engage them.**** Response personnel are
diverted from their duties in order to decide how
spontaneous volunteers will be used, create and dele-
cate tasks, manage logistics, and supervise actions in
an ad hoc manner.>!* Failure to anticipate volunteers
can have a disruptive impact on the response, espe-
cially when there are more volunteers than there are
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defined tasks for them to perform.>* Tom
Weidemeyer,*® chief operating officer of United Parcel
Service and president of UPS Airlines, aptly stated,
“It is a paradox—people’s willingness to volunteer
versus the system’s capacity to use them effectively.”

Researchers have found that “successful” volun-
teers had skills that were compatible to the disaster’s
needs, and this match was obvious to the emergency
managers in positions to use them. These volunteers
required minimal supervision by official emergency
responders, or the benefits they provided outweighed
the effort required by the officials.* Matching volun-
teers to needs is simplified when the disaster requires
low-skill rather than specialty tasks. Many natural
disasters require a large amount of low-skill tasks.
For example, the threat of flooding can require mas-
sive sandbagging, and earthquake events create the
need for considerable debris removal. Researchers
have found that many volunteers after the Loma
Prieta earthquake in San Francisco and Santa Cruz
largely participated in unskilled tasks.?

In the September 11 World Trade Center disas-
ter, however, the disaster site was limited to several
very hazardous city blocks. The lack of need for un-
skilled labor limited the participation of volunteers,
as they lacked the training and experience required for
more advanced tasks.'® Traditional emergency re-
sponse organizations often require special skills to work
with relatively complex technologies (e.g., surgery/
labs) and/or involve authority structures with no role
for spontaneous volunteers (e.g., police and fire depart-
ments).*” It can be challenging to integrate volunteers
with little to no experience and unknown mental and
physical abilities into a response cadre of highly
trained professionals. For safety and response efficien-
cv, a method to screen volunteers is necessary to deter-
mine their abilities and limitations.*! In addition to not
having relevant skill sets, there were other barriers to
volunteering such as long lines, uncoordinated leader-
ship, and unclear and disorganized information.”

Volunteer coordination requires a “common view”
of the incident

Spontaneous volunteers who respond to a disaster
typically try to address problems that are immediately

visible to them. Self-assignment can lead to problems
of misdistribution or misconcentration of aid'® and
duplication of resources. Barriers to interorganiza-
tional coordination include differences in terminolo-
gy, operating structures, and procedures.*® To reduce
duplication and foster coordination, researchers have
found it is important to have a single overarching man-
agement system,* defined agency roles,®3%5! proper
task management, and division of labor.>® The system
must be able to assign not only individual volunteers
but also groups of volunteers and voluntary organiza-
tions. Assistant Arlington County Fire Chief James
Schwartz, incident commander for the Pentagon on
September 11, noted:

You've got to look beyond the traditional
emergency-response community with
regard to who needs information and an
understanding of the [incident command
system] . ... We found we had an awful lot
of other organizations participating—peo-
ple who brought valuable assets, but as
the incident was so large, they needed a
deeper understanding of where they
plugged in.??

Schwartz stated that organizations need a com-
mon understanding of the incident management sys-
tem to be used and the skills and resources of the
responding organizations.’® If organizations are
unaware of other response groups, coordination can
not occur.®”

Disaster response needs are dynamic

As incident problems are addressed and new sit-
uations evolve, the response needs change, and this
affects both donations and volunteer needs. A method
is needed to conduct information dissemination related
to this. For example, after Hurricane Andrew supplies
of bottled water were needed. Many groups collected
water throughout the nation, and it was difficult to
stop the donations.?* Shortly after September 11, peo-
ple donated over 475,000 units of blood: less than 1
percent was needed for the victims, and 17 percent
was discarded within 42 days because it was no
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longer usable.’® Appeals for volunteer skills also
proved difficult to manage. An organizer of Canadian
trade volunteers called New York City police to deter-
mine if their services could be used. At that time, the
city was requesting people with their skills (electri-
cians, steamfitters, ironworkers, plumbers, and car-
penters). After a 10-hour bus ride, the volunteers
arrived in New York to learn that their skills were no
longer needed because local response had satisfied
the need. This experience was not unique.®®

While immediate needs may be quickly met via
volunteer service, mobilization of volunteers should
be an ongoing process rather than a one-time event.*’
Volunteers have limits*? and may need to be relieved
by others wishing to assist. The system should
address not only immediate but also anticipated
needs for volunteer services. Additionally, voluntary
organizations are often in a position to identify and
address issues outside the focus of the incident man-
agement objectives. For example, they can provide
support to individuals who are not eligible for govern-
mental financial assistance, who fear seeking assis-
tance (e.g., undocumented immigrants fearing depor-
tation), or who have needs that are not adequately
provided for by incident management.?’

Volunteer health and safety issues

Too many volunteers at a disaster site can cause
confusion, compromise the efficiency of the
response,”® and create complications for scene safe-
ty.” Volunteers at a disaster site are exposed to the
same hazards as traditional emergency responders,
but they often have less training and equipment to
protect them. Health and safety concerns include
communicable agents, environmental contamination,
hazardous working environments, and psychological
effects. At the World Trade Center, personnel on the
debris pile required protective eyewear glasses and
filter masks.?! A follow-up volunteer medical screen-
ing program to address short- and long-term health
effects among responders was established,% but the
inclusiveness and effectiveness of these ad hoc efforts
is unclear.

The liability and workman’s compensation cover-
age varies for disaster volunteers. Legal guidance in

these areas is commonly based upon employment
law, which can be difficult to apply in emergency cir-
cumstances.®! Some emergency managers require vol-
unteers to sign a liability release. New Jersey worked
to pass a bill that would provide coverage to emer-
gency responders who had volunteered at the World
Trade Center.%? Illinois has passed state laws that
cover volunteers as state employees, but the state
also encourages additional steps toward developing
written procedures and plans for volunteer liability,
management of unruly or undesired volunteers, secu-

rity. and incident credentialing.%%64

Volunteer response will occur whether requested or not

For people who do not have a formal role in the
response, the urge to “do something” can be over-
whelming.*® Florida's guide on unaffiliated volun-
teers advises that volunteers will come regardless of
the planning efforts of emergency managers.*!
California’s guide on post-disaster volunteers is aptly
titled They Will Come.®> As noted in the section on
spontaneous volunteer behavior, people will respond
if they perceive a need, even if they were not request-
ed. As the magnitude and complexity of a disaster
grows, communications break down, and volunteers
respond because they are unable to confirm what is
happening or whether a need actually exists.
Individuals feel justified in their response due to the
magnitude of the disaster.*?

Convergence at a disaster site can lead to conges-
tion, impacting disaster site access and security and
hindering operations."® Access to disaster sites can be
a particularly sensitive issue. After the Mexico City
earthquake, volunteers were barred from certain
areas. Conflicts occurred between volunteers who
desired to perform rescue activities and responder
moves to clear debris.*

The lack of a strong volunteer management sys-
tem does not simply result in underutilized resources; in
the absence of formal guidance, people seek to perform
services outside the control of the response system.
“Freelancing,” or acting independently without being
a part of or authorized by a response organization,
poses safety problems for the freelancer, other emer-
gency responders, and victims. Behavior such as
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medical freelancing and food dissemination without
proper temperature and sanitation control can have
particularly significant adverse impacts.!'* Disaster
sites can be inherently hazardous environments,
exacerbating the risks of unmanaged volunteer activ-
ity. After the Oklahoma City bombing, effective
accountability of volunteer responders was achieved
only after a bomb scare forced evacuation of the site.*?
Unfortunately, a nurse volunteer assisting in a
search without proper personal protection had
already been struck on the head by falling debris. She
died from her injuries.®®

Individuals filling response roles early in the inci-
dent may become unwilling to later recognize and
take direction from official response leaders, which
can create safety issues. These individuals are
referred to as “rogue volunteers.”®” Freelancing and
scene security were problems at the Pentagon and the
World Trade Center.>® Various screening and creden-
tialing methods are being developed to address secu-
rity and liability concerns.%®

Perception of volunteer response

Kendra and Wachtendorf'* speculate that public
officials feel that the presence of disaster volunteers
suggests inadequacy of official response efforts. Law
enforcement officials, responsible for the security of
the scene, can further view volunteers as simply a
crowd control problem. Conversely, Florida’s guide on
unaffiliated volunteers finds opportunity in managed
involvement of volunteers. It states that well-managed
volunteers can contribute to a positive public percep-
tion of the effort, and volunteers often have time to
assist victims more personally, while emergency man-
agers must concentrate on the larger picture.*!

CURRENT SYSTEMS

Emergency managers need a volunteer manage-
ment system that will capitalize on the available vol-
unteer resources while ensuring safety and promot-
ing the responders’ ability to effectively perform tasks
within the ICS managing the response. Volunteers
need a system that will enable them to contribute
skills and resources to the response and recovery
from the disaster that affected their lives.

There are generally three levels at which spon-
taneous volunteer management systems exist today.
Many systems are created by individual organiza-
tions so that they can directly incorporate volun-
teers. A small number of states and local areas have
created systems to coordinate multiple voluntary
agencies and receive and direct volunteers to one of
several organizations. At a federal level, the
National Response Plan (NRP) recognizes state and
local governments as having the primary responsi-
bility for spontaneous volunteer management and
identifies supporting roles and functions of the fed-
eral government.%?

Federal volunteer management planning

The federal government provides incident
response and recovery assets according to the NRP.
The NRP is the framework “to align Federal coordina-
tion structures, capabilities, and resources into a uni-
fied, all-discipline, and all-hazards approach to
domestic incident management.”® The NRP includes
the Volunteer and Donations Management Support
Annex, which describes how federal support will be
provided in a disaster. The Annex assigns primary
responsibility for spontaneous volunteer and dona-
tions management planning to state, local, and tribal
governments in coordination with Voluntary
Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD). The actual
receipt and management of volunteers during an inci-
dent is often delegated to voluntary organizations
“with established volunteer and donations manage-
ment structures.” The NRP states that a cooperative
effort is needed among government bodies, voluntary
agencies, faith-based organizations, the private sec-
tor, and the media.®®

The NRP includes a list of functions and
resources in the concept of operations, including a
volunteer and donations coordinator, a phone bank, a
media-relations effort, a liaison with other emergency
support functions, and a facilities management plan.
The Federal Emergency Management Agency can
provide volunteer and donations management staff to
the National Response Coordination Center, Regional
Response Coordination Center, and/or Joint Field
Office.5?
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State and local volunteer management planning

States often have volunteer management plans in
the form of guidances to their jurisdictions. Some
have delegated responsibility for spontaneous volun-
teer management to a specific organization. Example
plans include those of California,®® Florida,*! and
Ohio.™™ The National Emergency Management
Association’s Web site lists 58 state and territorial
donations management plans; only 30 of these
address volunteer management.”!

Federal agencies, states, and localities are now
required to adopt the National Incident Man-
agement System (NIMS).”27 NIMS is intended to
enable government and private sector organizations
to work together throughout the phases of a disas-
ter. It includes concepts, principles, and terminology
for incident and resource management so that the
involved organizations can interoperate effectively
and efficiently.™

A central component of NIMS is the ICS, which
defines the management structure, components, and
operating characteristics. The basic functional
structure of an ICS includes command, operations,
planning, logistics, and finance/administration. On-
scene incident operations must work within this
structure.™ Response organizations fill assignments
within this structure; however, there is no defined
mechanism for individual spontaneous volunteers to
become part of the response. The role of volunteers
is briefly discussed in NIMS as a part of resource
management. The Arlington County Public Health
Volunteer Management System is an example of a
new effort to design a NIMS-consistent model for
the processing and management of volunteers.”™

Voluntary ageney volunteer management planning

Voluntary organizations that frequently take
part in disaster service often have plans to incorpo-
rate spontaneous volunteers who wish to become
members of the organization during an incident.
The American Red Cross has published plans for
this purpose.’

Many areas have a VOAD association that is com-
posed of voluntary groups within a geographical area.
The member organizations provide skills throughout

disaster phases. Depending on its structure and
mission, a VOAD association can range from a loose
affiliation of organizations intended to foster under-
standing among members to a more formal organi-
zation with disaster response procedures for its
members.”” There are currently 60 state VOADs
within the United States and its territories.”™

WEAKNESSES IN CURRENT SYSTEMS

Practical experience and sociological research
have led to the development of systems that contain
excellent concepts and functions. In particular, the
American Red Cross has been a leader in creating,
exercising, and implementing spontaneous volun-
teer management systems. Systems created by vol-
untary organizations are limited, however, in that
they primarily support only the objectives of their
own organizations. For example, the Red Cross can
integrate volunteers to support mass care opera-
tions, but it may not be able to leverage citizens
skilled in pet rescue.

Separate, organization-based systems can also
pose a hindrance for potential volunteers, as the vol-
unteer must search across multiple organizations to
find an entity that can use and manage his or her
particular skills. To fill needs, incident managers
must likewise interface with multiple voluntary
organizations, and they do not have the benefit of
easily reaching individuals with unique skills or
resources.

In our preliminary observations, we found that
many of the published volunteer management sys-
tems are limited in scale, scope, and operational
detail. Conceptual ambiguity is common in the fol-
lowing critical areas:

® How does the volunteer system integrate
with the incident management system?

®m How do different voluntary organizations
coordinate to avoid redundancy?

m How are unique volunteer resources iden-
tified and incorporated by the incident
management team?
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m How are converging volunteers channeled
(physically or through information) in
order to avoid unsafe conditions and be
processed for formal assignment?

®m How are volunteers with recognized
response organizations managed differ-
ently (and/or similarly) from spontaneous
volunteers?

m How are response needs and skills priori-
tized to move volunteers quickly through
the system?

m What kind/amount of staffing is needed to
screen, assign, and manage volunteers?

B As volunteer commitment/interest changes,
how does the system react?

m What procedures are important in demobi-
lizing and out-processing volunteers?

m How is demobilization and transition to
recovery related to volunteers addressed?

m How is postincident volunteer health sur-
veillance performed?

m What postincident volunteer follow-up is
indicated?

CONCLUSION

The footprint of volunteer response to disasters is
significant. The presence of volunteers brings both
the benefits of needed aid and the risks associated
with unmanaged, independent personnel. Historical
evidence highlights the importance of an effective
and efficient volunteer management system.

Systems that exist to date are largely organiza-
tion-based, and many are not applicable to large-scale
disasters. To date, disaster volunteer management is
not a robust part of many local, state, and national
plans.

A comprehensive model of a disaster volunteer

management system that goes beyond the scope of
individual organizations is needed to enable volun-
teers to participate while ensuring a safe, effective,
and efficient response. The systematic review of ben-
efits, risks, and challenges associated with previous
spontaneous volunteer response can be used to build
such a model.
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