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PROJECT

Aim
•Support the development of more inclusive, flexible and adaptive volunteer strategies 
and models in the emergency management sector

Rationale
•Traditional EM volunteer model is under 
pressure

•Volunteering‐community resilience link
•Informal citizen response to disaster ‐
ubiquitous and beneficial but not 
planned for by EMOs

•Form, scope and contexts of (emergency) 
volunteering is changing

•Very little research with Australian EM 
focus

Research team
•Prof John Handmer
•Dr Blythe McLennan
•Dr Josh Whittaker
•Dr Tarn Kruger
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PROCESS
Stage Description

1. Reviews Review 1 ‐ Informal volunteerism in disasters 
Review 2 ‐ Trends in Australian emergency volunteering

2. Case studies Primary studies
 Community‐led preparedness ‐ Be Ready Warrandyte

 Community‐led recovery ‐ COGA

 Spontaneous volunteering ‐ EV CREW

 Faith‐based recovery volunteering ‐ Pinery fire
Secondary studies
 BlazeAid, Digital volunteering ‐ Cyclone Pam, Cyclone Tracy –

spontaneous volunteering
Student projects
 VGI in preparedness (Haworth)

 Community‐led recovery (Jennings)
3. Evaluation of 
alternative 
‘models’

 Briefing paper 

 Risk/benefit assessment workshops 

 Final Risk/Benefit framework



EXPLORING AND DEFINING THE TERRAIN
BEFORE DURING

(Response, immediate relief & recovery)
AFTER

(Longer-term recovery) Examples

Informal helping / volunteering
Helping family, friends, neighbours etc via social networks, no 

organisational affiliation or management 
(unlikely to self-identify as ‘volunteers’)

Neighbourhood post-flood clean-up efforts, community 
support for local fire brigades and SES units, social and 

cultural norms of community obligation and service in many 
CALD communities

Community-based disaster risk 
management (CBDRM)

Community-based risk reduction, preparation and planning, response and/or recovery by and for 
communities at-risk, often in partnership with governments. 

Be Ready Warrandyte (BRW), Wye Rural Fire Brigade Auxiliary, 
Emerald Emergency Support Team, Community On-Ground 

Assistance, Elwood Flood Action Group, Community 
Fireguard, Community Fire Units etc

Extending group volunteering
May extend into community-

based preparation prior to 
disaster event

Voluntary response by existing community 
groups, businesses etc that have no prior 

disaster management roles

May evolve into 
established organisations

Be Ready Warrandyte, environmental and conservation 
groups, sporting clubs, professional associations, Landcare, 

Country Women’s Association etc

Spontaneous volunteering May be pre-registered where 
available

Offer assistance individually or in groups to 
EMOs and other helping organisations 

(may be from within or outside the 
communities impacted)

May be mobilised for 
longer-term recovery if 

offers are registered

Elements of the Brisbane Mud Army, BlazeAid, Emergency 
Volunteering CREW, elements of Samaritan’s Purse domestic 
disaster relief, elements of Conservation Volunteers Australia 

disaster recovery, some local government relief centre 
volunteering

Emergent group volunteering

May emerge in response to 
needs identified prior to a 

disaster event

Respond to (perceived) need via self-
organised emergent groups 

(may be digital or digitally-enabled)

May evolve into more 
established orgs

Blazeaid, Firefoxes, Shoeboxes of Love, Baked Relief, Tassie 
Fires We Can Help, Community On-Ground Assistance 

(COGA), Walking Forward Disaster Relief Team, Cyclone Yasi 
Update

(Note: some have evolved into established orgs)

Digital volunteering 
networks/entrepreneurs & 

volunteered geographic 
information (VGI)

May be pre-planned/ 
networked Often organised via lose, horizontal networks May continue particularly 

if legitimated by EMOs
VOST Victoria, Tassie Fires We Can Help, Cyclone Yasi Update, 

Emergency Wiki 2.0, Bushfire Connect

Skills-based volunteering
Established/expanding orgs seek out (or are approached by) volunteers with specific skills for short-term, 

project-based engagements (individuals or groups)
Canberra Mappers, Random Hacks of Kindness, social 

entrepreneurs, animal rescue

Employer-supported (and 
corporate) volunteering

When supported by pre-
established partnerships and 

agreements

Via formal corporate employee volunteering 
programs, or informal community 

involvement of smaller local businesses.

When supported by pre-
established partnerships 

and agreements

Mobilisation for flood response by mining companies, local 
business involvement in CBDRM, corporate volunteering in 

partnership with NGOs and community groups, e.g. 
Community On-Ground Assistance (COGA), Habitat for 

Humanity, Conversation Volunteers Australia.

Episodic/ casual volunteering 
with established & expanding 

organisations

Formal, short-term or casual volunteering with EMOs
(More common in expanding organisations e.g. relief/recovery NGOs)

Some support roles for specific brigades, units; community 
action teams proposed for NSW SES; some volunteers with 
Conservation Volunteers Australia, Habitat for Humanity

Informal helping / volunteering

Community‐based disaster risk 
management

Extending group volunteering

Spontaneous volunteering

Emergent group volunteering

Digital volunteers & networks

Skills‐based volunteering

Employer supported (corporate) 
volunteering

Episodic/casual volunteering
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REVIEWS – THE STATE OF KNOWLEDGE

• Recognising the prevalence, 
changing forms, and 
contributions of informal 
citizen response to disaster

• Reiterate need to plan for it 
(not control it)

• Shifting the narrative around 
emergency/disaster  
volunteering from one of 
decline and  crisis to one of  
transformation and 
opportunity

• Organisations need to adapt 
to take up opportunities
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CASE STUDIES



© BUSHFIRE AND NATURAL HAZARDS CRC 2017

RISK/ BENEFIT FRAMEWORK FOR DECISION 
MAKING

Enable EMOs support or build capacity of self‐organised volunteers 
and emergent/extending voluntary groups.

Adapt EMOs adapt management systems to embrace non‐traditional 
forms of emergency volunteering.

Select  EMOs selectively manage specific, low‐risk volunteering that 
requires minimal change to existing management systems.

Contain EMOs seek to reduce volunteering risks through information 
and communication, on‐site safety management, or diverting 
people to low risk volunteering pathways with other EMOs.

Curtail EMOs dissuade, stop or exclude volunteers, including referring 
them to recruitment pathways for traditional EM volunteers. 

Do Nothing EMOs have no plans in place.In
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UTILISATION…SO FAR

• National Spontaneous Volunteer 
Strategy

• AIDR Spontaneous Volunteer 
Management Handbook

• Also…
• AIIMS Manual – new chapter on 

community goodwill
• Volunteering Victoria Spontaneous 

volunteering outcomes framework
• Agency volunteering strategies and 

conversations, e.g. NSW SES



ENABLING SUSTAINABLE EMERGENCY VOLUNTEERING PROJECT

SUSTAINABLE VOLUNTEERING CLUSTER 2017‐2021

ADAPTING THE SECTOR 
WORK PACKAGE

BLYTHE McLENNAN (RMIT) 

CHANGING MANAGEMENT 
PRACTICE 

WORK PACKAGE

PATRICK DUNLOP (UWA)

END USER GROUP

Inputs, advice and SME  
Representation of each 
organisations needs

Problem definition
Project design

CLUSTER LEADERSHIP GROUP
Paul Davis (EMV)

Deb Parkin (IGEMVIC)
Troy Davies (QFES)

Strategic intent
Problem definition

Applicability, value and 
utilisation of research

Approval of project plans

PROJECT SUMMARY

PROJECT PLAN

PROJECT SUMMARY

PROJECT PLAN

PROJECT REPORTING PROJECT REPORTING






