
Disaster Volunteerism 

      

 

  
IIGR Working Paper Series 

Teresa R. Johnson 

Student Intern, TWC/MTSU 

December 2014 



1 
 

Disaster Volunteerism 
 

By Teresa R. Johnson, Student Intern, TWC/MTSU 

International Institute of Global Resilience 

Student Internship Submission - December 5, 2014 

 

Abstract: Disaster volunteerism is steadily gaining attention in the field of emergency 

management and disaster resilience.  The purpose of this paper is to examine volunteerism 

before, during, and after disasters or crises. The research was gathered from news articles, 

academic papers, and Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) reports. The paper tries 

to answer the questions of ï  

 

¶ ñWhy people volunteer?ò  

¶ ñWhat do volunteers do?ò 

¶ ñWhat are the limitations and strengths of disaster volunteerism?ò 

¶ ñHow can disaster volunteerism be strengthened and supported?ò  

 

The bulk of this paper examines disaster volunteerism in the U.S. The latter portion of the paper 

includes a discussion of international disaster volunteerism, particularly in Japan. There is a 

focus on Citizen Corpsô Citizen Emergency Response Teams (CERT) and Medical Reserve 

Corps (MRC). In addition, there are case studies from several national and international disaster 

volunteers. The conclusion of this paper is that disaster volunteers are in a unique position to 

 

New York, N.Y., September 27, 2001 ï Rescue and recovery operations continue at the site of the collapsed 

World Trade Center following the 9/11 attack. Photo by Bri Rodriguez/ FEMA News Photo ï Location: 

New York, NY 
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help meet the immediate needs of the affected community because they are familiar with the area 

and can supplement official responders and contribute to local decision-making. However, 

volunteersô effectiveness can be limited by such factors as no shared lexicon or standard method 

to deal with influx of volunteers into a disaster site. Demographic changes in the volunteers and 

affected population as well as general hazards associated with disasters may also limit disaster 

volunteerism. Opportunities for strengthening disaster volunteerism include the development of a 

shared language, credentialing of volunteers, and learning and sharing of ideas between national 

and international entities.   

Introduction: ñVolunteerismò, is a noun meaning ñthe act or practice of doing volunteer work 

in community serviceò as defined by the Merriam-Webster Dictionary. The dictionary also lists 

the first known use of the word to be in 1844, but as noted later in the paper, volunteerism has 

been in practice since civilization began.  

 

In 2004, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics of the Department of Labor indicated that 62.8 

million people in the U.S. had volunteered for an organization at least once in the previous 12 

months.1  Disaster volunteerism is a specific category of volunteerism and perhaps the most 

underappreciated. Nonetheless, the need for disaster volunteers and disaster-focused organization 

is growing as the number and severity of natural and man-made disasters is increasing.  

 

The paper is divided into four  parts: (1) Volunteerism in the United States; (2) Case Studies in 

the United States; (3) International volunteerism; and (4) Conclusion.  

 

1. Volunteerism in the United States 
 

History:  

The desire  of Americans to work together  

can be seen in the foundation of the  country 

itself. According to Motoko Imai, a lecturer at 

Tokiwa University in Japan, in a comparsion 

of the U.S. to Japan, in the United States,  the 

notion of ñthe peopleò preceded that of ñthe 

governmentò in its creation. The founding 

fathers were disappointed with their former 

countries and did not want an all-powerful 

government, so they formed their own 

voluntary associations.2 One of the most 

notable founding fathers, Benjamin Franklin, ñunderstood not only that the idea that people 

could act together to bring order to the chaos of the natural and social domains was essentially 

                                                           
1 United Nations Volunteers. ά{ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ the ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊƛǎƳ wŜǇƻǊǘΦέ нлммΦ 
2 http://www.heartsandminds.org/articles/volunteer.htm  

Volunteers after Superstorm Sandy. Source USMA.edu 
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revolutionary, but that realizing this idea required concerted action through organizationsò (Hall, 

Harvard Kennedy School, 2003).3 Furthermore, Peter Hall (Charles Scribnersô Sons, 2004) stated 

that the U.S. Constitution established conditions that made the growth of volunteerism 

inevitable.4 For example, Benjamin Franklin was an avid believer in the First Amendment, which 

supported freedom of press.  In this regard, it is noteworthy that many of  Franklinôs voluntary 

associations were promoted through the press, including the creation of Americaôs first volunteer 

fire department in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Today, the press is one of the many forms of 

communication that disseminates information to the public about the state of affairs following a 

disaster. Communication among the various agencies and to the public can be a limitation or 

strength of disaster volunteerism depending upon its utilization.  

 

 

Why people volunteer:  

 

According to an article titled ñStrategies for Managing Spontaneous Volunteers during Incident 

Response: A Systems Approach (Fernandez, L. et al., The Journal of the Naval Postgraduate 

School Center for Homeland Defense and Security, 2006),ò predicting who will volunteer is 

difficult. There is no consistent evidence that gender, ethnicity, wealth, or community 

involvement affects disaster volunteerism; however, close proximity to the site and personal 

identification with the victims may increase volunteerism. The reason many people volunteer is 

to meet a perceived need.5 The severity of the incident also stimulate the willingness to 

volunteer. For example, polling data conducted by the Gallup Poll (2002) indicated that some 

86% of Americans saw the September 11th New York World Trade Center attack as an act of 

war, and 87% of Americans thought it was the ñmost tragic event in their lifetime.ò 6  In the face 

of such a horrible event, volunteers arrived not just from elsewhere in the city, or New York 

State, or the very proximate Connecticut, Maryland, or New Jersey, but from across the United 

States. 

 

In a message discussing the September 11 attacks, American Red Cross Leaders David T. 

McLaughlin, Chairman, and Marsha J. Evans, President and CEO, stated that, ñMore than 55,000 

volunteers from all 50 states and offshore territories worked with us to aid those affected. An 

unprecedented number of Americans gave to the American Red Cross Liberty Disaster Fund, 

which now has receipts of more than $1 billion. Tens of thousands of people gave blood ï almost 

                                                           
3 Hall, Peter D. Benjamin Franklin and the Origins of Secular Voluntarism 
4 Hall, Peter D. Review of New Dictionary of the History of Ideas 
5 Fernandez, L., Barbera, J., and Van Dorp, J., in Homeland Security Affairs, October 2006. 
6 YŜƴŘǊŀ ŀƴŘ ²ŀŎƘǘŜƴŘƻǊŦΣ wŜōŜƭ CƻƻŘΧwŜƴŜƎŀŘŜ {ǳǇǇƭƛŜǎΥ /ƻƴǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ¢ǊŀŘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊ !ǘǘŀŎƪ, 

2002. 



4 
 

a quarter of whom had never donated before.ò Furthermore, the report states that within minutes 

the American Red Cross mobilized more than 6,000 trained disaster volunteers.7 

 

This mass movement towards the area of disaster is what researchers call convergence. 

Researcher have long recognized convergence as a post-disaster phenomenon. Charles E. Fritz 

and J.H. Mathewson (Convergence Behavior in Disasters; a Problem in Social Control. National 

Academy of Sciences, National Research Council, 1957) define convergence as ñmovement or 

inclination and approach towards a particular point,ò recognizing two variants of that 

phenomenon: ñthe notion of movement towards the disaster-struck area from the outside ï 

external convergence ï the movement towards specific points within a given disaster-related area 

or zone ï internal convergence.ò They note that convergence could be a ñmajor hindrance to 

organized relief efforts,ò though later researchers have also observed that volunteers can bring 

benefits as well as challenges.8 It is possible that the convergence that Fritz and Mathewson 

(1957) are discussing is that of spontaneous or unaffiliated volunteers. Spontaneous or 

unaffiliated volunteers are ordinary people who rush to help in a disaster or emergency situation, 

but who often lack the training and understanding of procedures to be fully effective in their 

roles.  In many cases, untrained volunteers may come to a disaster site in numbers that 

overwhelm traditional disaster professionals. The term ñunaffiliatedò is in reference to fact that 

these volunteers are not registered with a recognized agency or organization.  

 

What do disaster volunteers do:  

 

When a disaster occurs, people in and near the disaster area may become involved in search and 

rescue, providing food, shelter, and comfort to survivors. Volunteers also participate in a wide 

variety of tasks, such as debris clearing; collecting food, supplies, and money; and offering 

medical and psychological aid, among other activities.9 

 

Another way of answering the question, ñwhat do volunteers do?ò is to examine the work of 

volunteers as either professionals (e.g. doctors, nurses, etc.) or as ordinary citizens. Professionals 

such as doctors and nurses are likely to have been trained to varying degrees throughout their 

careers to handle the protocols, procedures, and people involved in disaster relief. In contrast, 

many ordinary citizens are not trained for emergencies and are unprepared for what to do when 

disaster strikes.  And yet, according to many studies, in 95 percent of all emergencies, it is the 

either the victim or a bystander who provides the first, immediate assistance at the scene. Clearly 

it is beneficial for citizens to receive training in emergency prevention, preparedness, and 

                                                           
7 September 11, 2001: Unprecedented Events, Unprecedented Response: A Review of the American Red Cross' 
Response in the past Year, 2002 
8 YŜƴŘǊŀ ŀƴŘ ²ŀŎƘǘŜƴŘƻǊŦΣ wŜōŜƭ CƻƻŘΧwŜƴŜƎŀŘŜ {ǳǇǇƭƛŜǎΥ /ƻƴǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ¢ǊŀŘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊ !ǘǘŀŎƪ, 
2002. 
9 C9a! IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ έ/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ LǎǎǳŜǎ ƛƴ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ {Ŏience and Management, Chapter 3: Volunteers and 
bƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ƛƴ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊΣέ нлмп 
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response and to maintain these skills to help others in critical situations without becoming 

victims themselves. Important training that might be included would be:  

 

¶ First aid 

¶ Cardio-pulmonary resuscitation (CPR) 

¶ Fire safety 

¶ Search and rescue procedures 

¶ Community Emergency Response Teams (CERT) training 

¶ Learning about the Incident Command System (ICS)10 

 

FEMAôs Citizen Corps is a nationwide grassroots movement to actively involve all Americans in 

making our communities and our nation safer, stronger, and better prepared for emergencies of 

all kinds. Citizen Corps was launched in January 2002 as part of President George W. Bushôs 

USA Freedom Corps initiative to promote a culture of service, citizenship, and responsibility. 

Citizen Corps Councils are state, tribal, and local councils that bring together the professional 

expertise of emergency responders with the energy and spirit of volunteer programs, the private 

sector, and other community stakeholders. Council responsibilities include:  

 

(1) Educating the public on their personal responsibility to be better prepared and the 

important steps they should take right now, 

(2) Provide local training in first aid and emergency prevention, preparedness, and response 

capabilities, and 

(3) Implementing volunteer programs and activities that support local emergency responders, 

community safety initiatives, and disaster relief.11 

 

Citizen Corps  has five ñpartner programs:ò  

 

(1) Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) 

(2) Fire Corps 

(3) Medical Reserve Corps (MRC) 

(4) Neighborhood Watch Program 

(5) Volunteers in Police Service (VIPS).  

 

In examining Citizen Corps, this paper will focus on CERT and MRC, as these two are the most 

relevant to IIGRôs research. CERT is primarily composed of civilians whereas MRC is 

composed of medical professional and some civilian volunteers.  

 

                                                           
10 https://www.medicalreservecorps.gov/pageViewFldr/About 
11 http://www.fema.gov/community-emergency-response-teams/about-community-emergency-response-team 
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Community Emergency Response Team (CERT)  

 

Traditionally, local government responds to everyday emergencies using fire, police, emergency 

medical services, and other professional emergency services. But during a disaster, the number 

and scope of incidents can overwhelm these conventional emergency services. To help fill this 

need, CERT is an  all-hazard program that trains ordinary people to help others in a disaster 

effectively and efficiently without placing themselves in unnecessary danger. According to the 

FEMA website, the CERT training: 

 

ñEducates people about disaster 

preparedness for hazards that may 

impact their area and trains them in 

basic disaster response skills, such as 

fire safety, light search and rescue, team 

organization, and disaster medical 

operations. Using the training learned in 

the classroom and during exercises, 

CERT members can assist others in their 

neighborhood or workplace following an 

event when professional responders are 

not immediately available to help. CERT Training.  Source:  FEMA.gov 
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CERT members also are encouraged to support emergency response agencies by taking a more 

active role in emergency preparedness projects in their community.ò12  

 

The idea to train CERT volunteers to assist emergency personnel during large disasters  came 

when a group of Los Angeles City officials traveled to Japan in 1985 to study the countryôs 

extensive earthquake preparedness plans. The group encountered a society that had taken 

extensive steps to train entire neighborhoods in one aspect of alleviating the potential devastation 

that would follow a major earthquake.  

 

In September of that same year, a Los Angeles City investigation team was sent to Mexico City 

following an 8.1 Richter scale earthquake that occurred there. The earthquake killed more than 

10,000 people and injured more than 30,000. Mexico City had no disaster training program for 

citizens prior to the earthquake. Large groups of volunteers organized themselves and were 

credited with more than 800 successful rescues; however, more than 100 of these untrained 

volunteers died during the 15-day rescue operation.13  

 

The lesson learned from Mexico City strongly indicated that a plan to train volunteers to help 

themselves and others while protecting their own safety must be developed.  

 

In 1986, the City of Los Angeles Fire Department developed a pilot program to train a group for 

this purpose. A concept developed involving multi-functional volunteer response teams. This 

first team of 30 people completed training in early 1986 and proved that the concept was viable 

through various drills, demonstrations, and exercises. Expansion of the program, however, was 

constrained due to limited City resources, until an event in 1987.14  

 

That event was the Whittier Narrows earthquake that shook Los Angeles in 1987. It vividly 

underscored the area-wide threat of a major disaster in California. Further, it confirmed the need 

for training civilians to meet their immediate needs.15 The City of Los Angeles took an 

aggressive role in protecting the citizens of Los Angeles by creating the Disaster Preparedness 

Division within the Los Angeles City Fire Department. Their objectives included: 

 

¶ Educate and train the public and government sectors in disaster preparedness research 

¶ Evaluate and disseminate disaster information 

                                                           
12 https://www.fema.gov/community-emergency-response-teams  
13 History of CERT." Vermont.gov Vermont Emergency Management. The State of Vermont, 2014. Web. 13 Nov. 
2014. 
14 "History of CERT." Vermont.gov Vermont Emergency Management. The State of Vermont, 2014. Web. 13 Nov. 
2014. 
15 http://www.fema.gov/community-emergency-response-teams/about-community-emergency-response-team 
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¶ Develop, train, and maintain a network of Community Emergency Response Teams 

(CERTs)16 

 

In 1993, FEMA decided to make the CERT concept and program available to communities 

nationwide. FEMAôs Emergency Management Institute (EMI), in cooperation with the LAFD, 

expanded the CERT materials to make them applicable to all hazards. 

 

During the State of the Union Address in 

2002, President George W. Bush called 

upon everyone in the United States to 

volunteer 4000 hours during the course of 

oneôs life. He spoke of the overwhelming 

volunteer spirit displayed on September 

11th and in the months that followed. He 

announced the creation of the USA Freedom Corps which included Citizen Corps. CERT later 

became a part of Citizen Corps.   

 

By 2004, CERT had reached into all 50 states as well as 3 territories and 6 foreign countries.17 

 

When Super Storm Sandy struck the east coast 

of the U.S. in October, 2012,  millions of 

people were affected.  Roads were flooded, 

houses were damaged or destroyed, and electric 

power was cut off.   Property damage amounted 

to approximately $65 billion. Two examples of 

CERT deployment in Sandy can be seen in 

New York City and in Arlington County, 

Virginia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 "History of CERT." Vermont.gov Vermont Emergency Management. The State of Vermont, 2014. Web. 13 Nov. 
2014. 
17 "History of CERT." Vermont.gov Vermont Emergency Management. The State of Vermont, 2014. Web. 13 Nov. 
2014. 
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New York City 

 

New York City has 54 CERT teams with more than 1,200 CERT members. Because of Super 

Storm Sandy more than 600 CERT members were deployed.   

¶ Before the storm, the CERT volunteers helped spread warning to citizens.  

¶ During the storm, CERT volunteers helped staff local disaster HQ and local shelters.   

¶ After the storm, CERT 

volunteers 

ü Gave out food and water 

and other disaster 

assistance supplies. 

ü Cleared away storm 

debris. 

ü Helped search for missing 

people.  

ü Walked through 

neighborhoods to check 

on the condition of the residents. 

 

Arlington County, Virginia 

The county mobilized more than 100 CERT volunteers.  

¶ After the storm, CERT volunteers, 

ü Walked neighborhoods and assessed damage. 

ü Marked hazards. 

ü Reported hazards to disaster HQ. 

¶ Within 4 hours the CERT volunteers were able to report on damage and hazards for 90% 

of the county. 

 

Medical Reserve Corps (MRC) 

 

The Medical Reserve Corps (MRC) is a national network of local groups of volunteers, with a 

mission to engage the volunteers in activities that strengthen public health, emergency response 

and community resilience. MRC volunteers include medical and public health professionals, 

such as physicians, nurses, physician assistants, pharmacists, dentists, veterinarians, and 

epidemiologists. Many other community members also participate in the MRC in duties such as 

interpreters, chaplains, office workers, and legal advisors.18  As of June 30, 2014, there were 

208,230 volunteers enrolled in 997 MRC units in 50 states, the District of Columbia, and U.S. 

Territories including Guam, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Palau, American Samoa, the 

                                                           
18 https://www.medicalreservecorps.gov/pageViewFldr/About 

CERT volunteers after Superstorm Sandy.  Source:  NYC.gov 
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Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, and Puerto 

Rico.  

 

The following map gives a snapshot of MRC scope, including the number and regional 

distribution of MRC units nationwide:  

 

According to the June 30, 2014 report released by the Division of the Civilian Volunteers 

Medical Reserve Corps, notable community preparedness and training programs  included:  

 

¶ The Greater New Bedford MRC (Fairhaven, MA) conducted an emergency pet sheltering 

training that addressed how to assist pet owners with the safety and security of their pets 

during the emergency.  

¶ The Warren County MRC (Oxford, 

NJ) was one of a number of New 

Jersey based MRC units that attended 

the train-the-trainer program for 

sheltering individuals with access and 

functional needs.  

¶ The Wisconsin Disaster Medical 

Response Team MRC (Appleton, WI) 

held its spring quarterly hands-on 

training contributing 975 total hours. 

The training was based on a the MRC training.  Source: Medicalreservecorps.gov 
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scenario of a large scale storm striking the area and requiring the deployment of the 

Mobile Medical Care Facility. 

¶ San Luis Valley MRC (Alamosa, CO) presented the ñIôm not scared when Iôm preparedò 

program at a local elementary school and provided take-home materials for parents and 

families.  

  

Emergency Response activities performed by several MRC units in  during this same time period 

included: 

 

¶ The Northeast North Carolina MRC (Elizabeth City, NC) provided tetanus shots to 

tornado victims and responders. 

¶ The Snohomish County MRC (Everett, WA) responded to the SR-530 mudslide 

providing medical, mental health, and logistical services to support the Emergency 

Operations Center, Medical Examinerôs Office, Emergency Call Center, responders, and 

the Sauk-Suiattle Tribe. Seventy-eight volunteers donated a total of 1,778.5 hours to the 

event for an estimated economic impact of more than $50,000 in cost savings due to the 

participation of volunteers.19 

 

How can disaster volunteerism be supported and strengthened? 

 

The events of September 11th dramatically 

illustrated the significance of unaffliliated 

volunteers, and the issue began receiving 

increased attention. The United Parcel Service 

(UPS) Foundation, the Points of Light 

Foundation & Volunteers Center National 

Network, the National Voluntary Organizations 

Active in Disasters (NVOAD), and FEMA 

convened the National Leadership Forum on 

Disaster Volunteerism (April 2002).20 

 

According to the findings of this forum as well 

as other studies, unaffiliated volunteers must 

somehow be integrated into the formal disaster 

planning process. In this way, unaffiliated 

volunteers can avoid obstacles that delay the 

delivery of services and they can instead fill gaps in the response milieu. 

                                                           
19  Medical Reserve Corps Quarterly Report Quarter 3, FY2014. 
20 tƻƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ [ƛƎƘǘ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ άaŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ {ǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ±ƻƭǳƴteers in Times of Disaster: The Synergy of Structure 
ŀƴŘ DƻƻŘ LƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 
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Historically, the most ñsuccessfulò volunteers ï those who negotiated access and got past 

gatekeepers ï were those who were able to work with minimal supervision by official emergency 

workers. In other words, the incorporation of these volunteers into the response required little or 

no effort on the part of emergency managers, and the effort was counterbalanced by its benefits. 

Over time, officials wanted to control the influx of volunteers, but some volunteers were able to 

work within the official system or on its periphery, either by supplying skills of manifest utility 

or by serving a kind of ñniche marketò of needs and requiring little to no formal connection to 

the established system. 21 Failure to integrate volunteer groups of various types was mentioned as 

being one of the biggest deficiencies in the response to Hurricane Katrina. 22 It was argued that 

after Hurricane Katrina, faith-based and non-governmental organizations were not well 

incorporated into the disaster response. Official responders often do not know how to manage 

volunteers, which can lead to confusion, chaos, and ill will between community members and 

official responders (L. Orloff, Managing Spontaneous Community Volunteers in Disasters: A 

                                                           
21 Kendra and Wachtendorf, wŜōŜƭ CƻƻŘΧwŜƴŜƎŀŘŜ {ǳǇǇƭƛŜǎΥ /ƻƴǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ¢ǊŀŘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊ !ǘǘŀŎƪ, 
2002 
22 5ǊŀōŜƪΣ нлмо ǉǘŘΦ ƛƴ C9a! IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ έ/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ LǎǎǳŜǎ in Disaster Science and Management, 
/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ оΥ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ bƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ƛƴ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊΣέ нлмп 

Middletown, N.J., Aug. 29, 2013 -- Gloves are laid out for United Way volunteers to use in the rebuilding 

of a Middletown home devastated by Hurricane Sandy as part of the recovery efforts following the storm. 

Rosanna Arias/FEMA - Location: Middletown, N.J.  

 

dletown, NJ 


