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Executive Summary 

For the purposes of this report, spontaneous volunteers are individuals who are 

unaffiliated with existing official response organisations yet, without extensive 

preplanning, are motivated to provide unpaid support to the response and/or 

recovery to an emergency. Spontaneous volunteers potentially represent an 

important valuable resource available to emergency managers, particularly at times 

of financial constraint. The report focuses on the case of spontaneous volunteers in 

flood situations. Spontaneous volunteers include volunteers who directly support the 

emergency responders (so-called convergent volunteers) as well as those whose 

work is not overseen by official responders (so-called freelancers). 

This report presents findings which show that national non-statutory guidance is 

required to inform the official involvement of spontaneous volunteers during a flood. 

Although responsibility for the involvement of spontaneous volunteers during 

emergencies is the responsibility of Local Authorities1,2 many emergency managers 

seemed unaware of this. It details the aspects that emergency managers need to 

consider when developing a local plan for how to manage spontaneous volunteers. 

The project was commissioned by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs (Defra). 

                                            
1
 Emergency Response and Recovery (Non-statutory guidance accompanying the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 

(October 2013). 
2
 Revision to Emergency Preparedness Civil Contingencies Act Enhancement Programme. Chapter 14: The Role 

of the Voluntary Sector. October 2011 (V3). 

mailto:duncan.shaw-2@mbs.ac.uk
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This one-year study commenced in October 2013 and the data collection period, by 

chance, included the winter floods of 2013/14. The research involved data collection 

at 3 case study locations and included 62 interviews with stakeholders such as: 

national and local government representatives, Category 1 responders, academics, 

organised volunteers and spontaneous volunteers. An Advisory Board, consisting of 

experts from national and local government and the voluntary sector, was also 

established. The design, collection and analysis of this data has followed good-

practice academic research methodology, outlined in Section 3. 

The report examines the motivations and aims of spontaneous volunteers 

suggesting that many did so because of a desire to help and the recognition that, by 

doing so, they could reduce othersô suffering. Spontaneous volunteers also often 

wanted to build a sense of community spirit by helping people to recover from the 

effects of flooding and often meeting needs which were unmet by official emergency 

services. 

The report looks at the ways in which spontaneous volunteers had previously been 

involved in flood response and recovery. Some voluntary organisations were willing 

to take on the task of coordinating spontaneous volunteers for emergency managers, 

whilst it was pointed out that not all offers of assistance from volunteers could be 

accepted. Offers of assistance from spontaneous volunteers with specialist skills 

were sometimes declined because of the inability to verify qualifications. Due to the 

issues associated with establishing whether an individual is a suitably qualified or 

experienced person (SQEP), many of the tasks spontaneous volunteers were 

assigned to were low-level, low-responsibility. One of the major concerns identified 

was the risk of ófreelancingô if spontaneous volunteers could not be drawn into the 

official response. 

A range of management issues were identified such as the resources required to 

both monitor and coordinate spontaneous volunteers. Social media played a 

significant role in coordinating the volunteers however it could also be a source of 

misinformation. Four working arrangements between spontaneous volunteers and 

emergency managers were identified. These included volunteers working side-by-

side with emergency managers, volunteering being integrated into the emergency 

management structure, volunteers providing additional resources to emergency 

managers and volunteers working independently from emergency managers. The 

potential for tension between different organised and spontaneous volunteer groups 

was also highlighted. 

The report examines the ways in which spontaneous volunteering could be made 

more effective as well as the ways in which potential volunteers should be prepared 

for future floods. Here issues associated with training are explored for both 

volunteers and incident responders.  
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Finally, issues around the need for a national policy are explored. There was an 

appetite for further guidance concerning spontaneous volunteering however; a 

national policy was not desired by the emergency response community. This 

guidance should answer the 5 key questions raised by emergency managers so they 

minimise some of the existing uncertainty they have of involving spontaneous 

volunteers in an emergency response. These questions were: 

¶ Who has responsibility for spontaneous volunteers?  

¶ What are the insurance issues raised by the involvement of spontaneous 
volunteers? 

¶ What health and safety measures need to be considered before tasking 
spontaneous volunteers? 

¶ Who is liable if something goes wrong? 

The projectôs findings focus on the role of fourteen strategies to further consider the 

involvement of spontaneous volunteers (SVs) in emergencies (detailed in Section 7). 

These findings are presented below along with a potential order of precedence. 

Strategies to be implemented in the short term:  

¶ Establish a working group to develop non-statutory guidance on the 

involvement of SVs in a flood event. 

¶ Partners in a Local Resilience Forum should task an organisation with 

responsibility for managing and coordinating SVs on its behalf during a flood 

event. 

¶ Clarify the key issues where emergency managers have uncertainty. 

Strategies to be implemented in the medium term:  

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should define the principles for 

recruiting SVs. 

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should define the type of relationship 

that official emergency responders should have with SVs and how this will 

affect how they work together. 

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should define what is an acceptable 

level of risk to expose SVs to, how to measure that risk and what steps can be 

taken to reduce that risk. 

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should define the principles for 

monitoring the tasks done by SVs. 

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should establish a framework under 

which they will manage and task SVs. 

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should establish a communications 

plan relating to SVs. 
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¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should establish what on-going training 

is required for SVs to maximise their effective involvement in flood events and 

what training about involving SVs should be given to EMs and OVs. 

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should put plans in place for involving 

SVs in the longer term recovery. 

¶ The organisation that coordinates SVs should build resilience for future flood 

events by converting SVs into organised volunteering roles. 

Strategies to be implemented in the long term:  

¶ Develop national non-statutory guidance on the involvement of spontaneous 

volunteers in a flood event. 

¶ Emergency Managers and Voluntary Organisations should build their 

awareness of what motivates volunteers generally and spontaneous 

volunteers in particular. 

These findings were synthesised and presented in a more manageable document for 

emergency planners, available at: 

Duncan Shaw, Graham Heike, Chris M Smith, Margaret Harris, Judy 

Scully (2015) Spontaneous volunteers: Strategies for involving citizens 

in the response and recovery to emergencies. 30th June 2015. 
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Abbreviations 

The following abbreviations are used in this report 

BFPG  Bodenham Flood Protection Group 

BRC  British Red Cross 

CCS  Civil Contingencies Secretariat 

DCLG  Department of Communities and Local Government 

DEFRA Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

EA  Environment Agency  

EM  Emergency Manager  

FGS  Flood Guidance Statement   

FSA  Flood storage area 

LRF  Local Resilience Forum 

MET   The Meteorological Office  

MoU   Memorandum of Understanding 

OV  Organised volunteer   

PAT  Portable Appliance Test  

PGL   Parents Get Lost - rest centre in Lincolnshire 

PRSA  Princess Royal Sports Arena - rest centre in Lincolnshire 

PWOG Prince William of Gloucester Barracks - rest centre in Lincolnshire 

SCG  Strategic Coordinating Group 

SQEP  Suitably Qualified and Experienced Person 

SV  Spontaneous Volunteer   

TAFS   Tonbridge Area Flood Support 
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TCG   Tactical Coordination Group   

 

A glossary of key terms is available in Appendix E. 
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Section 1.  Introduction 

The reason this project was commissioned 

When a flood happens the effectiveness of the emergency response depends, in 

part, on the weight and timeliness of that response. An overwhelming response can 

save lives and protect property. However, the limited availability of official emergency 

responders and equipment means that an overwhelming response may be difficult to 

provide as official responders may be unable to help everyone who needs it. In these 

situations could voluntary resources supplement the official response?  

Some volunteers are associated with organised voluntary sector bodies (e.g. Red 

Cross, Royal National Lifeboat Institute) and so have undertaken suitable training for 

tasks that they perform. As such these volunteers can be confirmed as suitably 

qualified and experienced (SQEP) when responding to flood events. However, other 

volunteers may converge on the day and are likely to be unknown to official 

emergency responders beforehand. This makes it difficult for official emergency 

responders to involve them appropriately.  

Establishing SQEP volunteers in advance of an incident is also problematic. Some 

voluntary organisations have emergency response at the heart of their constitution 

and have potentially strong links with their Local Resilience Forum (LRF) such as the 

Red Cross. In this sense they are natural partners for LRFs and establishing SQEP 

is more straightforward. However, most voluntary organisations have no such links. 

Such organisations may be social, faith or health groups whose purpose is unrelated 

to emergency response. They may or may not get involved in the response to a flood 

event but this cannot be determined beforehand. In the case of spontaneous 

volunteers who are acting as individuals and are not part of any pre-existing 

voluntary organisation or group, it is almost impossible to establish SQEP prior to an 

event as, by their very nature, they have yet to emerge. 

These issues came into sharp focus during Exercise Watermark (2011) which was 

the UKôs largest ever flood defence exercise. In collaboration with participants from 

the East Coast Flood Group (ECFG) we surveyed ten Local Resilience Fora (LRFs) 

to identify what concerning gaps were apparent from their participation in the 

exercise. Issues around working with spontaneous volunteers was voted by the 

LRFs as the joint highest priority topic (out of twelve topics), signalling its 

significance. That work led to the formation of this research project. 
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Defining spontaneous volunteering 

There are four phases of the emergency: preparation, response, recovery and 

mitigation. The involvement of volunteers from organised voluntary groups, such as 

the British Red Cross, is established in the preparation phase and such 

organisations can continue to be available through the remaining three phases. 

Spontaneous volunteers are established in the response or recovery phase and their 

involvement may stop after the recovery phase ï therefore, spontaneous volunteers 

offer a temporary, reactive presence. If spontaneous volunteers continue beyond the 

recovery then they are likely to have established a coordinated and organised 

structure of leadership enabling them to continue into the other phases i.e. they have 

become an organised voluntary group. The Bodenham Flood Protection Group, one 

of the selected case studies in this project, is an example of where an initial 

spontaneous flood response became formalised into an organised voluntary group. 

An initial working definition of spontaneous volunteers is proposed in the literature 

review. However, as our understanding of the issues associated with spontaneous 

volunteers grew throughout this project we began to challenge our initial 

assumptions. Our revised definition of the term states that:  

ñSpontaneous volunteers are individuals who are unaffiliated with existing 

official response organisations yet, without extensive preplanning, are 

motivated to provide unpaid support to the response and/or recovery to an 

emergencyò 

While the involvement of certain voluntary organisations in the official response may 

be more straightforward, involving spontaneous volunteers is more problematic and 

controversial. Recognising these concerns Defra, as the lead government 

department on flooding, sought views from the response community on how 

spontaneous volunteers could be incorporated into the official response. 

It is important to note that there is overlap in the definition of spontaneous volunteers 

and convergent volunteers. Convergent volunteers are spontaneous in that they are 

initially unaffiliated with the official response but they offer support to official 

response organisations i.e. converge with officials at the scene. In contrast 

spontaneous volunteers may not converge with officials at the scene, instead they 

may individually or collectively organised themselves to conduct activities anywhere. 

Thus, spontaneous volunteers can either support the official emergency response 

(convergent) or potentially work out of sight of official response organisations 

(freelancers).  

Despite óconvergent volunteerô being the term used early on in the project in 

alignment with the UKôs civil protection vocabulary on the topic (e.g. as we initially 
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used to define the project aims and in the data collection activities) we now replace 

this with óspontaneous volunteerô (or SV) throughout this report. There are six 

reasons that were discovered during the project which culminated in our final 

decision to advocate a change in terminology. First, the results of the data analysis 

indicated that most interviewees did not distinguish conceptually between 

convergent and spontaneous volunteers ï meaning that their answers to questions 

were not limited to only convergent volunteers but also covered those volunteers 

who conducted tasks away from the official response (i.e. spontaneous volunteers). 

This is discussed more in Section 4. Second, based on the data this report 

addresses the greater challenge for emergency response organisations which is 

represented by a broad range of emergent spontaneous volunteers than only those 

who cooperate under their command. Third, the discussions held with stakeholders 

signal that óspontaneous volunteerô is a more intuitive and useful term for the UK civil 

protection community and therefore it seems appropriate to mirror that language. 

Fourth, we aim for this report to be useful to national and international communities 

and óspontaneous volunteerô is a better known term which will allow the report to be 

more easily found through internet search engines. Fifth, spontaneous volunteer is a 

term that aligns better with the existing literature on the topic. Finally, spontaneous 

volunteer aligns this report with the international community, for example, the 

International Standard ISO22319 which is under development based on this report. 

How the winter floods of 2014 gave new meaning to 
the research 

The winter of 2013/14 saw the UK affected by a succession of severe winter storms 

culminating in serious coastal and river flooding (MET Office, 2014). During this 

period the Environment Agency (EA) issued 155 severe flood warnings and over 

7,000 homes were flooded (Defra, 2014). The impact on individuals, businesses and 

infrastructure was therefore substantial. One of the most enduring images 

associated with these winter floods was the efforts of local communities and 

volunteers to address the need in flood affected areas, including protecting 

properties and helping those who had been flooded to return to their homes. 

Although commissioned before the flood events of winter 2013/14, the research 

process coincided with those emergencies. Our data was vastly enriched by 

responses based on recent real experiences rather than hypothetical situations. 

Research priorities this project considered 

To provide Defra with support on thinking about spontaneous volunteers this project 

had the following research priorities: To explore 
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a. The challenges around involving spontaneous volunteers in the official 
response to a flood event. 

b. The interplay between spontaneous volunteers, official emergency 
responders and organised voluntary groups. 

c. Whether a national policy or guidance document on spontaneous volunteering 
would be useful.  

Why these research priorities are important 

Current financial pressures mean official emergency responders continue to look for 

value-for-money ways of increasing  capacity. Questions have been raised as to 

whether volunteering could provide this however, without insight into the dimensions 

of spontaneous volunteering during floods; official emergency responders have no 

consistent basis for involving volunteers. This may lead to: 

a. Inconsistent approaches to involving voluntary organisations and volunteers in 
the official response.  

b. Difficulties in coordination across regional boundaries. 
c. Different types of official emergency responders (e.g. Environment Agency, 

Police) developing different internal policies within a region. 
d. Variations in the way risks associated with spontaneous volunteers are 

assessed. 
e. A waste of potentially available resources for responding to flood situations 

and a variety of possible legal challenges. 

The winter floods of 2013/14 demonstrated to official emergency responders, 

organised voluntary groups and members of the public, the important role volunteers 

can play in the response and recovery to flooding. The findings presented in this final 

project report therefore draws upon the immediate experiences of officials who were 

responsible for coordinating spontaneous volunteers in floods as well as the views of 

the individuals who put themselves forward as volunteers. Tonbridge and Boston, 

two of the case study locations for this project, had experienced flooding over the 

winter and provide an example of spontaneous volunteer involvement. The 

Bodenham case study provides an example of a pro-active community response to a 

previous flood event. 

This report presents evidence to suggest that, whilst a national level policy governing 

the involvement of spontaneous volunteers is less desired, there is a clear demand 

from emergency managers and voluntary organisations at the local level for 

guidance and best practice examples. The report explores the points that should be 

considered when involving spontaneous volunteers including the challenges of 

managing, monitoring and supervising spontaneous volunteers in a flood response 

and recovery; improving the effectiveness of spontaneous volunteers, and improving 

the relationships between official emergency responders and volunteers.  
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How this project report addresses the research 
priorities  

This one year project commissioned by Defra sought to collect a range of different 

data to determine whether a policy regarding the involvement of spontaneous 

volunteers was necessary and if so what dimensions this policy should consider. To 

address these issues a project Advisory Board was established in the early stages of 

the research. The Advisory Board consisted of experts from national and local 

government and the third sector and served as a sounding board for emergent 

findings as well as a source of guidance for important decisions. The following 

paragraphs outline the structure of this project report to address these issues: 

Section 2 states the research priorities and questions. 

Section 3 outlines the methodology that guided the data collection and analysis. 

This section of the report outlines how the interviews were designed and presents 

the analytic technique used to analyse data. 

Section 4 presents a review of the existing academic literature concerning 

spontaneous volunteering. This review maps out how spontaneous volunteering is 

different from other forms of volunteering that might be found during an emergency 

such as a flood and scopes out the operational challenges associated with their 

involvement. The literature review identifies the key theoretical concepts that were 

used to inform the empirical stage of the research. A policy review can be found in 

Appendix D. 

Section 5 of the report examines three selected case studies: Bodenham, Tonbridge 

and Boston. This section begins by discussing the selection of each case study 

including the similarities and differences across each case. What follows is a detailed 

outline of each case study, including a contextual overview, timeline of events and 

discussion of the nature of the involvement of spontaneous volunteers during a flood 

event. 

Section 6 discusses the findings from the interviews. In total we conducted 62 

interviews with official emergency responders, organised volunteers and 

spontaneous volunteers. 12 of these interviews were classified as Stage 1 interviews 

and these were instrumental in helping to scope the breadth of issues the project 

would need to consider. The remaining 50 interviews were conducted at Stage 2 and 

were designed to identify the issues around spontaneous volunteering that need to 

be addressed. Of these Stage 2 interviews, 21 were conducted with emergency 

managers and officials, 16 were conducted with members of voluntary organisations, 

and 13 were conducted with spontaneous volunteers. The structure of this section is 

designed to identify the key learning points from the Stage 2 interviews across a 
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variety of important themes, showing how these were each understood by 

emergency managers, members of voluntary organisations and spontaneous 

volunteers. 

Section 7 brings together the key findings from across the project. In particular this 

section looks at how our initial expectations gleaned from the literature and policy 

reviews and Stage 1 interviews began to change as we collected data from Stage 2. 

We therefore present each theme, discuss what we expected to find on the basis of 

the literature and policy reviews and Stage 1 interviews and then consider the 

learning from the Stage 2 interview data and case studies. Finally, drawn from the 

analysis of the interview data and case studies we provide a series of evidence 

based strategies for progressing the issue of spontaneous volunteering. 

Section 8 provides a discussion of the ways in which LRFs could enhance their 

working practices with spontaneous volunteers. It explores issues such as how 

emergency planners could consider involving spontaneous volunteers in flood 

response, the implications of including spontaneous volunteers in emergency plans 

and the need for a strategy to guide this process. It also examines how LRFs might 

consider the use of volunteer coordinators to manage spontaneous volunteers and 

the importance of developing an integrated, multi-agency response to ensure that 

Category 1 responders understand the LRFôs policy for dealing with spontaneous 

volunteers. The final part of Section 8 considers what voluntary organisations might 

be available to assist emergency planners and LRFs with developing plans for 

involving spontaneous volunteers. 
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Section 2.  Our research priorities 

As explained in Section 1 above, the research had three research priorities (a, b, c). 

Each of these priorities is addressed by a number of research questions (i-ix) which 

targeted the data collection and analysis. The analysis identified 50 themes which 

align to one of the nine research questions. Using the themes to answer the nine 

questions, the project has identified 14 strategies.  

The three research priorities and nine research questions are below: 

a. The challenges around involving spontaneous volunteers in the operational 
response to a flood event. Here the research questions are: 

i) What are the motivations and aims driving individuals to spontaneously 
volunteer during a flood event? 

ii) How have spontaneous volunteers been involved in flood response and 
recovery? 

iii) What are the issues in managing spontaneous volunteers? 
iv) How do organisations monitor and supervise spontaneous volunteers? 

b. The interplay between spontaneous volunteers, official emergency 
responders and organised voluntary groups. Here the research questions are: 

v) How do spontaneous volunteers work alongside different elements of 
the official response and recovery? 

vi) How could spontaneous volunteering be made more effective? 
vii) How should potential volunteers be prepared for future flood events? 

c. Whether a national policy or guidance document on spontaneous volunteering 
would be useful. Here the research questions are: 

viii) Is a national policy on spontaneous volunteering desired by the 
emergency response community? 

ix) On what questions could emergency responders benefit from having 
additional information regarding spontaneous volunteers? 
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Section 3.  Methodology 

 

Key points: 

¶ This section outlines the research methodology that was designed to 
collect data and analyse it to discover relevant findings. 

¶ The findings are informed by 62 telephone and face-to-face interviews 
conducted with emergency managers, representatives of voluntary 
organisations and spontaneous volunteers.  

¶ Three site visits to case study locations focused on spontaneous 
volunteering in flood response, recovery and mitigation: Bodenham, 
Tonbridge, Boston. 

¶ Three interview schedules were developed: the first scoped the 
operational challenges; the remaining two schedules were designed 
for spontaneous volunteers and officials/organised volunteers who 
were involved in flood response and recovery. 

¶ Data analysis involved analysing open-ended questions using 
thematic analysis. 

¶ To ensure respondent confidentiality the results are presented by 
grouping i.e. spontaneous volunteers, emergency managers, and 
organised volunteers. 
 

Work undertaken 

This section discusses how data was collected and analysed to achieve the research 

priorities for the project. In all, work on the data collection falls under the four main 

activities in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1: Activities conducted in this project 

Activity Task Start date End date 

Search published 
works for insights  

Literature review and 
policy review 

31st October 
2013 

31st October 
2014 

Stage 1 interviews 12 interviews with strategic 
managers 

8th January 
2014 

15th April 2014 

Stage 2 interviews 50 interviews with 
emergency  managers, 
organised volunteers and 
spontaneous volunteers 

5th May 2014 5th September 
2014 

Case studies Visit to Tonbridge 

Visit to Bodenham 

Visit to Boston 

2nd June 2014 

27th June 2014 

30th June 2014 

 

The search of published works helped to build a conceptual model of spontaneous 

volunteering (presented in Figures 4.2 and 4.3) on which the interview questions 

were designed. Stage 1 interviews defined the scope of issues by discussing 

spontaneous volunteering with strategic managers in emergency management, 

government and voluntary organisations. Based on these first two activities, Stage 2 

interviews were designed to understand spontaneous volunteering from the 

perspectives of spontaneous volunteers, officials and organised volunteers. The 

three case studies provide a rich account of three specific types of flood event during 

which spontaneous volunteers played a prominent role. 

This section on the research methodology is split into three main sections: 

a) Designing the interviews: This section shows how results were informed 
by data collection techniques, including: 

¶ Designing the interview questions. 

¶ Methods of collecting data. 

¶ Finding interviewees. 

¶ Ethical issues with collecting data. 
b) Collecting the data: This section reports on the breadth, depth and 

success of the data collection, including: 

¶ Literature review and policy review. 

¶ Stage 1 interviews. 

¶ Stage 2 interviews. 

¶ Case studies. 
c) Analysing the data: This section describes the data analysis, including: 

¶ Analysing the open-ended questions. 

¶ Sensible slicing of the results. 
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Designing the interviews 

Designing the interview questions 

The Stage 1 interview questions were designed using insights from: the literature 

review; the policy review; discussions with project partners. For Stage 1, we 

designed a semi-structured interview to enable a consistent set of questions to be 

asked whilst giving interviewees the option to provide additional insights. The aim of 

the Stage 1 interview questions was to identify topics about which we needed to ask 

at Stage 2. The Stage 1 interview questions can be found in Appendix A.  

Stage 2 interview questions were designed using insights from: the literature review; 

the policy review; discussions with the Advisory Board and partners; transferable 

knowledge from other projects; and Stage 1 findings. For Stage 2, we designed a 

structured interview (a tight series of questions) in order to ensure that we had 

consistency across the interviews in the topics covered. The same questions were 

asked to all Stage 2 interviewees, including those in the three case studies. The aim 

of the Stage 2 interview questions was to uncover a broad range of views on 

important issues regarding spontaneous volunteering. One set of interview questions 

was designed to be asked to officials/organised volunteers (see Appendix B) while a 

second set was designed for spontaneous volunteers (see Appendix C).  

The interview questions were designed to be administered by an interviewer either 

face-to-face or by telephone ï rather than by self-completion.  This approach allowed 

interviewers to probe for more details as appropriate and explain questions which 

were not fully understood by interviewees (OôLeary & Miller, 2007). 

Methods of collecting data 

Interview data was collected via telephone interviews as well as face-to-face 

interviews at the three case study visits. 

Telephone Interviews: Telephone interviews were conducted with respondents 

during Stages 1 and 2. While this makes communication more difficult due to the 

lack of visual or non-verbal cues (Aquilino, 1994; Groves, 1990), there are 

advantages of telephone interviews, for example: 

¶ Respondents may be more relaxed and candid, and data collected using this 
method has been described as rich and of a high quality (Chapple, 1999; 
Kavanaugh & Ayres, 1998; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004; Sweet, 2002).  

¶ Are more cost effective (Chapple, 1999), increase anonymity (Sweet, 2002) 
and privacy (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004), and allow notes to be taken without 
disturbing the respondent (Smith, 2005).  

¶ Are less intrusive and safer than going to an intervieweeôs house or place of 
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work.  

¶ Are fewer interviewer effects when compared to face-to-face interviews 
(Marcus & Crane, 1986).  

Interview questions were designed so that the interview lasted no more than 30 

minutes, to minimise disruption to interviewees. 

Case study interviews: Conducting case studies allowed us to build a 

comprehensive picture of what spontaneous volunteering meant during and after 

three real-life floods. They provided concentration on three locations which involved 

searching for documents about the flood as well as conducting a series of interviews 

with spontaneous volunteers (and official emergency responders and organised 

volunteers) thereby building a richer appreciation of the issues.  

Potential case studies were identified through: the literature review; the policy 

review; Stage 1 interviews. Information on all potential case studies was presented 

to the Advisory Board. This led to the selection of three case studies, each having 

experienced a different type of flooding (see Section 5):  

¶ Bodenham Flood Protection Group: Flash flooding, 2007.  

¶ Tonbridge, Kent: River flooding, 2014. 

¶ Boston, Lincolnshire: Coastal flooding, tidal surge, 2014. 

Interviews using the Stage 2 interview questions were conducted face-to-face at the 

location or via telephone were necessary. Information on the case studies can be 

found in Section 5. 

Finding interviewees 

A snowball method of recruiting participants was used (Vogt, 1999; Heckathorn, 

2007). This involved: 

¶ For Stage 1 interviews, establishing contact with key individuals from across a 
range of organisations involved in volunteer management. Asking them to 
identify other officials, voluntary organisations and spontaneous volunteers 
who we should talk to. 

¶ Asking Stage 2 interviewees to recommend other contacts who might have an 
interesting perspective and could be interviewed. 

¶ Visiting each of the three case study locations and conducting interviews and 
collecting contact details of potential interviewees. 

The strengths of the snowball method include: 

¶ It is useful where the population is relatively tight-knit as it relies on 
established networks (Sudman & Kalton 1986).  

¶ It is useful for newcomers to penetrate these networks (Watters & Biernacki 
1989; Spreen, 1992; Brown et al. 1999). 
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¶ It accesses participants who may not otherwise be accessible.  

¶ It gains access to people who will participate because a friend is asking them 
to. 

¶ It avoids cold calling.  

¶ It avoids the need for a comprehensive list of the population members which 
would be required if seeking a statistically representative sample.  

The weaknesses in the snowball method include:  

¶ The interviewed population are not necessarily statistically representative of 
the wider population, and so drawing wider conclusions is problematic (Kalton 
1983). We addressed this by having a diversity of interviewees from across 
the UK with a range of flooding experience. 

¶ It cannot typically reach individuals who are not connected to any network. In 
this project these people are less important as spontaneous volunteers will, by 
definition, have been part of some social network of spontaneous 
volunteering.  

¶ It oversamples those who have more inter-relationships with networks i.e. 
central community figures (Griffiths et al. 1993). We addressed this by 
involving a wide spread of UK organisations which helped us to access 
interviewees who are not connected to other interviewees.  

¶ It is time and labour intensive (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997).  

Ethical issues with collecting data 

Ethical issues were prioritised in this research. For example: 

¶ We did not door-step anyone or cold call interviewees.  
¶ The research was designed to avoid panicking respondents about the issue.  
¶ A protocol was designed for respondent recruitment.  

¶ We did not put people under pressure to participate and they were free to stop 
the interview at any time.  

¶ We did not request too long a time-period for the interview ï 30 minutes.  

¶ All interviews were audio recorded (with the permission of the participants). 
These audio recordings will be held confidentially in accordance with the 1998 
Data Protection Act.  

¶ Any personal details of the interviewees will be held confidentially.  

On recording interviews, all interviews were audio recorded with the permission of 

the interviewee. Also, handwritten notes were taken during each interview. Following 

each interview, the audio recording was replayed and additional notes and 

transcriptions taken. Forty of the richest interviews were transcribed verbatim to 

support the analysis. 
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Collecting the data 

Below we discuss the practical issues of collecting data from our four sources. 

Literature review and policy review 

A review of the academic, practitioner and policy-based literature concerning 

spontaneous volunteering was conducted. These findings were used to build a 

conceptual model of volunteering that identified the key themes to consider when 

thinking about spontaneous volunteering.  

From the academic and practitioner-based literatures we identified a range of 

theoretical and empirical studies on spontaneous and convergent volunteers. Also, 

we found other forms of emergent behaviour as well as research that examined 

volunteers who held roles within formal, organised volunteer groups involved in 

emergency response. Articles were identified through general searches of scholarly 

databases as well as targeted searches of key specialist academic and practitioner 

journals that had considered the role of volunteers during emergency response. Here 

we included literature that considered both natural (e.g. floods, hurricanes) and 

human-made (e.g. 9/11) disasters. The aim of the literature review was therefore to 

consider the involvement of volunteers across a range of different emergency events 

from the perspective of relevant academic disciplines. Core themes from the 

literature review can be found in Section 4. 

From the policy review we identified guidance documents and frameworks from 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United 

States - both governmental and non-governmental sources. These documents were 

identified through online searches and consultation with key academics and 

practitioners and ranged from checklist-style guidance to volunteer management 

resource kits that considered the need to prepare for volunteers, the infrastructure 

required to support their involvement in the response and on-going recovery, and 

advice on how to retain volunteers. The policy review can be found in Appendix D. 

These themes informed the questions designed for the Stage 1 interviews. We 

continued to work on these reviews well after the data analysis to enable us to re-

interpret our interview findings with knowledge of the literature.  

Stage 1 interviews 

12 interviews were conducted at Stage 1 aiming to scope the operational challenge 

of spontaneous volunteers. These interviews were with individuals from: voluntary 

organisations; central and local government; Category 1 responders; independent 

consultancies; and academic institutions. These interview schedules were informed 
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by the academic and practitioner literature and policy review and were designed to 

uncover the breadth of issues associated with spontaneous volunteering as well as 

to scope the operational challenges arising from their involvement in flood response 

and recovery. These interviews enabled us to build a comprehensive model of 

spontaneous volunteering in flood situations as well as to identify Stage 2 

participants. An interim report outlining the challenges of involving spontaneous 

volunteers was presented at the first Advisory Board meeting and feedback was 

sought. Stage 1 interview questions are detailed in Appendix A. 

Stage 2 interviews 

50 interviews were conducted at Stage 2. This included 13 interviews with 

spontaneous volunteers, 16 interviews with representative of and volunteers from 

voluntary groups and 21 interviews with official emergency responders. These 

interviews were, in addition to the academic and practitioner literature, further 

informed by the insights gained from the Stage 1 interviews and were designed to 

identify the issues that officials may need to address when considering a stance on 

spontaneous volunteering. These interviews explored issues such as the allocation 

of tasks; supervision and volunteer coordination; the ways in which volunteers and 

officials worked together; how working practices between volunteers and officials 

could be improved, how volunteers could be better prepared for future flooding as 

well as whether or not a spontaneous volunteer policy would be desirable for 

officials. These issues were explored from a range of perspectives to understand 

how they may affect the involvement of spontaneous volunteers in an emergency 

response and recovery. An interim report was presented at the second Advisory 

Board meeting. The two sets of Stage 2 interview questions are detailed in 

Appendices B and C. 

Case studies 

Visits were made to each of the case study locations by two researchers. The time 

spent on location enabled us to understand what happened, meet key people and 

conduct data collection activities with spontaneous volunteers and others. Reflective 

assessments of the site visits were discussed between project members to share 

lessons learned and to report our own reflections on the visit. These visits provided a 

useful context and helped the project team to explore some of the physical, social 

and local political issues. 

The case studies (Section 5) explore the contextual factors related to the 

spontaneous volunteering in each of the three areas, providing an in-depth analysis 

of the involvement of spontaneous volunteers to three different flood event types: 

river flooding, coastal flooding and flash flooding. Multiple data sources were 
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consulted to build up a picture of spontaneous volunteering during these floods. This 

included interview data, information from social media and official briefings and 

reports. The use of multiple case studies covering different flood types therefore 

enabled a detailed examination of the common and differentiating factors (Bryman, 

2004) influencing the involvement of spontaneous volunteers. 

In the three case studies volunteers in Tonbridge and Boston were spontaneous, 

coming together as a result of the 2013/2014 winter floods. Volunteers in Bodenham 

were organised, they initially volunteered in response to 2007 floods. These 

volunteers have now formed the Bodenham Flood Protection Group which meets to 

carry out the physical work of clearing watercourses in alternate weeks over the 

summer and hold monthly meetings throughout the year to discuss flooding issues. 

In addition to providing a timeline of events these studies also explore the nature of 

volunteer involvement during the floods including the initial activities spontaneous 

volunteers were involved with. Each of the three case studies concludes with some 

key learning points regarding spontaneous volunteering during flood events. 

Of the Stage 2 interviews, 24 interviewees belonged to one of the three case study 

locations, 16 of these were volunteers and 8 were official emergency responders. 

The interview findings from these three case studies were used to inform the findings 

in Section 5 and also helped us to bring to life the experiences of volunteers in 

Section 6. Both these sections also feed into Section 7 where we discuss the overall 

findings of the project. 

Analysing the data 

62 people participated in an interview resulting in 29 hours and 10 minutes of 

recorded interviews to be analysed. Below we detail how this data was analysed. 

Analysing open-ended questions:  

Most interview questions in Stages 1 and 2 were open-ended questions. Open-

ended questions are where the interviewee provides a narrative response by talking 

freely and sharing their (potentially unstructured) views (see Figure 3.2). 
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Figure 3.2: Examples of open-ended questions from spontaneous volunteer 

interview schedule 

1. How were you affected during the floods? 

3. What voluntary tasks did you do? 

8. What should be done differently to make spontaneous 
volunteering more effective during a flood? 

10. How should we prepare volunteers for future floods? 

To analyse responses to such questions it is important to structure the data to 

discover its emergent properties. In this project we identified this structure as follows: 

a. The data were analysed using the technique of cognitive mapping (similar to 
mind mapping) (Shaw, 2006). This technique helps an analyst to structure a 
discussion of the issues and ensure consistency in the way that the data is 
understood. The maps were built using the audio recordings, handwritten 
notes and transcripts as available. Each piece of data was considered in 
terms of how it contributed to the overall picture of the responses.  

b. The first stage, open coding, involved a researcher going through each 
interview (or other piece of data) in order to generate the overall themes. At 
this stage, anything that appeared relevant to the project (e.g. concepts such 
as insurance, risk assessment, safety) was coded into categories. For 
example, any data that related to how volunteers worked in a separate 
organisational structure alongside officials was coded ñVolunteers working in 
their own structure side-by-side with emergency managersò.  

c. The second stage, axial coding, is where the higher-level categories created 
tend to group together several of the categories found by the open coding. 
This enables relationships between the categories in the data to emerge. This 
stage was carried out through analysing the categories found in the previous 
stage and establishing common themes, under logically named higher-level 
categories. For example, the open code in the example above was grouped 
under a high-level category called óofficials working with volunteersô.  

d. In the final stage, selective coding, categories were refined until clear 
relationships between them were identified, leading to the development of a 
theory about the data. This stage was carried out in this project by merging 
similar/overlapping categories together and removing any duplication. This led 
to the production of a refined linked structure of categories, which enabled the 
researcher to identify the important themes within the data.  

e. The findings from the qualitative analysis were themes that form the central 
pillars of this report (see Figure 3.3). For a more detailed description of these 
themes please see Section 6 titled ñFindings from the interviewsò. Under each 
theme is a density of codes and information from the range data that explain 
the variation in perspectives. 

f. Using this method to analyse the data from the two sources (face-to-face and 
telephone interviews) we recorded our emerging results in substantial maps 
(akin to Figure 3.3). These maps are the central findings log for the project as 
they represent a comprehensive picture of intervieweesô perspectives. 
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Figure 3.3: A map to illustrate themes found through the data analysis  

 

Presentation of interview data:  

The findings of the analysis are presented as a complete set and do not differentiate 

who has said. Only when it is necessary to provide clarification do we identify 

whether the issue is from spontaneous volunteers, organised volunteers, or 

officials/emergency responders. There are many reasons for this choice, such as: 

¶ We talked to a lot of people and many of the issues are shared across 
different types of interviewees. 

¶ Some of the issues arose from the literature review, not from interviewees. 

¶ The outcome of this project is findings for government and the decision on 
policy needs to balance the views of all constituents. 

¶ We treat all views equally and do not prioritise those from one group 
differently to other groups. 

¶ We want to focus on the themes, not on the people who identified the themes. 

We now present the findings from the first activity, reviewing the literature. 
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Section 4.  Findings from the literature 

 

Key points:  

¶ There is little consistency in the use of terminology. Various 
academic/practitioner publications and policy/guidance documents use 
terms including spontaneous volunteer, convergent volunteer and 
unaffiliated volunteer. 

¶ Emergency response officials should prepare in advance for the presence 
of volunteers. Their involvement needs to be carefully managed to 
optimise their involvement as a resource.  

¶ Individuals may volunteer for a variety of different motives/purposes. This 
may be to support the official response or to provide additional services 
not offered. 

¶ Spontaneous volunteer groups may also form to satisfy unmet need. 

¶ The risks associated with emergency volunteering need to be recognised. 
Untrained volunteers may be more at risk than individuals who have 
previously been trained within voluntary organisations. 

¶ Emergency volunteering can help to build future community resilience. 
Volunteers gain experience of self-organisation, forming new long-term 
structures that may help communities to respond more quickly to future 
events. 
 

Introduction 

Natural disasters, such as flood emergencies, put significant strain on the capacity of 

the official response to meet the needs of those affected. Despite the disruption to 

social, political, economic and ecological systems caused by these situations of 

collective stress (Drabek & McEntire, 2003), emergent behaviour such as the 

convergence of volunteers to emergency events is a common and enduring aspect 

of a communityôs response (Fritz & Mathewson, 1957). The convergence of 

volunteers and the emergence of spontaneous helping behaviour can enhance 

community resilience through providing needed skills and resources. However, the 

careful management of these resources is required if they are to help (Tierney, 2003; 

Orloff, 2011) and not overwhelm official responders (Quarantelli, 1989; Kendra & 

Wachtendorf, 2001a). Volunteers who are left unmanaged and unsupervised may 

also hinder the response and recovery activities of official emergency responders 

(Sharon, 2004). Thus, volunteering can give communities a route to prepare, endure 

and recover from emergencies (Rotolo & Berg, 2010). However, volunteering can 
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also challenge responders as spontaneous volunteering can be both a help and a 

hindrance (Barskey et al. 2007; Orloff, 2011).  

This review explores the academic literature and policy on spontaneous volunteering 

and scopes out the operational challenges of their involvement in the response and 

recovery to emergencies. In doing so, the review identifies the key theoretical 

concepts that informed the empirical stages of this research. 

Defining volunteering and Spontaneous 
Volunteering 

Volunteering is any form of freely chosen unpaid work that is conducted without 

obligation or coercion for the benefit of others (Smith, 1975; Ellis Paine, Hill & 

Rochester, 2010). Volunteering may vary in terms of its formality (informal -> formal), 

pre-planning (spontaneous -> planned) and longevity or intensity (one-off -> regular) 

(Cnaan et al. 1996; Penner, 2002; Snyder & Omoto, 2008).  

Spontaneous and convergent volunteering are forms of emergent behaviour defined 

by Britton (1991: 405) as when individuals voluntarily ñcome together for the first time 

to pursue a specific task or series of related tasks prompted by changing, often 

unexpected situations requiring immediate action.ò Brittonôs (1991) notion of 

emergent behaviour is similar to what Zurcher (1968) defines as the ephemeral role 

of emergency response, a term used to describe the transitory behaviours and 

expectations that develop as part of ad hoc emergency structures.  

There are different forms of volunteering, as presented in Figure 4.1. Adapting 

Brittonôs (1991) voluntary action typologies we identify the four most commonly 

associated with spontaneous volunteering:  

¶ Bystander, a person who is first at the scene who provides immediate relief 
e.g. the person who gives first aid in the street to someone taken ill. 

¶ Convergent volunteer, a specific term to describe a person who converges to 
where officials need help and accepts direction on how to support the official 
response. 

¶ Spontaneous volunteer, a more general term to describe a person who is 
stimulated by the emergency but who wants to freelance their volunteering or 
provide support to an official response organisation. 

¶ Emergent volunteer groups, a collection of people who establish themselves 
to provide support to a community as freelancers. 

Spontaneous volunteering is distinct from other forms of associational behaviour that 

might be present during the response and recovery to an emergency. To explain a 

little more, the activities of those who are first to attend an emergency and offer 

immediate-term relief are often termed as bystander interventions. The demands of 
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such situations (e.g. the obligation to help immediately) mean that this type of 

behaviour is not considered as volunteering (Penner, 2002). Bystanders can become 

volunteers if they make the conscious decision to continue helping out over a period 

of time. Various factors influence an individualôs potential to be a bystander such as: 

the number of other known individuals in close proximity, perceived likelihood of 

future face-to-face interactions with these individuals, social responsibility, social 

identity, and proximity to the emergency (Darley & Latane, 1968; Lavine & 

Thompson, 2004; Avedeyva et al. 2006).  

Emergent volunteer groups may be set up to satisfy unmet needs in a local area and 

are unaffiliated to, and independent of, the official response (some of these are 

reviewed in the case studies in Section 5). Well-established voluntary groups may 

also be present such as groups with either an emergency focus (e.g. the Red Cross, 

RNLI) or a more general constitution (e.g. a charity shop donating goods). These will 

include associational and permanent emergency volunteers (e.g. members of 

emergency response organisations such as the RNLI) (Britton, 1991). 

Figure 4.1 summarises the different emergency volunteer types and considers the 

organisational context within which such activity occurs, the frequency of risk 

exposure and individual cost (Britton, 1991). What is common across all the types of 

emergency volunteer in Figure 4.1 is that the people who volunteer may themselves 

be victims of the emergency. Despite this, there is little evidence of panic or 

exploitative behaviour among these people (Quarantelli, 1986). Instead, as Drabek & 

McEntire (2003) suggest, individuals often respond in a pro-social manner by 

developing innovative solutions to the problems posed by emergencies. Such issues 

will be considered later in Section 4 as next we focus on spontaneous and 

convergent volunteering. 
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Figure 4.1: Emergency volunteer types 

Type Description Organisational 
context 

Frequency of 
risk exposure 

Individual cost 

Bystander 
interventions 

Reflexive 
behaviour, 
strong 
situational 
demands 

Non-
organisational, 
unaffiliated 
response (non-
regular, new 
structures) 

Unknown Unknown 

Convergent 
volunteer 

Self-directed 
behaviour 
stimulated by 
event, 
individual 
converges to 
support official 
responders 

Converge to 
official response 
and become 
affiliated (non-
regular tasks, 
old structures) 

Typically low but 
may vary 
depending on 
SQEP status 

Typically low, 
tasks designed 
based on level 
of competence 

Spontaneous 
volunteer 

Self-directed 
behaviour 
stimulated by 
event, possibly 
freelancing 
behaviour or 
convergent to 
support official 
responders 

Non-
organisational 
unaffiliated  
Self-directed, 
behaviour (non-
regular tasks, 
new structures) 

Unknown Unknown 

Emergent 
groups 

Self-directed. 
Individuals 
grouping 
together to 
satisfy unmet 
needs 

Emergent 
organisational 
group, affiliated 
(non-regular 
tasks new 
structures) 

Unknown Unknown 

Associational 
volunteer 

Traditional 
voluntary 
organisational 
involvement in 
a non-
emergency 
specific context 

Organisational, 
membership 
based, therefore 
affiliated (regular 
tasks, old 
structure). 

Low Low 

Permanent 
volunteer 

Traditional 
voluntary 
involvement 
but in an 
emergency 
specific context 

Organisational, 
membership, 
affiliated Hybrid 
organisations, 
command and 
control (regular 
tasks old 
structures). 

Potentially high High 
commitment, 
demands on 
time for training 
and acceptance 
of risk to 
physical/ 
psychological 
health 
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Spontaneous and convergent volunteering 

Convergent, spontaneous and non-affiliated volunteering are all terms that appear to 

be used interchangeably in various academic and practitioner publications to refer to 

a similar form of behaviour. Cone et al. (2003: 457) define convergent volunteering 

as, ñthe arrival of unexpected or uninvited personnel wishing to render aidò. They 

also describe how such individuals may engage in freelancing therefore operating 

without the knowledge or direction of official responders.  

Fernandez et al. (2006: 58) define spontaneous volunteers as, ñthose who are not 

with an assigned resource and have not been specifically recruitedò. Drabek & 

McEntire (2003) define spontaneous volunteers as unaffiliated individuals who may 

or may not have relevant training, skills or experience. Recognising these concerns, 

in 2010 the Australian Government published their Spontaneous Volunteer 

Management Resource Kit which distinguishes between (1) potential spontaneous 

volunteers who have yet to be screened and officially tasked into the official 

response and recovery and (2) spontaneous volunteers including individuals who 

have presented to the authorities, have been screened and subsequently deployed 

within the official response. The British Red Cross (2010) define convergent 

volunteers as those who offer to help on a voluntary basis in connection with a 

specific emergency and are unaffiliated with the organisation.  

The defining feature of convergent or spontaneous volunteering centres on the fact 

that such individuals are previously unaffiliated with the official response and hence 

have unknown levels of skills, training or relevant experience.  

Although the definitions of convergent and spontaneous volunteering are similar, 

spontaneous volunteering refers to any unpaid activity whether that is associated 

with (or independent of) the official response. As this project is concerned with any 

association of emergent volunteers to the response, the term spontaneous volunteer 

is more appropriate for this DEFRA project. This is because a spontaneous volunteer 

could be an individual who makes an active choice to affiliate themselves with the 

official response by self-presenting to an official and would therefore fall under the 

jurisdiction of the official response if tasked. Or they could be an individual who does 

not self-present to an official, but the official needs to make provision for the 

volunteerôs activity because it brings additional risk to the emergency that should be 

managed. For this project an initial working definition of convergent volunteering 

was developed from the literature: 

ñConvergent volunteers are individuals who are unaffiliated with existing 

official response organisations yet, without extensive preplanning, are 

motivated to work under their direction and willingly provide unpaid support to 

the on-going response and/or recovery to an emergencyò 
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However, early on in the fieldwork it became apparent that the concept of convergent 

volunteering was wider than we had initially anticipated. We became aware of a vast 

amount of convergent volunteering that occurred outside the control of emergency 

managers i.e. spontaneous volunteering (reported in Sections 5 and 6). Retaining 

the definition above would have excluded those individuals from the scope of the 

study. Reflecting upon these early findings and the six reasons given in Section 1 for 

changing to óspontaneousô, a revised definition was developed using the term 

óspontaneousô: 

ñSpontaneous volunteers are individuals who are unaffiliated with existing 

official response organisations yet, without extensive preplanning, are 

motivated to provide unpaid support to the response and/or recovery to an 

emergencyò 

Additional characteristics 

As outlined in Figure 4.1 there may be additional characteristics that can be used to 

refine our understanding of spontaneous volunteering during an emergency. Below 

we discuss: organisational context, risk and cost to the volunteer, structure and 

tasks. 

Organisational context 

The management of emergencies within the UK operates under a command and 

control response framework (Manyena et al. 2013). According to Vigoda (2002), 

these are epitomised by standard operating procedures, centralised authority, a 

reluctance to trust information from outside of official channels, and a reluctance to 

share and partner in activities (especially with unknowns). The ad hoc emergence of 

volunteers is often seen as counterproductive and citizens can be viewed as 

unqualified, passive non-participants (Drabek & McEntire, 2003).  

In emergencies, the uncertainty and unfamiliar activities can drive responder 

organisations to take protective behaviours meaning they defend their own 

autonomy and so resist volunteers who would cause them additional effort to involve 

productively (Barsky et al. 2007). This has led several authors to highlight the need 

for greater coordination during emergencies (Quarantelli, 1989; 1997; Orloff, 2011; 

Waugh & Streib, 2006; Nolte & Boenigk, 2013). Better coordination can be achieved 

through needs awareness, the development of a common vision and shared goals, 

organisational structures capable of meeting these goals including the ability to 

adapt or create specialist resources to do so, and equity in decision-making (Tierney, 

2003; Nolte & Boenigk, 2013). Diverse and responsive collaborations capable of 
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incorporating new actors and agencies were integral to the response on 9/11 

(Tierney, 2003). Around this topic Waugh & Streib (2003: 138) write, 

ñThe response to natural disasters is, in large measure, an ad hoc affair 

involving organized nongovernmental actors, governmental actors, and 

emergent groups that often become well organized and long lived. No one 

can ever have complete control; it is not possible to fully command attention 

or to compel complianceò. 

However, inclusivity represents an organisational challenge (Orloff, 2011). In addition 

to the command and control principles that underpin emergency response certain 

strong organisational contexts (Snyder & Ickes, 1985), such as the police and fire 

services, may be unable to meet the motivational needs of individuals who wish to 

volunteer. Consequently, such organisations are less accustomed to the challenges 

of involving spontaneous volunteers.  

Risk and cost to the volunteer 

Britton (1991) identifies that emergency volunteerism presents additional risks to 

volunteers that are not often found in other forms of associational behaviour. Tierney 

(2003) comments that the successful involvement of resources during the response 

to 9/11 was partly due to the use of a credentialing system that provided official 

emergency responders with the ability to control volunteer movement and 

involvement. As well as risks to physical safety, emergency volunteerism has the 

potential to expose volunteers to distressing events (Britton, 1991; Orloff, 2011). 

Furthermore, the psychological effects of emergency volunteering may persist longer 

in untrained volunteers compared to professional emergency volunteers (Dyregrov et 

al. 1996). Sharon (2004) reports that without proper training volunteers can 

experience burnout, placing additional demands on the official response. 

However, emergency volunteering can also result in life-changing transformations 

such as the development of new careers or the provision of regular assistance within 

the affected area (Clucky, 2010). Emergency volunteering can have a long-term 

positive impact on the individual, changing the ways in which they identify with other 

members of the community and even by influencing non- emergency related 

volunteer activities (Steffan & Fothergill, 2009). Consequently, because of the risks 

associated with flooded areas and emergencies more generally, many of the policy 

documents and frameworks identified suggest that volunteer involvement should be 

restricted to low-risk and low-responsibility roles (see Appendix D where existing 

policies are reviewed).  

More specialist roles may be assigned to those who can provide evidence of their 

qualifications however there may be only limited opportunity to fully screen, train and 
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brief volunteers. Thus, it may be impossible to verify the capabilities of volunteers 

during the response (Wenger, 1991; Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Barsky et al. 2007). 

Without the ability to verify credentials, spontaneous volunteers may be seen as a 

liability both to themselves and others making officials less willing to involve them 

(Barsky et al. 2007). The policy review (in Appendix D) identified several ways in 

which these challenges may be addressed. For instance organisations may wish to 

identify skills gaps and formulate potential volunteer roles prior to an emergency via 

a volunteer needs assessment (CDEM, 2013) as well as recognising that not all 

volunteers can be accepted. The development of a volunteer óGo Kitô prior to an 

emergency could provide officials with the resources required to establish a 

reception centre for volunteers and include key documentation such as: volunteer 

instructions; registration forms; release of liability forms; interview forms; safety 

orientation checklists including dynamic risk assessments; role descriptions, sign-

in/out sheets as well as a system of credentialing spontaneous volunteers. 

Structure and tasks 

The last distinction between different forms of emergent behaviour can be made 

between the nature of the tasks performed (regular/non-regular) and the 

organisational structure (new/old) within which it is performed. Dynes (1970) uses 

these characteristics to distinguish between four types of emergent groups: 

established (regular tasks/old structures); expanding (regular tasks/new structures); 

extending (non-regular tasks/old structures) and emergent (non-regular tasks/new 

structures).  

Figure 4.2 Characteristics of emergent groups (Dynes, 1970) 

 Old structures New structures 

Regular tasks Established Expanding 

Non-regular tasks Extending Emergent 

As any spontaneous volunteer structure would not exist before an emergency such 

groups will be either óexpandingô or óemergentô, depending on the nature of the tasks 

performed. Volunteers may therefore bring relevant skills to the emergency response 

which may potentially free-up official responders to concentrate on other activities 

(Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2001b). Creativity is an important aspect of emergency 

response and volunteers can provide service and skills that go beyond those offered 

by the official response. For instance Kendra & Wachtendorf comment (2002:11),  
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ñSome of the volunteers exhibited skills that were quite entrepreneurial, not in 

a business or financial sense, but there was a kind of volunteer ñmarketò in 

place; many people were competing for an opportunity to help, not in a direct 

sense but certainly implicitly. The imagination and resourcefulness of such 

well-meaning volunteers was sometimes an irritant to emergency managers, 

to say nothing of the creativity shown by exploiters and the disaster 

opportunists who also converged.ò 

The motivation to volunteer 

The motivation to volunteer typically extends beyond altruism (Smith, 1981) to 

encompass simultaneously both altruistic and egoistic motives (Shye, 2010). Lowe 

and Fothergill (2003) found that spontaneous volunteering in response to the events 

of 9/11 was influenced by both self and other-orientated motives encompassed by 

the need to transform the negative effects of the emergency into something positive. 

The functional perspective of volunteer motivation recognises that acts of 

volunteerism that seem similar on the surface are likely to reflect different underlying 

motivational processes (Clary et al. 1998). As such, the volunteer functions inventory 

developed by Clary et al. (1998: 157) uncovers six potential motivations served by 

volunteering: 

¶ Values: Volunteering is an expression of important human values;  

¶ Understanding: Volunteering serves as a means through which individuals 
learn more about the world, exercising unused skills; 

¶ Social: Volunteering helps to strengthen social relationships; 

¶ Career: Volunteering serves as a means of gaining career-related experience; 

¶ Protective: Volunteering helps to reduce negative feelings such as guilt; 

¶ Enhancement: Volunteering enables psychological growth and development. 

The distinctiveness of these six motivations has been confirmed in various forms of 

volunteering including those who provide emergency relief (Clary et al. 1992; Clary 

et al. 1998). Individuals who reported that their motives were matched by their 

activities whilst volunteering were more likely to feel satisfied and want to continue in 

their roles (Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Davis et al. 2003; Stukas et al. 2009) however, 

other research has shown the idiosyncrasy with which volunteers select tasks based 

on the motives they fulfil (Houle et al. 2005). Further research has also shown that 

the motives that prompt individuals to start volunteering are unlikely to be those that 

drive them to continue. Altruistic motives often give way to more self-orientated ones 

as volunteers begin to place more emphasis on the rewards provided by actions 

(Chacón et al. 2007). 

Dynes & Quarantelli (1980) write that despite the vacuum of authority left in the wake 

of large-scale emergencies individuals often take on greater citizenship roles, 
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engaging in collective behaviour based upon a consensus over what needs to be 

done (OôBrien & Mileti, 1992). Individuals quickly perceive the immediate individual 

and community level needs and act accordingly to fulfil them, demonstrating the 

positive ways in which communities can respond to such events (Norris et al. 2007). 

The decision to volunteer may be on the basis that the official response is viewed as 

being poorly coordinated, or that the actions of the official response are not sufficient 

to meet a range of needs created by the emergency (Stallings & Quarantelli, 1985). 

In this sense spontaneous volunteering is partly driven by the identification of unmet 

needs and the desire to satisfy them.  

Emergencies create opportunities in which individuals can view non-traditional 

emergent behaviour as timely, duty bound and appropriate (Aguirre et al. 1998). 

Such activity may be driven by a sense of community embededness suggesting that 

individuals make rational and strategic judgements about their level of involvement 

(Lee & Brudney, 2009). Emergency volunteering may equally be a means through 

which individuals can satisfy their curiosity surrounding such events or as a means to 

exert power over others (Wolensky, 1979). Fritz & Matthewson (1957) developed five 

typologies of informal, unofficial convergence during an emergency to illustrate the 

range of potential motivations that may be present:  

¶ The returnees are those who have survived the initial incident and come back 

to offer assistance. These individuals are motivated by the goal of helping 
people, assessing damage and the desire to return to familiar surroundings to 
re-establish previous social relationships.  

¶ The anxious are those who seek empowerment through helping and may be 
driven by the desire to search for missing friends and family.  

¶ The helpers are those who provide informal help during an emergency. Fritz & 
Matthewson (1957) remark that the efforts of this group often go unrecorded, 
unnoticed or unevaluated by emergency managers.  

¶ The curious are those motivated by the unusual circumstances created by 
emergencies and tend to be non-victims often from outside the affected area.  

¶ The exploiters is the final category identified by Fritz & Matthewson (1957) 
and consists of those motivated by private gain following mass public 
misfortune.  

¶ The supporters was added by Kendra & Watchendorf (2002) and consisted of 
individuals who appear at emergency events to ócheer onô the official 
emergency response. 

Other factors influencing involvement 

Organisations should therefore make advance preparations for the convergence of 

volunteers, the importance of which is highlighted within the policy review (Appendix 

D). Sharon (2004), who analysed the volunteer response to 9/11, highlights three 

key themes that official emergency responders should consider when looking to 
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involve spontaneous volunteers. First, it is recognised that the management of 

spontaneous volunteers requires a coordinator. Sharon (2004) recommends the 

establishment of a registration site to process volunteers. A number of the policies 

reviewed highlight the importance of developing registration processes (including the 

necessary forms) and record keeping procedures in advance of any emergency. This 

enables volunteer coordinators to deploy to emergency events and quickly begin the 

process of registration should the involvement of spontaneous volunteers be 

deemed suitable. Second, volunteers wishing to provide assistance during an 

emergency need to be provided with training. Sharon (2004) suggests that 

appropriate training is essential not only for spontaneous volunteers, but also for 

óprofessional volunteersô (e.g. medics) who offer assistance during emergencies. 

Finally, organisations hoping to involve spontaneous volunteers in emergency 

response/recovery need to develop a coordinated approach. Providing volunteers 

with a single source of information, either through the media or via direct 

communication, and helps to minimise the potential for conflicting messages to be 

delivered to volunteers.   

Media coverage can have a substantial impact on the motivation to volunteer in 

response to an emergency and so influence the number of individuals presenting as 

spontaneous volunteers (Cottrel, 2010). Research conducted by the Australian Red 

Cross found that three-quarters of volunteers offered to help within the first week of 

an emergency. Altruistic motives were those most frequently given by volunteers 

whilst unused offers of assistance and the perception that skills were being 

underused were causes of dissatisfaction (Cottrel, 2010). 

Social ties also play an important role in influencing whether an individual will 

volunteer for an organisation with an emergency-related purpose. Pre-existing 

relationships with current members of the organisation (Baxter-Thomas & Wallace, 

2009) as well as being directly asked by someone from the organisation (Rotolo & 

Berg, 2010) are important factors of pre/post emergency volunteer recruitment.  

Finally, studies have sought to identify various characteristics associated with 

emergency relief volunteers. Michel (2007) demonstrated that self-efficacy, 

education, religious attendance and organisational membership were all factors that 

increased the level of personal responsibility felt towards helping victims of Hurricane 

Katrina. Furthermore, levels of education, the presence of children at home, 

organisational membership, religious attendance and feelings of personal 

responsibility were all associated with an increase in the total number of hours spent 

on volunteering. These findings however may be context specific. Rotolo & Bergôs 

(2010) analysis of nationally representative US survey data found that those 

volunteering for emergency relief tasks were likely to be younger and less educated 

than individuals volunteering to other tasks.  
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Spontaneous volunteering and resilience 

A communityôs ability to self-organise in response to an emergency is central to 

social resilience (Folke et al. 2002). Social resilience refers to the ability of 

communities to deal with social, political and environmental disturbances (Adger, 

2000). The ways in which communities adapt to flood emergencies through activities 

such as spontaneous volunteering are manifestations of adaptive capacity which, in 

turn, is influenced by both general factors (such as the capacity of the state to 

respond) and local factors (such as levels of social capital and personal networks) 

(Smit and Wandel, 2006). Therefore, the resourcefulness of organisations to manage 

spontaneous volunteering forms an important aspect of overall social resilience 

(Tierney 2003). 

Despite the threats that events such as flood emergencies pose, they also provide 

opportunities for innovation, development and the formation of recalibrated 

structures through self-organisation (Gallopin, 2006; Smit & Wandel, 2006; Folke, 

2006; Laio, 2012). Exposure to the effects of emergencies provides opportunities for 

social learning, as impromptu actions can become formalised into policies designed 

to inform the handling of future events (Cutter et al. 2008). In this sense spontaneous 

volunteering represents the embodiment of adaptive capacity that reflects the 

learning aspect of a communityôs response to an emergency (Carpenter et al. 2001). 

Policies designed to reduce exposure to flood risks, including activities such as the 

development of structural flood defences designed to resist water, may inadvertently 

inhibit a broader range of adaptive measures to cope with their occurrence (Harries 

& Penning-Rowsell, 2011). However, whilst resilient communities are potentially 

more able to respond and recover from emergencies than non-resilient communities, 

this does not suggest symmetry between the terms of vulnerability and resilience 

(Gallopin, 2006). Social systems create social vulnerabilities at the individual and 

community levels characterised by demographic, socio-economic and political 

characteristics and inequalities (Cutter et al. 2003). This highlights the important role 

played by institutions and governance systems in shaping vulnerability (Engle, 

2011). 

The ephemeral yet persistent nature of emergent pro-social behaviours during 

emergencies (such as spontaneous volunteering) suggests that they may reflect 

societyôs latent social capital or social resources. Pelling & High (2006) advise that 

such resources provide a way in which social attributes can be used to understand 

how societies build capacity in response to climate change. For instance, Milofsky 

(2013) demonstrated how communities with stronger, more experienced networks of 

service providers were better able to leverage organisational resources and pre-

existing relationships into a more effective response, which also laid the foundations 

for future collaborations. US-based research also suggests that non-profit 
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organisations engage in emergency mitigation and preparedness activities making 

them important sources of additional resilience during emergencies (Chikoto et al. 

2012). Milofsky (2013) suggests that resilience further enables the sustainability of 

communities threatened by environmental hazards such as floods. 

Spontaneous volunteers therefore represent an important but under-researched and 

under-involved form of adaptive capacity that can contribute towards overall 

community resilience. However, there is surprisingly little academic research 

focussed on examining their involvement. Consequently it remains unclear how 

volunteers have previously become involved in flood response, how they have been 

deployed, which tasks they have been involved in or how official emergency 

responders, organised volunteer groups and spontaneous volunteers work together. 

Although many of the policy documents reviewed contain guidance on retaining 

spontaneous volunteers there is little evidence to determine the extent to which this 

is successful. Studies suggest that spontaneous volunteering can have a substantial 

impact on the individualôs self-perception, prompting further acts of volunteering that 

may lead to individuals and communities being more resilient and therefore better 

able to address the demands for assistance created by emergencies.  

Our model: Channelling the adaptive capacity of 
spontaneous volunteers to address unmet need 
during emergencies 

Whilst governments plan for emergencies the demands created by such events often 

exceed the capacity of the emergency services to meet all needs. Whether 

individuals perceive that the response is poorly coordinated or insufficient (Stallings 

& Quarantelli, 1985) a gap is created between the services provided by official 

emergency responders and the needs of those affected by the emergency. The 

factors that drive individuals to volunteer are numerous and include internal 

motivators such as an individualôs: self-perception; risk-perception; willingness to 

accept change; and motivation. However, internal motivation alone is not sufficient in 

addressing unmet need, as there must be some external, observable response. The 

external response is driven by an individualôs level of social resources, their ability to 

self-organise and the nature of the work they can perform. The following two 

sections consider these factors and build a conceptual model of how spontaneous 

volunteering may offer one form of adaptive capacity that can be channelled towards 

addressing unmet need. 
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Internal motivation 

Self-perception includes feelings of self-efficacy in relation to the ability to help 

during an emergency. As highlighted by Michel (2007) self-efficacy influences the 

level of impact or control an individual feels they have in a situation. Thus, it can 

increase a personôs feeling of responsibility towards victims that, in turn, has been 

found to be a driver of volunteer participation (Gecas, 1989).  

Risk-perception is a factor that can compel or constrain political, economic and 

social action to deal with threats (Leiserowitz, 2006). Lee & Brudney (2009) 

demonstrated how individuals often make rational choices when considering the 

costs and benefits associated with volunteering. However, Leiserowitz (2006) argues 

that the mental models that individuals develop around certain risks can be 

misconceived and inaccurate. Miceli et al. (2008) found positive correlations between 

emergency preparedness and flood risk perception, and that protective behaviours 

were linked to socio-demographic factors such as age, proximity to watercourses 

and previous participation in civil defence activities.  

Spontaneous volunteerism can serve as a means through which individuals seek to 

turn the negative effects of an emergency into something positive (Lowe & Fothergill, 

2003). Based upon a consensus regarding what needs to be done (OôBrien & Mileti, 

1992), individuals seek to reverse the negative impact of the emergencies and are 

thus unwilling to accept the changes forced upon them by it. However, other people 

accept the inevitability of change following flooding and expect to adapt to their new 

environment without fear or unwillingness (Shaw et al. 2014). Therefore propensity 

to accept change influences individual action. Both categories of people may be 

likely to act positively and help others to respond, albeit for different reasons. 

The final factor influencing an individualôs propensity to act is their underlying 

motivation. Whilst emergency volunteering provides an opportunity in which 

individuals can exercise their power (Wolensky, 1979), others have identified a range 

of different motives guiding both general volunteering (Clary et al. 1998; 1999) and 

emergency-related volunteering (Fritz & Mathewson, 1957). These motives may be 

self-orientated, other-orientated or a combination of both and are therefore likely to 

influence the nature of the voluntary activities that individuals pursue. 

External response 

The identification of need may not alone drive an individualôs action. Individuals may 

be highly perceptive of risk yet unable to act and vice versa. The factors associated 

with internal motivation are inextricably linked with the various resources that drive 

an observable external response such as an individualôs level of social resources, 
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their ability to self-organise and the nature of the work or practical element of their 

volunteerism. 

When individuals decide to respond to an emergency by spontaneous volunteering 

they draw upon and are influenced by a range of social resources. Social capital 

refers to the aspects of social life that enable individuals to pursue shared objectives 

(Putman, 1995). Whilst this includes the nature of the social relationships between 

different groups in society, Putnam (2000) highlights the importance of trust and 

reciprocity within society. When individuals act as spontaneous volunteers they may 

draw upon latent social capital to mitigate risk i.e. individuals act, and are effective, 

because they are trusted by their recipients and able to draw upon and build social 

networks.  

Aligned to this is the ability of spontaneous volunteers to exploit or harness their own 

social resources to self-organise. Such linchpin individuals play an important role in 

the external response to emergencies by helping disparate groups of individuals to 

form a cohesive, organised spontaneous response. They may be the visionary, the 

gel and the organiser who pulls strangers into being an operational unit.  

The final element influencing the external response refers to the nature of the work 

or the productive element of the volunteering activity. Whilst a volunteer response 

may involve hundreds of people, the ability of this number to address need is related 

to the nature of the work they perform. The nature of the work must interest or excite 

the internal motivations of the volunteer so that they see the direct value of them 

volunteering. So, the nature of their task, whether front-line or support, must provide 

enough perceived impact in reducing the need in the environment. 

Figure 4.3 presents a conceptual model of the discussion above by reflecting: the 

level of demand for emergency assistance in the community (blue line) created by a 

no notice flood event; and how the official response (red line) and spontaneous 

volunteers (green line) aim to address this need. As demonstrated in Figure 4.3, a no 

notice event creates immediate need represented by the steep gradient of the blue 

line. Official responders will have limited resources already in place to immediately 

react to this need but these will be insufficient to meet the total demand that exists. 

Additional official responders will be available but they will take time to arrive and will 

still fail to satisfy the overwhelming demand.  

The internal motivation of individuals initially drives a volunteerôs response to such 

no notice events. During or immediately after a flood, volunteers begin to appraise 

their ability to help, assess the risks of helping, determine their willingness to accept 

the changes to the physical and social landscape caused by the event and establish 

their motivations for wanting to help (self/other-orientated). The total space between 

the official response and the demand represents the potential internal motivation, as 
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the various factors identified earlier influence the overall perception of unfulfilled 

need. 

Figure 4.3: Conceptual model of channelling the adaptive capacity of spontaneous 

volunteers to addressing unmet need  

 

The size of the area between the official response (red line) and the adaptive 

capacity (green line) from spontaneous volunteers reflects the actual external 

response by spontaneous volunteers. This reflects the ways and extent to which 

individuals help and so depends on the amount, impact and nature of the work 

carried out by the volunteers. The adaptive capacity grows slower than the official 

response as they are waiting for information on the demand, are less organised and 

are not practised. 

The size of the area between the adaptive capacity and demand reflects the unmet 

demand ï which is essentially a failure of the performance of the adaptive capacity 

to respond (assuming official response is fixed). This gap in the performance of 

spontaneous volunteer response is represented by a mis-calibrated internal and 

external response of spontaneous volunteers meaning victims go unaided, while 

other potential spontaneous volunteers perceive there is no need to respond and 
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provide assistance. This gap is the internal response of spontaneous volunteers 

minus their external response, formulated as: 

GAP = (self-perception + risk-perception + propensity to accept change + 

motivation) ï (resources x self-organisation x nature of the work)  

This model helps to explain how the adaptive capacity of spontaneous volunteering 

may reduce exposure to the emergency by providing added resilience. The social 

learning that occurs on how to organise spontaneous volunteers means that the 

community finishes the response with a higher amount of latent adaptive capacity 

available for the next emergency. 

The model also predicts that prior involvement in flood-related response activities 

may help to reduce the gap between the official response, adaptive capacity and 

demand in future emergencies. This is reflected in Figure 4.4 which represents a 

sequence of two no-notice flood emergencies. The first wave is identical to Figure 

4.3. However, because of the social learning from Wave 1 on how to configure 

spontaneous volunteer resources, the adaptive capacity for Wave 2 begins from a 

higher start point. Also, social learning means that the use of the adaptive capacity is 

quicker (and possibly more effective) in Wave 2 ï represented in a disproportionately 

steeper adaptive capacity line in the early phases of the Wave 2 response. The 

same is true for the official response. Also, the total adaptive capacity is higher in 

Wave 2 as more people volunteer after hearing the positive experiences from the 

first wave. Thus, demand is more quickly addressed as communities respond more 

quickly and in greater numbers. Again, the added learning that occurs on how to 

organise spontaneous volunteers means the response ends with a higher latent 

adaptive capacity than when it began.  
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Figure 4.4: The adaptive capacity for two flood emergencies 

 

Conclusion 

UK flood policy increasingly seeks to spread responsibility across state institutions, 

communities and individuals. Thus, a new multiple approach may be needed that 

combines government-led interventions designed to protect human and natural 

environments alongside self-help behaviours from individuals and communities 

(Penning-Rowsell et al. 2008). Although this literature review has identified the 

potential benefits associated with volunteer involvement in the response and 

recovery to emergencies it is also important to recognise the challenges associated 

with this.  

Emergent behaviour such as spontaneous volunteering is a frequent response to 

emergencies. Individuals can volunteer hoping to turn a negative event into 

something positive (Lowe and Fothergill, 2003). Volunteering provides a means 

through which individuals can prepare, endure and recover from emergencies 

(Rotolo & Berg, 2010). However, it is important to recognise the challenges of doing 

so (e.g. Barsky et al. 2007). If not anticipated and planned the volume and speed of 

spontaneity of uncoordinated individuals to a response area can quickly overwhelm 

the official emergency responders (Quarantelli, 1989; Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2001a) 
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and result in ineffective management as resources are directed away from managing 

the response (Tierney, 2003). It is also important to recognise the risks that 

emergency volunteering poses as untrained individuals may be less able to cope 

with the stresses associated with emergencies (Dyregrov, et al. 1996). As such, 

many of the policies and guidance documents that consider the involvement of 

spontaneous volunteering highlight their suitability for low responsibility, low risk 

tasks. Clearly the careful management and involvement of volunteers is vital in any 

response. 

Despite the challenges associated with their involvement, the literature suggests that 

volunteers have the potential to bring much needed skillsets to emergencies (Kendra 

& Wachtendorf, 2001d) and develop creative solutions to problems (Kendra & 

Wachtendorf, 2002). Consequently, the literature proposes that spontaneous 

volunteers represent a form of hidden social resilience that, if appropriately directed, 

may help to reduce the immediate and on-going need created by emergencies and 

help to build more resilient communities in the face of future events. 

We now discuss the three case studies examining the involvement of spontaneous 

volunteers in three specific flood type events in the UK. Following that, we present 

the findings from interviewing 62 strategic and operational managers, officials, 

organised volunteers and spontaneous volunteers to understand more about the 

potential for spontaneous volunteering in response to flooding. 



 

48 

 

Section 5.  Case studies of spontaneous 
volunteering 

Key points:  

¶ Each group was set up in response to a flood event allowing previously 
unconnected individuals to work collaboratively to address need.  

¶ Social media played a prominent role in helping organise the activities of 
volunteers in Tonbridge and Boston.  

¶ Key linchpin individuals emerged as group coordinators, taking responsibility 
for organising key events, disseminating information from various sources 
and in some cases dealing with disputes and friction from within the groups.  

¶ Friction was evident within the spontaneous volunteer groups and between 
them and other members of the community (Bodenham), officials (Tonbridge 
and Boston) and other voluntary organisations (Boston). 

¶ The groups became a place where individuals could offer practical assistance 
and donations as well as receive and disseminate information. 

¶ These groups have continued to operate beyond the official recovery phase, 
helping individuals get back into their homes, including fundraising activities. 
 

Introduction 

We chose three case studies which showed different examples of spontaneous 

volunteering. Figure 5.1 compares those case studies to give a general overview of 

their scope and activity. In brief, Bodenham was chosen as an example of a 

community that began as spontaneous volunteering during a flash flood and 

continued their activities to become an organised volunteer group that has been 

working for the last 7 years. Tonbridge was chosen as an example of a river flooding 

and Boston was chosen as an example of coastal flooding. Both involved 

spontaneous volunteers. 

Figure 5.1: Characteristics of the case study locations  

 Bodenham Tonbridge Boston 

The interviewees    

Volunteers 
 

4 interviews 10 interviews 3 interviews 

Emergency 
Managers 

0 interview 0 interviews 7 interviews 

Total duration of 
interviews 
 

1 hour: 56 mins 4 hours: 9 mins 4 hours: 51 mins  
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The context    

Type of flood Flash flood (Rain 
and River Lugg) 

River (River 
Medway)  

Coastal (North 
Sea) 

Where did it 
happen 

Herefordshire Kent Lincolnshire  

When did it happen 20th July 2007 24th December 
2013  

5th December 2013  

Why did it happen Rainfall from 
blocked/inadequate 
drains/culverts 

Heavy rainfall, 
Leigh FSA unable 
to cope 

Coastal surge 

Number of people 
affected 

40 residential 
properties 

250-270 properties 1800 properties 

How long did the 
water stay 

Hours Hours Hours 

 

The Spontaneous 
Volunteers 

   

Phase of 
emergency 

Response/on-going  Recovery  Recovery  

SV structure General 
convergence then 
organised by 2 
linchpins & helpers. 

Two linchpins & 
Facebook helpers. 

Handful of 
linchpins & 
Facebook helpers 
(incl óFenside 
Mumsô). 

Initial activities  Moving 
possessions 
upstairs, 
sandbagging. 

Cleaning up 
houses, rugby 
club, town centre, 
distributing flood 
guides. 

Cleaning up 
houses, distributing 
goods, impact 
statements. 

Continuing 
activities  

Formation of the 
Bodenham Flood 
Protection Group 
(BFPG). 
Prevention - 
clearing drainage 
channels, 
fundraising, 
lobbying with local 
town planners 
regarding new 
housing 
development. 

Getting people 
back in their 
homes, 
fundraising. 
Formation of the 
Tonbridge Area 
Flood Support 
(TAFS) group to 
provide further 
assistance. 

Recovery - 
distributing goods 
and getting people 
back in their 
homes. This 
includes the 
purchasing of white 
goods etc. to 
replace those 
damaged by 
flooding. 

After the 
emergency  

Individuals formed 
a self-help group to 
carry out 
necessary action to 
monitor and 

Core group 
members (approx. 
11) continued to 
help flood victims. 
Formation of 

Getting displaced 
members of the 
community back 
into their homes. 
Fundraising 
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maintain 
drains/water-
courses. This later 
became the 
Bodenham Flood 
Protection Group. 

TAFS. including Boston 
Flood Aid event. 

 

Other items of 
note 

   

Tension and 
irritations  

BFPG members 
expressed irritation 
towards residents 
who receive help 
but did not 
volunteer 
themselves. 
Tension was found 
between BFPG 
and housing 
developers (new 
development) and 
the local authority. 

Difference as to 
what volunteers 
could do between 
two close 
geographical 
areas. Also 
between 
volunteers and the 
Environment 
Agency/ officials 
regarding the 
operation of Leigh 
Flood Storage 
Area and provision 
of flood warnings. 

Between 2 SV 
groups, emergency 
managers and 
OVs. 

Interesting feature Individuals with 
high social capital 
have rallied local 
residents into a 
formal volunteer 
group.  

Two linchpins 
responsible for 
early action. The 
core volunteers 
have formed a new 
volunteer group to 
offer further 
assistance. 

Lots of strong 
personalities. 
Apparent 
disconnect 
between the 
emergency 
planners 
perception of the 
response/recovery 
and the volunteers. 
Several different 
SV groups in 
operation. 

Working with 
officials 

Limited and weak 
interaction with 
officials. 

Worked alongside 
officials helping 
with clean-ups and 
loading soiled 
belongings into 
vans. 

Worked under 
officials as part of 
the same system, 
reporting directly to 
Emergency 
planners at Boston 
BC. 

Motivation rhetoric Fear of being 
flooded in the 
future as well as 
social cohesion.  

Social cohesion as 
well as helping 
others who have 
been affected.  

People who are not 
affected help those 
who are affected.  
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We now present the case studies of spontaneous volunteering in these three 

locations. 

Case Study 1 - Recovery from flash flooding in 
Bodenham, Herefordshire. 

Introduction 

This case study examines the involvement of volunteers in activities to reduce flood 

risk following a flash flood event in July 2007. It illustrates how the self-directed 

action of key individuals can build resilience through the formation of a flood 

protection group. The Bodenham Flood Protection Group (BFPG) was constituted in 

August 2008 and conducts on-going maintenance of drains and culverts as well as 

monitoring flood telemetry systems and providing flood warnings to local residents.   

AT A GLANCE 

Flood type: 

¶ Flash flooding (July 2007) 

Area flooded and impact: 

¶ 40 residential properties 

¶ Damage estimated at in excess of £500,000 

Active volunteer groups: 

¶ Bodenham Flood Protection Group 

Key volunteer activities: 

¶ Regular meetings  

¶ Working parties 

¶ Fundraising 

 

Context 

The village of Bodenham is located in the county of Herefordshire and sits astride 

the River Lugg. During June and July 2007 Bodenham and its surrounding areas 

received heavy rainfall resulting in ground saturation, increasing the amount of water 

running into drains and culverts which channelled into the River Lugg. Blocked and 
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inadequate drains and culverts restricted the flow of water before it could reach the 

River Lugg and when there was a day of particularly heavy rain this resulted in the 

flooding, mainly in Bodenham Moor (see Figure 5.2). BFPG was established after 

this flood to look at how the villageôs vulnerability to flooding could be reduced. 

Figure 5.2: Map of the 2007 flooding in Bodenham 

 

 

Timeline of key events 
¶ On 20 July 2007: the village of Bodenham experienced a flash flood in which 

40 residential properties were flooded and 50 more had water in garages and 
outhouses. Individuals within the community came together to help one 
another however, there was no coordinated community response or help from 
the emergency services.  

¶ On 22 January 2008: Bodenham Parish Council held a public meeting to 
discuss what measures could prevent the reoccurrence of the floods. The 
cause of the flooding was identified as being the blocked and inadequate 
drains and culverts restricting the flow of water into the River Lugg. However, 
the Parish Council identified that the local authorities did not have sufficient 
resources to undertake the work it considered necessary to reduce the risk of 
future flood events.  
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¶ On 4 February 2008: the Parish Council made the decision to form their own 
self-help group responsible for monitoring drains and watercourses, keeping 
them clear of debris and taking other precautionary action (e.g. maintaining 
sandbags, identifying vulnerable residents). 

¶ On 13 February 2008: the Bodenham Flood Protection Group (BFPG) holds 
its first informal meeting. These informal meetings continue for another five 
months. 

¶ On 19 August 2008: BFPG formally establishes itself. Key features include: 
o Its own Constitution, funding held within the Parish Councilôs account 
and insurance cover provided under the Councilôs policy.  

o An elected committee representing each area of the Parish. 
o Membership of approximately 50 volunteers. 
o Meeting on the last Tuesday of every month (with the exception of 

December). 28-30 volunteers regularly attend. 
o Working party sessions every other Friday evening (April-October). 12-

15 volunteers regularly attend. 
o Coffee mornings and quiz evening to raise funds for the group, as well 

as social events (barbecue party and bonfire party). 

¶ On 17 October 2008: a second public meeting is held to discuss issues raised 
by BFPG with Herefordshire Council Highways Authority. BFPG raises 
concerns about the flood risk to additional properties within Bodenham as well 
as the inability of the twin Ketch Lane culverts serving the Millcroft Brook, the 
main watercourse through Bodenham Moor, to cope with flash flooding. 
Approximately 100 residents attended the meeting. 

¶ On 12 May 2011: The Environment Agency allocates finances to help protect 
34 properties in the Parish. This resulted in óProject Bodenhamô and became 
the groupôs primary purpose for the next 12 months. By December 2011, 26 of 
the 34 properties identified had flood defence equipment installed and the 
project was completed by November 2012. 

¶ 12 October 2011: BFPG wins the óEnvironmental Championsô category of the 
2011 Pride of Herefordshire Awards. 

¶ 9 May 2012: Flood warning telemetry system installed at Brockington Road 
bridge providing BFPG with advance warning of any flash flood. The enables 
BFPG to provide warnings to local residents in the event of possible flash 
flooding. 

¶ 13 September 2012: BFPG holds an open day to raise awareness of their 
activities in the village. At this event the group also showcased flood 
protection equipment to non-BFPG members, providing them with the 
opportunity to purchase such equipment at a discount. 

¶ 7 November 2012: A county-wide flood protection open day is held in 
Bodenham Parish Hall. 
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Initial activities 

BFPG was formally established on 19 August 2008. Two local residents coordinate 

the BFPGôs activities: Tony, the groupôs Chairman; and his wife, Babs, the groupôs 

Secretary and Treasurer. Tony and Babs were amongst those flooded during the 

2007 event. BFPGôs initial objectives were: 

¶ To monitor drains and watercourses and clear them of debris when 
necessary. 

¶ Consider a broad range of precautionary measures to reduce flood risk. 

¶ Identify vulnerable residents who would need assistance in an emergency. 

¶ Establish contact with other national and local organisations. 

The Parish Council provided BFPG with an initial loan to purchase the equipment 

necessary to start its work (e.g. spades, mattocks, buckets, drainage rods, waders). 

The group immediately sought to become self-sufficient and held a number of coffee 

mornings and quiz nights to repay the councilôs loan as well as to cover expenses 

such as the cost of hiring rooms for meetings. The group also secured two financial 

grants from the Bodenham Community Charity enabling the purchasing of additional 

equipment (e.g. pumps, a trailer to transport equipment) as well as metal cages used 

to store sandbags at strategic locations. Further donations were received for 

additional resources including safety equipment for the working parties. 

BFPGôs initial activities sought to raise awareness of flood risk in the local area. 

BFPG provided information to local residents and also highlighted the vulnerability of 

particular areas (e.g. Orchard Close) to Herefordshire Council. Following an 

investigation into the causes of flooding within Bodenham requested by BFPG, the 

group also raised concerns about the inability of the twin culverts on the Millcroft 

Brook at Ketch Lane to cope with flash flooding (identified as one of the major 

contributors to the 2007 flooding). Further work commissioned by Herefordshire 

Council highlighted the flood risk posed by these culverts. This report also identified 

the need for regular maintenance such as the removal of silt from the channel. 

On 12 May 2011 The Environment Agency allocated £144,500 to help protect 34 

homes in Bodenham identified as being at most risk of flooding as part of a £2m 

country-wide initiative. Work to implement these improvements became known 

locally as óProject Bodenhamô. The 34 homes were provided with items such as 

automatically closing airbricks, non-return valves for drains and flood barriers for 

doors. BFPG helped to facilitate this work by providing the contractor with local 

knowledge and acting as the main communication link between the firm, local 

residents, Amey Herefordshire and the Environment Agency. Here the aim of BFPG 

was to keep the administrative costs of óProject Bodenhamô to a minimum to ensure 

that as much as possible of the allocated funding went towards flood defences. 

Whilst monitoring this installation work and talking to the residents concerned BFPG 
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became aware that some of the initial surveys had been inadequate and that for 

some properties the risk of flooding had not been fully mitigated. Having raised their 

concerns to the Environment Agency they secured an additional £16,000 to 

complete the work. 

On 9 May 2012 the Parish Council was donated a flood warning telemetry system, 

which was installed at the Brockington Road bridge. This telemetry system enables 

members to monitor water levels in the Millcroft Brook and sends automatic 

telephone, SMS and e-mail messages to key BFPG members if a rise in the level 

indicates a potential flash flood. This means the Group are able to give residents 

advance warning if there is a risk of flooding in time for them to take any necessary 

precautions.  

BFPG continues to play a proactive role in raising flood awareness in the local area: 

¶ BFPG continue to press for Herefordshire Council to take responsibility for 
maintenance of the local drains, culverts and watercourses as well as for the 
replacement of the Ketch Lane culverts. Meanwhile it acts to reduce flood risk 
by conducting regular maintenance and by ensuring that precautions (e.g. 
sandbag stocks) are in place. 

¶ BFPG contacts Mary Dhonau, an independent flood protection consultant, 
who helps the group to arrange an open day (13 September 2013). The aim 
of the open day is to raise awareness of the flood defence measures being 
taken in the area amongst those not included in the Environment Agencyôs 
initial funding. It also provided residents with the opportunity to purchase flood 
defence items privately should they wish to do so. 

¶ BFPG look to spread the flood protection message across the county. A 
county-wide flood protection open day is held on 7 November (2012) 
supported by BFPG members. This event acted as the launch for the 2012 
Know Your Flood Risk Campaign. 

¶ BFPG helps local residents who are having difficulty with flood insurance by 
directing them to specialist brokers. 

¶ BFPG has presented their work at other Parish Council meetings and has 
been successful in encouraging the formation of other flood protection groups 
(e.g. Brimfield & Little Hereford). 

¶ BFPG members regularly ówalk the brooksô to identify any areas of concern 
that may be dealt with by the next working party. 

¶ BFPG continues to monitor water levels using the flood telemetry system and 
local Environmental Agency data. 

Working parties: An important task undertaken by BFPG volunteers is the proactive 

maintenance of watercourses and drains in Bodenham. BFPG working parties still 

meet every alternate Friday evening from 18:00 hrs between the months of April and 

October of each year. The purpose of these is to clear drains and watercourses of 

silt and vegetation as well as stockpile sandbags. Each working party lasts 



 

56 

 

approximately 60-90 minutes, after which the group often holds a small social event 

to thank the volunteers for their participation.  

An organised community response: In addition to the proactive work conducted 

by the working parties, BFPG has developed a response strategy for future floods. 

The Chairman and Secretary operate a central communications hub, which includes 

monitoring of the flood warning system. Volunteers within BFPG can apply to 

become an Area Representative (see Appendix F), each responsible for a small 

number of properties in the Parish. These individuals are responsible for offering 

flood advice to residents and disseminating warnings in future floods. BFPG also 

operates a óbuddy systemô where volunteers assist other residents (not necessarily 

BFPG members) within the village should there be potential or actual flood . 

Tension: Various sources of tension were identified within Bodenham. One source 

concerned two potential new housing developments in the village. BFPG members 

were concerned about the impact of additional housing in the area and the potential 

for this increasing the risk of flooding.  

Further tensions were identified between BFPG and local authorities. BFPG believe 

that the local authorities should be conducting regular maintenance of the drains and 

culverts. It is the recognition that the local authorities do not have the resources to 

undertake such work that caused the formation of the Group, but the BFPG is 

campaigning for the local authority to replace the Ketch Lane culverts. 

There was also tension between BFPG and Category 1 responders. BFPG feel that 

they are in a strong position to provide help to the local community in the event of a 

flood; however current emergency response plans do not include the group. 

Therefore, whilst the group is excluded from emergency planning activities local 

official emergency managers also fail to benefit from the local knowledge (e.g. 

vulnerable persons/properties) developed by BFPG. 

A potential source of irritation was also identified between locals who did (and those 

who didnôt) participate in flood prevention activities. This was particularly prominent 

where individuals had received flood defence equipment from óProject Bodenhamô 

but did not offer to participate in any of the working parties. Some members of BFPG 

expressed irritation in potentially having to provide further assistance to these 

residents in the event of a future flood. Another irritation was between the BFPG and 

residents who would not allow the group to work on their property or who extend 

their gardens into a watercourse. For instance the group found that some residents 

would not allow them access to clear the drains on their properties but were also 

unwilling to carry this work out themselves. However, blockages to these drains pose 

a flood risk not only to the landowner denying access, but also to other residents. 

The same applies to actions which narrow or otherwise divert a stream. 
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Key points/take home messages 
¶ BFPG highlights how, through coordinated on-going action, communities can 

take ownership of local problems. Here, BFPG has worked to raise 
awareness of flooding and have taken proactive steps to lower the flood risk. 
Recognising that the statutory authorities did not have sufficient resources to 
maintain the drains and culverts, BFPG undertakes its own on-going 
inspections and maintenance. BFPG campaigns for the local authority replace 
the Ketch Lane culverts. 

¶ BFPG were influential in securing funding for the installation of flood defences 
on local properties. The group acted as a facilitator, providing local knowledge 
and information as well as providing a communication channel between the 
contractor asked to install the defences and local residents, as well as linking 
both to Amey Herefordshire and the Environment Agency. This helped to 
reduce the administrative costs of the project and ensured that as much of the 
money as possible went towards flood defences. 

¶ In addition to its preventative work the group has also developed an organised 
response strategy. The group has a central communications hub, a flood 
warning system and volunteers who provide advice and assistance to 
residents in the event of a flood. The group is not currently integrated into the 
official emergency response plan.  

¶ In addition to helping to maintain the local watercourses, BFPG and its regular 
working parties provide a social outlet for volunteers in a rural community as 
well as emotional support for those who have suffered flooding. 

¶ Sources of tension were visible within Bodenham, particularly with those 
residents who had received flood defences and did not volunteer or residents 
who did not allow the working parties to conduct maintenance on their land.  

¶ The success of the BFPG ómodelô led to its adoption in other areas at risk of 
flooding.  

Case Study 2 - Recovery from river flooding in 
Tonbridge, Kent. 

Introduction 

This case study examines the involvement of spontaneous volunteers in the 

recovery of large-scale river flooding in the town of Tonbridge (Kent) on 24th 

December 2013. It illustrates how community linchpins can use their own social 

networks to initiate and organise spontaneous volunteers to disseminate information 

to the wider flood-impacted community as well as into working parties that provide 

on-going support. Sources of friction were identified between spontaneous 

volunteers and officials in different areas of the borough with regards to the provision 

of information and the nature of the volunteer work permitted.  
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The case study demonstrates how previously unconnected residents can form a 

small but cohesive volunteer group that has continued its activities well after the 

official recovery phase has ended and shows the power of social media in supporting 

this. Also evident was the formation of new branch-off volunteer groups and events 

to raise awareness of community flood plans and personalised home flood plans as 

well as fundraise.  

AT A GLANCE3 

Flood type:  

Flooding of the River Medway due to heavy rainfall 

Area flooded and impact: 

Approximately 270 residential properties were identified by Tonbridge and 

Malling Borough Council as being flooded: 

¶ Hildenborough: 117 properties 

¶ Tonbridge: 92-102 properties 

¶ Golden Green: 2 properties 

¶ East Peckham: 40-50 properties 

¶ Businesses in High Street and the Pavilion shopping centre 

¶ Leisure facilities including local swimming pool 

Active volunteer groups:  

¶ The Only Way Is Tonbridge (Facebook) 

¶ Help & Support for Tonbridge & surrounding areas affected by the 
floods (Facebook) 

¶ 4X4 Response  

¶ Red Cross (rest centre in East Peckham) 

¶ St John Ambulance (provided hot food/drink to residents on 27th Dec) 

Key volunteer activities 

¶ Distributing goods to replace damaged items 

¶ Sharing information on who to contact  

¶ Fund raising 

¶ Volunteer 4X4 Response evacuated residents in Tonbridge 

¶ Clean-up (Danvers Rd, Barden Rd, Avebury Ave, Juddians Rugby 
Club) 

¶ Distribution of flood recovery packs 

                                            
3
 Information taken from Tonbridge & Malling Borough Council Cabinet, Report of the Management Team (4

th
 

February, 2014) and as well as the Kent and Sussex Courier and BBC websites 
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Context 

Tonbridge is located in the county of Kent. The town has prior experience of flooding 

(1960, 1968) with the latter event resulting in the flooding of the High Street to a 

depth of 2 metres. In 1982, the Leigh flood storage area (FSA) was constructed to 

help reduce the flood risk to 965 properties and 300 businesses in the town of 

Tonbridge. Leigh FSA was designed to restrict flow along the River Medway at peak 

times and store water upstream. Within the Borough of Tonbridge and Malling some 

3396 properties sit within the floodplain. 

Between the 19th and 25th of December 2013 the Medway catchment area received 

over 110 millimetres of rainfall. Initial flooding occurred on the evening of the 24th 

December. Over the Christmas/New Year period over 6,000 sandbags were 

distributed to residents. 

Timeline of events4 
¶ 23rd December:  

o Tonbridge and Malling Borough Council received advice from the 
Meteorological (MET) office and Environment Agency (EA) that 
flooding in the Borough was likely. 

¶ 24th December: 
o Start of the response phase following heavy rainfall over the last 5 

days. 
o At 05:00 hrs, the River Medway was flowing unrestricted and no water 

was being held at Leigh FSA. 
o At 10:10 hrs, flood warning advice was communicated to residents 

(e.g. move furniture upstairs, turn off power).  
o At mid-afternoon, the Borough Emergency Centre was activated. 
o Incident Liaison Officers were deployed to areas of Tonbridge to help 

coordinate evacuations. This included the involvement of volunteer 
4X4 drivers. 

o At 18:20 hrs, the first evacuated residents arrived at Tonbridge Rest 
Centre (Weald of Kent School). 

o At 20:00 hrs, the FSA was storing close to 5.5 million cubic metres of 
water ï just 10 millimetres from its maximum limit.  

¶ 25th December:  
o At 01:20 hrs, the last evacuated residents arrive at the rest centre. 
o During the morning, flood waters decreased.  
o At 11:15 hrs, the rest centre closed and all evacuees left to return to 

their properties. 
o At 13:15 hrs, the Borough Emergency Centre closes.  

¶ 26th December: 

                                            
4
  Information taken from Tonbridge & Malling Borough Council Cabinet, Report of the Management Team (4

th
 

February, 2014) and as well as the Kent and Sussex Courier and BBC websites 
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o Further flooding was expected so the Borough Council anticipated 
further evacuees by leaving rest centre supplies in place. Rainfall 
levels did not exceed the 20mm level that would have resulted in 
further flooding.  

o At 19:06 hrs, a Facebook group called óHelp and support for Tonbridge 
and surrounding areas affected by the floodsô was established to help 
residents. The number of people joining the Facebook group quickly 
increased following the flooding and since peaking in February has 
remained steady: 
Á 26th December: 147 likes 
Á 29th December: 1,000 likes 
Á 2nd January: 1,351 likes 
Á 2nd February: 1,700 likes 
Á 23rd July: 1697 likes 

o At 23:25 hrs, clean-up events are advertised on the Facebook groupôs 
wall 

¶ 27th December: 
o Start of the recovery phase. 
o Danvers Road clean-up (see Figure 5.3). 
o The Pavilion clean-up. 

¶ 28th December 
o At 10:34 hrs, flood warnings are removed. 
o Environment Agency begins to engage with Facebook group to 

disseminate information regarding the operation of Leigh FSA. 
o The group continues to try and coordinate clean-up activities: 

 

¶ 29th December: 
o Tonbridge Juddians Rugby Football Club clean-up: 
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¶ 30 December: 
o Organisations such as the EA begin disseminating information via the 

Facebook group: 

 

¶ 31st December 
o Avebury Avenue and surrounding area clean-up: 

 

¶ 4th ï 6th January  
o The storage of donations becomes an issue for the Facebook group. 

The Bridge Trust Tonbridge offers space to store small and large 
donations. 

o Flood recovery guides delivered to flood affected homes by volunteers: 
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¶ 8th January 
o The group begin to coordinate donations via the Bridge Trust: 

 

¶ 18th January 
o Further flooding in low-lying land areas within Tonbridge. Individuals 

continue to offer support to those in need through the Facebook group: 
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¶ 4th-5th February 
o Community meeting held in Hildenborough (4th) and the Danvers Road 

area (5th) to discuss the flood response. During this meeting the 
operation of Leigh FSA is explained to residents. 

¶ 6th February 
o At 20:58 hrs, flood warning advice issued to residents. This warning 

was removed the following day (7th February) at 12:02 hrs. 
 

Figure 5.3: Map of the most affected areas of Tonbridge (Avebury Avenue, Barden 

Road, Danvers Road)  

 

Volunteer involvement during the floods 

Volunteer involvement in Tonbridge was coordinated by Jean and Phil. Although 

both of these individuals held posts within the Borough and County Councils those 

roles were not associated with flooding or emergency management. Thus, they 

acted as volunteers who were able to use their local authority knowledge to 
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disseminate information and organise activities. Both were most active in the 

recovery phase. 

Jean was largely involved in the running of a Facebook group which was set up to 

disseminate information following the floods in Tonbridge. Having identified that it 

was difficult for local residents to get the information the needed (e.g. around 

accessing council services), this individual continued to answer questions posted on 

the group regarding telephone numbers etc. From this early activity the individualôs 

role grew and they are still actively involved in the day-to-day running of the group on 

a voluntary basis despite not being a local resident of Tonbridge. Their role was 

virtual (on the internet), not at the site of the floods. 

Phil was responsible for organising several of the clean-up activities that took place 

in various locations across the most affected areas of the town centre. They were 

responsible for coordinating the volunteers, sourcing cleaning supplies and acted as 

a liaison to emergency planners and officials, representing the affected community. 

Their role was an on-the-ground coordinator and manager at the flooded areas. 

For both Jean and Phil, there was a sense of urgency to identify residents who were 

most in need and to provide help to bail out flood waters from shops and residences. 

In particular there was recognition that the High Street and shops needed particular 

assistance to help them resume trading as soon as possible. 

Activities 

Facebook: A Facebook group called ñHelp & support for Tonbridge & surrounding 

areas affected by the floodsò was formed on the 26th December 2013. Anyone was 

able to join the group however, it was not necessary to do so in order to access the 

information. The number of people joining the group during the recovery phase grew 

to a height of 1,696 people. It provide a virtual space in which individuals could share 

information about the recovery (e.g. telephone numbers as Council emergency 

numbers were not well publicised) as well as make practical offers of assistance to 

those affected by the floods (e.g. offers to wash clothes, look after pets and 

children). One of the central concerns was that it was it did not seem clear to flood 

victims how to access help and assistance or who took ownership of certain 

activities/services following a flood. The group therefore played a central role in 

disseminating information as well as organising other spontaneous volunteer 

activities in the immediate aftermath of the flood and continues to play a key role in 

the continued recovery efforts.  

The issue of misinformation was present during the recovery phase fuelled by the 

Facebook group. For example, the operation of the FSA by the Environment Agency 

became a point of confusion within local communities following the flooding due to 
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misconceptions surrounding the way in which it was designed to operate. This 

erupted on Facebook, spreading misinformation (which became ófactô) and united the 

community against officials who were perceived to be ineffective in preventing the 

flood due to maloperation of the FSA. In contrast, the officials believed that they had 

used the FSA as it was designed and sought to correct this misinformation through 

the Facebook group.  

In light of this heated issue the administrator of the Facebook group developed 

closer links with the Borough Council and Environment Agency to ensure that, ñwe 

were working in harmony with them and not just seen as a bunch of militants to 

make the work of the officials harderò. In subsequent months, officials attempted to 

again correct the misinformation through town hall meetings with residents ï 

advertised, in part, through the Facebook group. 

Clean-ups: Various clean-up activities were organised by Phil to take place in flood-

affected areas. These activities were advertised and coordinated via the Facebook 

group and the local newspaper. Clean-up events were organised on various days 

(27th-31st December) at various locations including shopping areas, residential 

streets and community centres. Volunteers wore high-visibility jackets and assisted 

with cleaning shops and houses as well as moving flood damaged furniture outside. 

Local businesses donated free cleaning equipment to assist volunteers in clean-up 

activities. 

Although the clean-up activities were coordinated by one individual, health and 

safety restrictions were applied differently by officials in different local authorities 

bringing irritation to volunteers on the Facebook group where frustrations were again 

vented. For instance residents in Tonbridge were able to remove items of furniture 

from homes and load these into skips whilst volunteers in Hildenborough were not 

allowed. This led to conflict between officials and volunteers who felt that they 

needed to be doing more to help but were being held back by different local 

interpretations of the same health and safety guidance.  

Distribution of flood recovery guides: Shortly after the need for clean-up had reduced 

(4th to 6th Jan), spontaneous volunteers helped to deliver flood recovery guides to 

affected streets (Danvers Road, Holford Street, Barden Road, Gladstone Road, 

Northcote Road). Copies were also left at various local businesses and public 

building. This was advertised across the Facebook group and locally managed by the 

second individual. 

Continuing Activities: Following the floods a number of meetings were arranged 

during which the Environment Agency explained the operation of Leigh FSA. The 

initial purpose of these meeting was to provide the Environment Agency with the 
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opportunity to inform residents as to how Leigh FSA was designed to operate. The 

EA also engaged with the Facebook group to further disseminate information. 

óHelp & support for Tonbridge & surrounding areas affected by the floodsô is still 

active with 1697 Facebook users signed up to the group. Requests for assistance 

dropped around March 2014 but have since increased perhaps due to issues 

concerning flood insurance, the drying out process and moving back home. 

The Tonbridge Area Flood Support (TAFS) group has been established by 11 

volunteers from the initial Facebook group who wanted to provide further support to 

individuals in the Tonbridge area. An event has been planned for October 2014 in 

which community flood plans and personalised home flood plans will be promoted. 

Key points/take home messages 
¶ Two sorts of leaders were evident. One in cyber-space to manage the online 

coordination of requests for help and offers of assistance. One on-the-ground 
to manage the spontaneous volunteers who turn up on the day. Due to the 
intensity of each, dividing these across different people may be best. 

¶ Friction between the local authority and volunteers and residents was 
apparent throughout the recovery phase. For example, there was a lack of 
consistency regarding the nature and extent of volunteer involvement in 
clean-up operations, and confusion over the purpose of Leigh FSA and its role 
in flood prevention. At a later meeting to discuss the operation of the FSA 
local residents stated that they had felt ólet downô. This was due in part to a 
belief held by local residents that the FSA would be capable of protecting the 
town from flooding rather than restricting the flow by storing water further back 
up stream. The establishment of a technical volunteer team was mooted as a 
possible means by which local residents could engage with the FSA team and 
report back to their communities on its operation. 

¶ Lack of information concerning ówhat to doô and óhow to recoverô from a flood 
was an issue addressed by the Facebook group. 

¶ Information management is key, as most residents converged online to the 
Facebook group this was where many of them sought information. In 
Tonbridge the administrator of this group knew the council system and was 
able to direct people effectively. However some misinformation still spread 
 

Case Study 3 - Recovery from coastal flooding in 
Boston, Lincolnshire. 

Introduction 

The following case study examines the involvement of spontaneous volunteers in the 

recovery of large scale coastal flooding in Boston (Lincolnshire) on 5th December 
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2013. It illustrates how social media can be used to coordinate a community 

response. Certain individuals emerged as leaders/linchpins, taking responsibility for 

specific tasks and coordinating the involvement of other volunteers. This case study 

demonstrates the tensions that can arise between officials, organised voluntary 

groups and spontaneous volunteers. It highlights the potential for friction, especially 

where relationships (e.g. in a memorandum of understanding) have not been stress 

tested.  

AT A GLANCE5 

Flood type: 

¶ Coastal surge 

Area flooded and impact: 

¶ 607 residences identified as flooded by Boston Borough Council 

¶ 203 persons received evacuation assistance (78 households) 

¶ 44 persons and 2 pets rescued from flood water 

¶ 121 businesses and 1,700 hectares of agricultural land flooded 

¶ £8.1m damage to infrastructure 

¶ 350 tonnes of flood contaminated waste collected 

¶ 18-20km of flood defences overtopped, 4 breach locations 

Active volunteer groups: 

¶ Boston Borough Councilôs community impact volunteers  

¶ British Red Cross (BRC) 

¶ Get Boston Back on its Feet ï a Facebook group that shared 
information and coordinated a relief effort 

¶ óFenside Mumsô ï a group from the Fenside area who distributed items  

Key volunteer activities: 

¶ Community impact statements 

¶ Clean-ups 

¶ Collection and distribution of donated goods 

¶ Fund raising including Flood Aid Boston 2014 

 

                                            
5
 LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜ wŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ CƻǊǳƳΩǎ ¢ƛŘŀƭ {ǳǊǾŜȅ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ϧ wŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ Ψ!ŦǘŜǊ !ŎǘƛƻƴΩ 

Report (2014). 
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Figure 5.3: Map of the extent of the flooding in Boston 

 

Context 

Boston is located in the county of Lincolnshire. The town has a history of flooding 

with such events recorded in 1931, 1953 and 1978. The weather conditions on 

December 5th 2013 led to Boston experiencing the largest coastal surge since 1953 

(see Figure 5.3). Advances in surge forecasting, flood prediction, flood defences and 

contingency planning gave Boston time to prepare for potential flooding (e.g. issuing 

of flood warnings). However, substantial damage was caused to residential 

properties and businesses. Many of the residents who were flooded during 2013 did 

not have flood insurance. Furthermore, the high percentage of non-English speaking 

residents in Boston challenged the communication of flood recovery information.  

Timeline of events6 

Early warning phase (2nd ï 3rd December) 

¶ 2nd December: 
o At 10:30 hrs, the Environment Agencyôs (EA) Northern Area first 
notified of risk of tidal surge. A ñYellowò Flood Guidance Statement 

                                            
6
 Information obtained fǊƻƳ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜ wŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ CƻǊǳƳΩǎ ¢ƛŘŀƭ {ǳǊǾŜȅ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ϧ wŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ Ψ!ŦǘŜǊ !ŎǘƛƻƴΩ 

Report (2014), Facebook and interviews with emergency planners and spontaneous volunteers. 
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(FGS) was issued indicating the ñvery low likelihood of significant 
coastal impacts on the east coast of Englandò. 

¶ 3rd December:  
o At 13:00 hrs, the MET office issued a Yellow Alert for strong west to 

north-westerly winds predicted for the 5th December. 
o At 13:00 hrs, east coast LRFs to participate in a precautionary 
óresponse coordinating groupô teleconference. 

o At 14:00 hrs, a precautionary Strategic Coordinating Group (SCG) is 
briefed on the emerging situation. 

Threat assessment and preparation (4th-5th December) 

¶ Wednesday 4th December:  
o At 12:45 hrs, the MET office issued an Amber Alert. Winds were 

assessed to be strong enough to cause damage to particular 
structures, such as the Christmas market stalls in Boston. 

o At 14:00 hrs, weather conditions posed the risk of possible overtopping 
and spray of flood defences along the open coastline. A tidal surge 
along the River Haven was predicted to reach a height of 5.72 metres, 
with defences in Boston standing at 6 metres. 

o At 18:00hrs, a Flood Alert was issued for potential tidal flooding on the 
Lincolnshire Coastline. 

o Emergency planners were tasked with identifying vulnerable 
individuals, premises and assets. 

¶ Thursday 5th December (before 10am):  
o At 06:00 hrs, the EA Area and Catchment Flood Incident Room was 

opened. Coastal floodgates are closed in preparation for high tides. 
o At 07:30 hrs, the flood risk for the whole of the north east coast of 

England raised to Amber. 
o The increased level of risk led to the activation the LRFôs Memorandum 

of Understanding (MoU) with voluntary sector. This enabled the 
coordination of voluntary sector responses by the BRC to support the 
emergency services. 

o At 08:00 hrs, County Emergency Centre opened. 
o At 08:00 hrs, full SCG met. Evacuation procedures are discussed. 
o At 08:50 hrs, flood warnings issued by the EA to 30,300 homes 

advising residents to be prepared. 
o At 09:00 hrs, full Tactical Coordination Group (TCG) meeting held. A 
óbattle rhythmô (pace of meetings/reporting) was established. Command 
support functions were extended to support evacuation planning. 

Impact phase (5th-6th December) 

¶ Thursday 5th December (10:00 hrs onwards): 
o At 10:30 hrs, TCG confirms evacuation planning based on three 
scenarios i) ómost likelyô affecting 600 properties; ii) potential breach 
affecting 6,000; and iii) worst case scenario affecting 38,000 properties. 

o At 10:30 hrs, an evacuation hub (assessment centre) and forward base 
of operations is established at the Princess Royal Sports Arena 
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(PRSA) in Boston. Plans for the evacuation of residents are 
established. 

o Official emergency responders confirm a capacity of 240 boat rescues 
per hour. 

o At 11:05 hrs, the situation was declared as an emergency (as per Civil 
Contingencies Act) due to the potential impact of the severe whether 
on communities and the environment:  
Á Key infrastructure assets and known vulnerable people 

continued to be identified. 
Á Early school closures requested to facilitate additional 

transportation. 
Á Self-evacuation of vulnerable premises was initiated.  
Á Boston BC decided not to deploy sandbags however; these are 

sent to strategic locations along the coastline to be used if 
needed. 

o At 13:00 hrs, DCLG RED confirmed higher than expect surge, LRFs 
enter impact phase of response.  

o At 13:30 hrs, Boston Borough Council began evacuating known 
vulnerable people residing within the predicted flood zone. 

o At 14:30 hrs, threat level raise to óRedô (highest risk) in Lincolnshire. 
o At 15:10 hrs, EA issued óSevere Flood Warningsô to 12,300 properties 

in Boston. 
o At 15:10 hrs, flood boat rescue teams deployed (Louth). 
o At 15.30 hrs, óStrategicô large-scale evacuation centres opened. This 

included an evacuee processing hub/assessment centre at PRSA and 
two evacuation centres at óParents Get Lostô (PGL) and Prince William 
of Gloucester Barracks (PWOG). 

o At 17.00 hrs, Lincolnshire Police report a rise in the number of calls 
from members of the public seeking advice regarding evacuation and 
offers of assistance. 

o At 17:45 hrs, EA advised partners to prepare for possible flood defence 
breaches in Boston at high tide due to higher than expected surge 
heights. Evacuation process was fully initiated. 

o At 18:00 hrs, Police receive reports from officers and members of the 
public regarding flooding impacts along coastline resulting in road 
closures, evacuations as well as the provision of warnings and 
information. 

o At 18:10 hrs, first flooding in Boston (Church Street) reported. The 
number of flood-related calls increased significantly, lasting for 
approximately 3 hours. 

o At 18:15 hrs, temporary alternative evacuation centre established at 
Stickney following the re-routing of evacuees from Boston. Local 
community assists, providing food and blankets to evacuees. 

o At 18:25 hrs, amount of radio traffic causes system to reach capacity. 
Police are called to deal with members of the public who ignore 
requests to stay away from flood impacted areas. 

o At 18:40 hrs, police report over 50 flood-related incident calls. Available 
mutual aid and local resources are fully deployed. 
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o At 19:15 hrs, Humber LRF reports higher than predicted surge level. 
Messages advising the public to seek a place of safety (including 
vertical evacuation) are sent out. Flood water in some areas too 
deep/fast flowing for police to respond. 

o At 19:32 hrs, first critical high tide at Boston. Significant flooding to 
waterside properties in Boston reported. 

o At 21:15 hrs, approximately 220 evacuees are moved from PRSA to 
PGL and PWOG. 

o At 22:00 hrs, impact of flooding extensive but in line with original threat 
assessment from EA. 

o At 22:11 hrs, a member of the public creates the Facebook group óGet 
Boston Back on its Feetô. The groupôs initial description is, ñto 
coordinate offers of help to clean-up after the awful floods of 5 
December, 2013. Within 2 hours 370 people had joined the group. 

o By 23:18 hrs, the Facebook group had: 
Á Initiated the process of starting Just Giving webpage to receive 

financial donations. 
Á Arranged for a central coordination depot to collect/ distribute 

goods. 
Á Arranged a meeting to help with clean-ups. 
Á Received offers from tradespersons donating time and 

expertise. 
o At 23:00 hrs, overnight staffing of evacuation centres, continued 

assessment of flood impacts. 
 

¶ Friday 6th December: 
o Between 02:00 and 06:00 hrs, impact assessments continue over night 

in advance of next high tide. Police prepare for house-to-house visits to 
establish flood impact and need. 

o At approximately 05:30 hrs, users of the Facebook group report 
warning from the EA to expect severe flooding and should prepare to 
be evacuated. 

o At 07:30 hrs, FGS maintains ñRedò flood risk. 
o At 08:00 hrs, Boston BC confirmed to lead community response to 

flooding. Second critical high tide. 
o At 09:00 hrs, East Lindsey District Council deployed housing teams to 

coastal areas where overtopping had been reported to complete impact 
assessments. 

o At 09:35 hrs, the Facebook group is informed that Boston BC is willing 
to accept offers of help from the public. The group users are advised to 
coordinate efforts with the Operations department at Boston BC to help 
with the disposal of rubbish and other flood-damaged materials. 

o At 10:00 hrs, first local recovery meeting held between Boston BC and 
police to discuss impacts and way forward. PWOG evacuation centre 
closed. 

o At 10:28 hrs, the number of people joining the Facebook group 
exceeds 500. B&Q and Tesco stores donate cleaning materials to 
Facebook group clean-up operations. 
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o At 11:00 hrs, residents arrange a meeting at The Britannia (public 
house) to organise clean-up operations.  

o At 11:50 hrs, Facebook group informed that the Zion Methodist Church 
is accepting donations between specific times. 

o At 12:00 hrs, Boston BC confirmed 263 evacuations, 40 vulnerable 
persons relocated for immediate care, 3 non-serious casualties. 

o At 17:00 hrs, FSG flood risk for Lincolnshire ñAmberò, due to the need 
for flood defence inspects or damaged flood defences. In other areas 
of the east coast/north risk level was ñYellowò. 

o At 17:55 hrs, Boston BC informs the Facebook group coordinator that 
BRC are standing by to assist. A message is posted asking the groupôs 
users if they have any contacts with the BRC so the groupôs 
coordinator can contact BRC for information. 

o At 18:47 hrs, the number of people joining the Facebook group 
exceeds 650. 

o At 20:27 hrs, Facebook coordinators report difficulties/tensions in 
organising clean-up operations due to issues of liability: 

 

o At 20:30 hrs, high tide passes without any further flooding. 
o At 22:00 hrs, Severe Flood Warnings removed. Remaining evacuees 

relocated from PGL, the last of the evacuation centres closes. 
Arrangements are made with Boston BC and health partners to assist 
ñself-presentersò who required assistance overnight. 

o At 22:28 hrs, the Facebook coordinator informs the group of the ñall 
clearò: 

 

o At 00:00 hrs, SCG declares emergency response phase completed. 
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o 700 people joined the Facebook group Get Boston Back on its Feet 
within its first 24 hours.  

Handover to recovery (7th-8th December) 

¶ 7th December:  
o At 11:00 hrs, Boston BC holds a meeting attended by police, fire and 

the Local Authority. A large volunteer turnout is expected at this 
meeting (approximately 500). However, only 6 volunteers attend. 

o At 11:06 hrs, the number of people joining the Facebook group reaches 
1000. The groupôs structure becomes more formalised and 
responsibility for coordination of key activities is allocated to 3 
individuals by the groupôs main coordinator (Shaun). Key activities 
include: clean-ups (organised by Jane), collections (organised by 
Simon) and fundraising (organised by Rita).  

o 11:30 hrs, Volunteers meet at the Robin Hood Pub. Activities arranged 
via Facebook include a ódoor knockô to check on the elderly and the 
vulnerable.  

o At 20:49 hrs, an update is provided to the Facebook group concerning 
the days activities: 

 

¶ 8th December 
o At 09:00 hrs, another ódoor knockô was arranged to assess flood 

impact. Volunteers met at the council offices. 
o At 09:50 hrs, requests are made on the Facebook group page for 
additional volunteers to assist the police with ódoor knocksô. 

o Between 12:00 and 14:00 hrs, volunteers organise a collection of Xmas 
presents for flood victims. 

o At 12:03 hrs, Boston BC, BRC and the Facebook group agree to 
coordinate their efforts: 












































































































































































































