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Resilience and spontaneous volunteering in 
emergencies and disasters 

Summary 

Background and research question 
The government is responsible for emergency and disaster management. It is, however, 
important that citizens, companies and social organisations also feel responsible for keeping 
society safe during emergencies and disasters. A resilient society can help in averting crisis 
situations or limit the impact of these. The government would like to facilitate and empower 
resilience building in citizens in order for them to be better prepared before, during and after an 
emergency. The issue is how to coordinate and direct this in the best way.  
 
The study focused on the following topics: 
1. the extent in which citizens are resilient and will act as spontaneous volunteers in the event 

of emergencies or disasters 
2. the way in which the government can effectively facilitate and empower resilience and 

spontaneous volunteering 
3. the control tools available to the government to prevent resilience and spontaneous 

volunteering from leading to (unmanageable) undesired or even adverse side effects   
 
Study design 
The study was conducted between October 2019 and March 2021 and consists of two parts: a 
literature review and an empirical part in the form of a media analysis, a questionnaire among 
citizens and interviews with citizens and professionals.  
 
Main findings 
From numerous studies in various countries, it appears that citizens on the whole show 
appropriate behaviour in the event of emergencies or disasters. Vulnerable groups, who need 
extra support, do not have the same level of resilience. People have a strong will to help others in 
times of crisis. Besides the official services present, spontaneous volunteering by individuals or 
groups of citizens, companies and social organisations will also develop. Spontaneous 
volunteering can take many forms depending on the nature of the situation and needs of the 
victims.  
 
Undesired side effects of resilience or spontaneous volunteering are scarce. In cases when 
inappropriate or undesired behaviour does occur, this usually happens unintentionally. Resilient 
citizens can, however, risk their own health or be a nuisance or liability. There have been cases 
whereby citizens put themselves in danger, offer too much or the wrong type of help and/or 
overload the infrastructure by their presence and in doing so hinder the emergency services.  
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There are a number of bottlenecks concerning the coordination between professional services 
and spontaneous volunteers. Authorities and emergency services are somewhat wary of using 
spontaneous volunteers as they are unsure about their skills and are therefore afraid of involving 
them. Little thought and scope has been given to spontaneous volunteers in the policies and work 
methods of emergency services. The same applies to the training of emergency service workers 
and the contingency plans of safety regions and municipalities.  
 
The nature, urgency and stage of the crisis situation determines the most efficient way of 
emergency response by authorities. Facilitating and steering are in general more important than 
motivating or stimulating. Restraining is sometimes called for, for instance when behaviour is 
unlawful, undesired or counter-productive and as such hinders the emergency services. 
Although, scientific literature reveals psychological and situational factors that play a role in 
stimulating and facilitating resilience and spontaneous volunteering, little systematic scientific 
research has, however, been conducted into the conditions under which government 
intervention aimed at resilience building and spontaneous volunteering is effective. 
 
 


