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Key learnings, insights and recommendations to improve the response of
Alberta nonprofits in the event of (another) disaster or crisis. 



EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS  is an essential 
strategic consideration for all organizations. This 
report was motivated by the impact of the 2013 
Alberta floods on nonprofit organizations and the 
key stakeholder groups who are involved in, or 
support the sector. 

We share a literature scan of the best and 
promising practices in the area of nonprofit disaster 
preparedness, relief and recovery efforts. The report 
also details the outcomes of focus groups and one-
on-one interviews conducted with: representatives 
from Alberta nonprofit organizations, funders, 
grant-makers and fundraising professionals—each 
with distinct experiences and insights from the 2013 
Alberta floods. 

The report shares: key lessons learned; 
recommendations to help nonprofit organizations 
prepare for future emergencies or disasters; and, 
references to reviewed literature sources. Supporting 
information including interview questions and the 
focus group discussion guide are available on request.

DIVERSE SOURCES INFORMED THIS REPORT:

•	A national and international literature review  
of nonprofit best practices regarding emergency 
preparedness, response and recovery

•	Focus groups with representatives of Alberta 
nonprofits and fundraising professionals

•	One-on-one interviews with funders and  
grant-makers

Many nonprofits find it difficult to devote the additional 
resources required to preparedness planning and are reluctant  
to divert the time, attention and resources away from day to  
day programming.” 

—g. el-askari, k. putmam, 2007
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We chose a blended research methodology for this report.  
We explored what occurred locally—for nonprofit organizations 
during the 2013 Alberta floods—and we looked beyond 
the experience in our province to contrast and integrate 
knowledge and benchmarks from around the world. 

Our research included a national and international literature 
review regarding best practices in nonprofit emergency 
preparedness, response and recovery (regardless of the  
type or size of disaster or crisis). 

To complement the scan of published and unpublished 
articles and documents we explored the experiences of 
individuals involved in Alberta’s nonprofit sector—and 
affected by the 2013 Alberta floods. We investigated 
nonprofits’ pre-flood emergency or crisis preparedness,  
how the floods affected them, their response, their situation 
and actions post flood. 

Overall, the experiences and recommendations shared 
by representatives of Alberta’s nonprofit sector are 
substantiated by the national and international literature 
review. We have synthesized our findings to share 
recommendations for nonprofit organizations and others 
involved in the sector. This report highlights best  
practices and the importance of effective integrated  
crisis planning and response. 

A significant and worrisome finding is the Alberta  
nonprofit sector’s apparent lack of impetus and/or skills  
and resources to implement or enhance essential  
emergency preparedness planning. 

trust is paramount:  
An organization’s ability to do 
what they do, no matter what. 
Sticking to mission during a 
crisis is essential to maintain 
the trust of clients, the public 
and funders.” 

—interview participant 

communications: 
There’s significant room for 
improvement in how we utilize 
it during—and post—a crisis.” 

—focus group participant 
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1 WHAT THE LITER ATURE 
REVIEW TELLS US

Published and unpublished documents and articles 
from various national and international institutions 
were reviewed. These included materials sourced from 
academic databases and via the Internet. 

FOR NONPROFITS

•	 Continuity of operations planning is critical

•	 Nonprofits need to be involved in municipal and 
provincial disaster relief and recovery plans

•	 A clear and consistent mission is important

•	 Coordination and collaboration during the response  
and recovery periods is essential

•	 Pre-existing relationships enhance the  
response efforts

•	 Financial sustainability is a significant concern

FOR FUNDERS AND GRANT-MAKERS

•	 Funders and grant-makers need their own disaster 
plans in place

•	 Coordination, collaboration and communication  
is essential 

•	 Long-term investing is necessary for recovery

FOR FUNDRAISING 

•	 Diverse funding sources are needed for an  
effective response

•	 Strong brand awareness and effective communication 
will steward donations

•	 The economic backdrop supersedes the  
disaster situation 

•	 Donations and volunteer efforts are challenging to 
direct and coordinate

+2 INSIGHTS FROM THE FOCUS 
GROUPS AND 1:1 INTERVIEWS 

Participants included Alberta nonprofit leaders, 
funders, grant-makers and fundraisers. Distinct themes 
emerged and almost exclusively the insights and 
recommendations concur with the literature review  
of best practices. 

•	 The experience of the floods was not homogenous

•	 Lack of coordinated and collaborative networks 
caused undue stress

•	 Communication is paramount

•	 Solid mission is key to resiliency

•	 Long-term funding for disaster preparedness and 
response is needed



=3 BEST PR ACTICES AND OTHER 
CONSIDER ATIONS 

The recommendations offered in this report include many 
to help individual nonprofit organizations in emergency 
preparedness planning, response, and recovery. Others 
address the critical need for an integrated community 
response that includes intra-agency and agency to city 
(and beyond) responses. The full report expands on 
these key recommendations.

•	 Develop networks to coordinate nonprofits and 
work with municipal and regional emergency 
preparedness offices, create relationships amongst 
agencies, plan coordination of services and  
volunteer placements

•	 Develop a ‘Continuity of Operations’ plan to 
ensure the organization is able to recover quickly and 
continue to deliver support in the event of a major 
disaster or crisis

•	 Ensure sufficient financial reserves that are flexible 
to carry a nonprofit for a period of time following 
an emergency and/or when they must operate for a 
period outside their core mandate

•	 Enhance 211 to support coordination of various  
sub-sectors responding in an emergency and to recruit 
additional partners 

•	 Leverage the expertise of other sectors including 
the corporate sector who can contribute to the 
preparedness and response of foundations and 
grant-makers 

A CONCERNING REALITY 

Research confirms the public (including 
donors) expects nonprofit organizations to 
respond to lessons learned and enhance their 
emergency preparedness in order to increase 
resilience (both operational and fiscal) and 
improve future crisis response and recovery. 

However, many Alberta nonprofit 
representatives say they have made little to 
no change to ‘business’ continuity planning 
or emergency preparedness as yet; front line 
staff members have not yet recovered—or they 
have accepted a new normal. Some nonprofits 
indicate they struggle to process what 
occurred and decide what action to take. 

Currently in times of crisis, nonprofit 
organizations in Alberta work in isolation—
or with limited coordination with other 
agencies, sectors or governments. 

Enhanced coordination between 
neighbourhoods, nonprofits and government 
systems is essential for a cohesive province-
wide disaster preparedness strategy. 
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METHOD- 
OLOGY
within this project, there were several forms of  
data collection: focus groups with representatives from 
nonprofit agencies and fundraising professionals, key informant 
interviews with funders, and a scoping review of best and 
promising practices in the area of disaster preparedness, relief  
and recovery efforts.
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FOCUS GROUPS WITH REPRESENTATIVES FROM 
NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS AND FUNDRAISING 
PROFESSIONALS

Focus groups were conducted with individuals representing 
nonprofit organizations (primarily executive directors or  
program directors) and fundraising professionals (both inde-
pendent and those within nonprofit organizations). 

INTERVIEWS WITH FUNDERS

Telephone interviews were conducted with representatives 
from various funders located in Calgary. 

LITERATURE SCAN

To capture relevant and/or emergent best practices from other 
jurisdictions, the project team engaged in a scoping review 
of literature regarding the nonprofit sector’s involvement 
with significant and catastrophic disasters. At a general 
level, scoping studies aim to rapidly map the key concepts 
underpinning a research area and the main sources and types 
of evidence available. According to Arksey & O’Malley, “they 
can be undertaken as stand-alone projects in their own right, 
especially where an area is complex or has not been reviewed 
comprehensively before” (p. 194).1 While there are several 
reasons for conducting scoping reviews in a particular area,2 
our purpose was: a) to understand other jurisdictions’ efforts in 
this area, and; b) identify the best and/or promising practices 
in disaster preparedness, response and recovery in order to 
inform the nonprofit sector moving forward. 

A review of both published and unpublished documents and 
articles was conducted, utilizing two main search strategies:

1.	 Academic database searches employing particular search 
terms in this area from 2000 - 2013. The databases 
searched included Academic Search Premier and Google 
Scholar. Search terms included disaster response and 
nonprofits, disaster relief and nonprofits, disaster planning and 
nonprofits, nonprofit response and disasters.

2.	 Internet searches were also conducted using the same 
search terms as identified above, resulting in a number 
of articles and reports from various institutions both 
nationally and internationally. 

LIMITATIONS

Limitations to the project research included the non-availability 
of some grant-makers and funders. 

The focus groups tended to be concentrated with 
representatives from the human services sector. Given that 
this segment of the sector appeared to be more impacted by 
the aftermath of the flood,3 it seemed reasonable to weigh 
participation slightly in this direction. 

The disaster management literature is significant, and as 
such, this review touches only upon the role of the nonprofit 
sector in disasters. Furthermore, each phase of the disaster 
management cycle is replete with a significant body of 
literature. Given the time constraints of the project, in-depth 
examination within each of these areas was outside the  
scope and purpose of this review.



SCOPING  
REVIEW: 
OVERVIEW
Research in the area of public expectations regarding the 
nonprofit sector response to disasters is that lessons are not 
adequately learned, including those lessons learned in  
other countries. 
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The disaster management cycle typically contains four phases, 
specifically preparedness, response, recovery and mitigation.4 
Mitigation usually includes pre-disaster activities, such as 
preventing and planning for disasters, while response refers 
to the emergency period in the wake of disasters.5 Recovery is 
focused on the long-term efforts to restore and enhance the 
environment to the prior state or new state.6

The literature would also suggest that disasters come in 
different sizes.7 Disasters are events that cause considerable 
loss of life and/or property damage. Examples would include 
small floods, large fires, etc., whereas the top level of 
emergency is often called a major, or catastrophic, disaster.8 
These are occurrences that are notable, unique, severe and/or 
profound in terms of their impacts, effects and outcomes.9

Certainly, the 2013 floods could be characterized as a 
catastrophic disaster. In Calgary alone, over 110,000 Calgarians 
from 26 communities were evacuated, 16 LRT stations closed 

along with 20 bridges into the downtown core, all public and 
separate schools were closed, and over 34,000 homes and 
businesses went without power for several days.10 This does 
not take into account the severity and scale of impact felt by 
those in Canmore, High River and other Southern Alberta 
communities affected by the flooding waters. 

While it is the case that provincial and local governments 
all have some responsibilities and must work together 
for a positive outcome to be achieved, the reality is the 
non-governmental sector plays a significant and vital role in 
alleviating human misery.11 

Research from the United States suggests that Americans 
believe that the best response to disaster relief and 
the emerging social needs can be offered by nonprofit 
organizations.12 Nonprofit organizations have several strengths 
in this regard, specifically that they are more agile and less 
bureaucratic than provincial or municipal departments.13 

SCOPING REVIEW: LESSONS LEARNED FOR NONPROFITS

Given the unique role played by nonprofit organizations 
following a disaster, a number of research studies have 
emerged in the last decade exploring nonprofit preparedness 
and response following a catastrophic disaster, such as 
9/11,14 Hurricanes Katrina and Rita,15 and the California 
earthquakes and wild fires.16 

Research in the area of public expectations regarding the 
nonprofit sector response to disasters is that lessons are not 
adequately learned, including those lessons learned in other 
countries.17 In light of this expectation to learn and adjust 
accordingly to the experiences from other jurisdictions, the 
following lessons are presented for consideration:

1––––––––––  LESSON ––––––––––

CONTINUITY OF OPERATIONS PLANNING IS CRITICAL 

Studies into disaster preparedness show nonprofit organizations 
to be at very different levels.18 Very few nonprofits demonstrate 
a “continuity of operations plan” (COOP), and the few that do,  
don’t update them or test them.19 Many nonprofits find 
it difficult to devote the additional resources required to 
preparedness planning and are reluctant to divert the time, 
attention and resources away from day to day programming.20 

While the literature does suggest that even the most detailed 
of plans may not be sufficient given the complexity and scale of 

catastrophic events, continuity of operations planning supports 
basic business continuity of critical services after a disaster.21 

According to studies cited by the Nonprofit Roundtable of 
Greater Washington,22 43% of organizations experiencing 
disaster never recover. Reviewing and updating the continuity 
plan annually and training staff members on the plan can 
ensure nonprofits do not end up as one of the 43%.
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2––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

NONPROFITS NEED TO BE INVOLVED IN MUNICIPAL AND  
PROVINCIAL DISASTER RELIEF AND RECOVERY PLANS 

Although disaster relief and recovery has generally been 
considered the responsibility of government and national 
organizations like the Red Cross, often it is nonprofit 
organizations that are the first responders in a disaster,23 
and play a significant role in creating a sense of normalcy in 
the recovery period.24 Unfortunately, nonprofit organizations 
are rarely included in the regular disaster planning events of 
local jurisdictions.25 Recognizing this, researchers are calling 
for the integration of nonprofits into disaster plans,26 as they 

possess expertise and resources which are different from, and 
complementary to, government and private sector resources.27 
Greater coordination between levels of government and 
nonprofit organizations has been identified as key to better 
utilization of limited resources in the disaster period.28 
Additionally, nonprofits need to be included in municipal and 
regional exercises and training events to make them more 
effective in a crisis, as well as to clarify the role of nonprofits in 
relation to their peers and government partners.29 

3––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

A CLEAR AND CONSISTENT MISSION IS IMPORTANT 

In the immediate and long-term aftermath of disaster, the 
needs of existing clients become more acute while a host 
of new clients may also require service.30 In addition, there 
may also be pre-existing social and economic vulnerabilities 
which may impact response and recovery efforts.31 New needs 
may emerge as people deal with enhanced stressors and 
uncertainty following a disaster.32 

Combined with the increased demand for services, is that 
the funding environment may also be shifting. Immediately 
following a disaster, there is generally an influx of funding, 

with significant reductions occurring once time and attention 
moves on.33 Without stable sources of money (or new sources 
to replace the old), many nonprofits may have to cut much-
needed services. 

One of the significant lessons emerging from the literature 
is the need for nonprofit organizations to understand their 
strengths and stay true to their mission during times of 
disaster response and recovery and resist the urge to “chase” 
the often plentiful grant money available post-disaster.34 

Greater coordination between levels of government and  
nonprofit organizations has been identified as key to better 

utilization of limited resources in the disaster period.
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4––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

COORDINATION AND COLLABORATION DURING THE RESPONSE  
AND RECOVERY PERIODS IS ESSENTIAL 

Numerous research studies identified the increased pressure 
and need for coordination and collaboration in the immediate 
and long-term aftermath of a major disaster.35 Shared 
enterprise and collaboration is a necessity following a major 
disaster as a variety of stakeholders is required to fill the 
enormity of need.36 Communities where collaboration and 

coordination between nonprofit organizations exist are 
generally better equipped to design and subsequently 
implement a long-term recovery response.37 Studies suggest 
communities that have a centralized convener can offer a 
supportive space to discuss needs, assets, and structure for 
long-term recovery.38 

5––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

PRE-EXISTING RELATIONSHIPS ENHANCE THE RESPONSE EFFORTS 

Consistently throughout the literature, pre-existing 
relationships were viewed as critical to support coordination 
and collaboration efforts between organizations in the 
immediate and long-term aftermath of a disaster.39 In order 
to function efficiently, an established working relationship 

between organizations must be in place.40 It is very difficult 
to make introductions and develop relationships in the chaos 
of disaster. Having prior bonds and personal relationships 
makes a significant difference in performance when flexibility, 
adaptability and speed are of the essence.41 

6––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY IS A SIGNIFICANT CONCERN 

Research indicates that while local organizations struggle 
to keep up with the demand for services, the bulk of 
donations are directed toward large relief organizations. 
Smaller organizations, closest to the disaster often fail to 
get the money being donated.42 Adding to this pressure, 
many nonprofits jump in to fill gaps in service and address 
community needs without knowing where or how they would 
find money to support their efforts.43 

Lessons from Hurricane Katrina show organizations that 
anticipated to be reimbursed through government or 
other funding mechanisms, found they were ineligible for 
reimbursements for the costs they incurred.44 Additionally, 
organizations themselves have facilities and infrastructure 
damaged or completely lost when disaster strikes. Many of 
these organizations have a hard time raising and securing 
funds for capital expenditures.45 
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SCOPING REVIEW: LESSONS LEARNED FOR FUNDERS  
AND GRANT-MAKERS

Increasingly, funders and grant-makers have become active 
in the recovery and response periods following a disaster.46 
There is no doubt that funders and grant-makers play a 
distinct role in disasters because of their ongoing relations 

with grantees, their flexibility and convening capacity.47  
As such, research has identified a number of key lessons for 
consideration by funders and grant-makers in the area of 
disaster response and recovery. 

1––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

FUNDERS AND GRANT-MAKERS NEED THEIR OWN  
DISASTER PLANS IN PLACE 

In a 2007 study of disaster preparedness and response of 
Northern California grant-makers, findings indicated that 
very few of the grant-makers engaged in proactive internal 
preparedness plans.48 Studies conducted post-Hurricane 
Katrina found that many foundations had to close their doors, 
due to a lack of planning.49 

In order to withstand a major disaster and continue the 
business of serving their grantees, funders and grant-makers 

must take the steps to survive a catastrophic disaster.50 Plans 
need to include internal considerations (e.g., ways of reaching 
staff, hard copies of employee, vender and grantee information, 
banking information, etc.), as well as external information, 
such as application criteria and streamlined processes to 
ensure money gets out the door as quickly and as efficiently 
as possible. 

2––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

COORDINATION, COLLABORATION AND COMMUNICATION 

Understanding and working with other funders in the area can 
support the scale of the response provided, leverage dollars 
and build awareness. Funders and grant-makers need to know 
who else funds what in their local environment, as well as 
understanding the scope and limits of provincial and national 
entities (e.g., Red Cross) so they can fill in the gaps.51 

Communication about granting processes was also a key 
learning from the research.52 Post-Hurricane Katrina, available 
funding streams were not always simple (e.g., some gave 
directly to nonprofit organizations, while some gave to other 
foundations to leverage dollars going into the community). As 
well, funding streams also had different start and end dates 
and specifications, which led to confusion.53 
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3––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

LONG-TERM INVESTING IS NECESSARY FOR RECOVERY 

Long-term recovery requires a sustained influx of money and 
donations to be set aside and carefully managed over a period 
of years so that nonprofit organizations have the capacity 
to respond to genuine needs long after the dust settles.54 
Research has identified that in the wake of catastrophic 
disasters, the need for elevated service may exist five to seven 
years following a disaster.55 

Research also identified the exceptional importance of 
investments from local and regional funders and grant-makers 
in long-term recovery efforts.56 Traditional large players (e.g., 
Red Cross) generally do not maintain significant roles over the 
long term.57 These organizations tend to fill gaps in the initial 
period immediately after a disaster, but are largely departed 
once acute relief efforts give way to long-term rebuilding.  

Long-term recovery requires a sustained influx of money  

and donations to be set aside and carefully managed over a period 

of years so that nonprofit organizations have the capacity to 

respond to genuine needs long after the dust settles.
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SCOPING REVIEW: LESSONS LEARNED FOR FUNDRAISING

Learnings regarding fund development and donor relations 
focused primarily on the fact that most donors tend to give 
to disaster response efforts, as opposed to disaster recovery 
efforts.58 The effects of disaster relief efforts are often 
immediate, large and gratifying.59 As to how much money 
is required for rebuilding individual homes and businesses 
and to address long-term mental and/or physical health 

impacts, etc.—this becomes less apparent, while the tasks 
are immensely more difficult.60 

Lessons related to volunteerism were also identified in the 
literature, albeit on a much smaller scale.61 However, critical 
learning from post 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina has emerged 
in the research and warrants exploration. 

1––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

DIVERSE FUNDING SOURCES ARE NEEDED FOR AN EFFECTIVE RESPONSE 

The literature identified that funding from national, regional 
and local sources is required in supporting nonprofit capacity 
to respond following a major disaster.62  It is not enough to 
rely on government or large national grant-makers to support 

response and recovery efforts. In fact, the literature would 
suggest that local sources are often more flexible to emergent 
need following a major disaster.63 

2––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

STRONG BRAND AWARENESS AND EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION  
WILL STEWARD DONATIONS 

Research identifies the need for nonprofit organizations to 
better educate the public about the disaster services they 
provide, what those services cost, and how they are using 
donations in provision of those services.64 Research also 
suggests that local agencies have little staff capacity to 
cultivate grants or donations immediately following a major 
disaster.65 While messaging to donors is challenging following 

a major disaster, it is been shown to be critical.66 Many donors 
expect all their gifts to go directly to victims, even though 
organizations have long-term needs that require long-term 
funding. A trusted and known brand therefore becomes 
critical in a crisis situation. Discussing the reality of long-term 
recovery with donors is also necessary, as recovery efforts are 
often ongoing for five to seven years post-disaster.67
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3––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

THE ECONOMIC BACKDROP SUPERSEDES THE SITUATION 

Research conducted by the Center of Philanthropy post 9/11  
and Hurricane Katrina shows that economic factors play a  
much greater role in year-to-year variations in giving than 
do disasters.68 In the wake of disaster, many nonprofit 

organizations are fearful of disaster relief displacing other 
areas of charitable giving.69 When it comes to charitable giving, 
the economic environment plays a more substantial role, than 
the disaster itself. 

4––––––––––   LESSON  ––––––––––

DONATIONS AND VOLUNTEER EFFORTS ARE CHALLENGING  
TO DIRECT AND COORDINATE 

The nonprofit sector’s ability to mobilize resources can also 
be profoundly affected by the forms in which those resources 
come.70 While financial resources are usually most welcomed 
by organizations, food, clothing and volunteer time are also 
required by nonprofit organizations following a major disaster. 
However, these types of resources are much less easy to  
fit to particular needs and wants.71 The real risk is that the 
sheer volume of material goods may quickly overwhelm 
organizations, and clog limited local transport, storage and 
distribution capacities.72 

Similar to financial resources, managing volunteers following 
a major disaster can also be difficult.73 While volunteers are 
valued and critical resources, the reality is that volunteers 
are most often not equipped to provide complex services like 
mental health counseling or case management, nor are their 
services provided in a continuous period of time, but rather in 
more discrete and contained ways.74 

When comes to charitable giving, the economic environment 
plays a more substantial role, than the disaster itself.
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INSIGHTS 
FROM  
FOCUS 
GROUPS &  
1:1 INTER-
VIEWS



17

the project team conducted a series of interviews 
and two focus groups with thought leaders 
representing three nonprofit sector sub-groups: human 
service agencies, funders and grant-makers, and fundraising 
professionals. The following are the key themes from the 
consultations. 

1––––––––––   INSIGHT  ––––––––––

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE FLOODS WAS NOT HOMOGENOUS 

While it is true the 2013 floods impacted almost everyone, 
the experience was different depending on the situation. 
Some organizations were completely devastated, while others, 
who were not flooded per se, felt the impact in other ways. 
For example, an organization that was flooded experienced the 
physical impacts (e.g., ruined equipment and files, displaced 

clients, etc.), while others who were not under water may 
have been impacted more financially, due to the redirection 
of philanthropy to relief organizations. Likewise, the process 
of recovery varies, based on a number of factors including the 
extent of the damage and resource stability pre-and post-floods. 

2––––––––––   INSIGHT  ––––––––––

LACK OF COORDINATED AND COLLABORATIVE NETWORKS  
CAUSED UNDUE STRESS 

When the floods happened, individuals and organizations 
throughout the province stepped up and did remarkable 
work. That said, some organizations expressed a sense of 
feeling isolated and disconnected from staff, clients, service 
providers, relief organizations and/or other partners. Since 
the vast majority of participants did not have a ‘road-map’ of 

who to turn to and for what, they utilized an ad hoc approach. 
The consensus among participants was that this method was 
inefficient, ineffective at times, and unnecessarily stressful. 
Drawing upon this experience highlights the need for an 
overarching understanding of who does what and for whom, 
as a well-coordination of service providers. 
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3––––––––––   INSIGHT  ––––––––––

COMMUNICATION IS PARAMOUNT 

Whether or not an organization had a disaster plan in place 
prior to the flood, almost did not matter. What participants 
reported most was the need for clear, responsive (flexible) 
and ongoing communication regarding the situation, the need 
and the response. This concept pertains to service providers, 
funders and fundraisers. The use of social media and the news 

media was purported to be the most effective, given the pace 
of the situation and the potential reach of these mediums. 
Conversely, traditional communication means, such as 
websites and email proved less effective, as many people 
were displaced and did not have access to servers and/or 
contact lists. 

4––––––––––   INSIGHT  ––––––––––

SOLID MISSION IS KEY TO RESILIENCY 

Organizations with a clear and well-established mission appear 
to have fared better than those without. Participants reported 
that during the crisis and recovery periods, organizations 
with a reputation built on trust and accountability, were less 
impacted operationally and able to recover more quickly.  
It was also identified that organizations with clear missions 

tend to be well-networked and able to garner more in 
donations and volunteer support. This underscores the 
importance for organizations to stick to and deliver on their 
mission. If not, it can create a lack of trust and erode the 
confidence of donors, funders and the community at large. 

5––––––––––   INSIGHT  ––––––––––

LONG-TERM FUNDING FOR DISASTER PREPAREDNESS  
AND RESPONSE IS NEEDED 

Not surprising, many nonprofit organizations went above 
and beyond the call of duty to respond to the needs in the 
community. In some cases, this included expanding and 
redirecting their focus temporarily. That said, funding to 
support organizations to do this critical work is limited, non-

existent and/or non-retroactive. The need to update financial 
models and funding practices to include disaster/emergency 
planning and response is required. As well, the need for 
organizations to clearly articulate their case for support is 
important—both before a crisis and during. 



19

BEST  
PRACTICES  
& OTHER 
CONSIDER-
ATIONS
There are a number of relevant best and/or promising practices 
identified in the literature, as well as compelling ideas coming 
out of the focus groups and interviews. The following are some 
considerations to support nonprofit organizations, funders, grant-
makers and others in disaster preparedness planning, response 
and recovery efforts. 
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1––––––––––   BEST PRACTICE  ––––––––––

DEVELOP A ‘CONTINUITY OF OPERATIONS’ PLAN75 

Develop a customized operational plan to ensure the 
organization is able to recover quickly and continue to deliver 
support in the event of a major disaster or crisis.

Questions to guide the planning process for service providers 
may include: 

•	 How would my organization deliver services if public transit 
were unavailable?

•	 If disaster strikes, how will my clients get information about 
the services we are able to offer?

•	 If disaster strikes and we are unable to provide service to 
our clients, what agreements do we have in place for service 
coordination/delivery?

•	 Do I know what other, similar organizations plan to do in a 
disaster? How will I be able to find out, especially if phone 
and Internet are down?

Questions to guide the planning process for funders or grant-
makers may include: 

•	 Do we have hard copies of important grantee information?

•	 What is our process to ensure grantees can continue to 
access funding during a disaster or crisis? 

•	 How do we communicate our disaster response process to our 
grantees in the event that the phone and Internet is down?  

In addition, funders or grant-makers may choose to consider 
the following best practice principles:76

•	 Develop a plan to handle disaster requests (e.g., will 
requests need to be linked to mission? Will requests only be 
considered for current ‘partners’?).

•	 Information is critical—take the time to learn about the 
specifics of a disaster before deciding concretely how to 
respond.

•	 Fund disaster prevention and preparedness plans for 
nonprofit organizations.

•	 Don’t act in isolation—coordination between disaster 
grant-makers and nonprofit organizations on the ground 
can reduce the duplication of effort, make efficient use of 
resources, and ensure that the highest priority needs are 
addressed first. 

•	 Think beyond the immediate crisis to the long-term—the 
emergency phase attracts the most attention and resources. 
Grant-makers can play a useful role before the crisis by 
supporting disaster prevention and preparedness activities 
and by filing gaps between emergency relief and long-term 
development programs.

•	 Communicate your work and use it as an educational tool—
highlighting examples of good disaster grant-making is an 
excellent way for grant-makers to educate both internal 
and external audiences about the disaster process. Build a 
knowledge base, capture lessons learned, share experience 
with boards, staff, employees, other grant-makers, the 
media, etc.
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2––––––––––   BEST PRACTICE  ––––––––––

ENSURE SUFFICIENT FINANCIAL RESERVES77 

Nonprofit organizations need to ensure and be allowed to 
have sufficient financial reserves to carry them for a period of 
time following an emergency. Funds need to be flexible and 
pre-aligned for response and recovery activities prior to a 

disaster striking. Furthermore, funding needs to be available 
to nonprofits when acting outside their normal day-to-day 
activities and/or temporarily outside their mandate. 

3––––––––––   BEST PRACTICE  ––––––––––

ENHANCE 211 TO SUPPORT COORDINATION78 

In other jurisdictions, 211 has worked to identify the organiza-
tions best placed to contribute to emergency response in any 

given category (e.g., mental health, housing, basic needs, etc.) 
as well as coordinating recruitment of additional partners.  

4––––––––––   BEST PRACTICE  ––––––––––

LEVERAGE THE EXPERTISE OF OTHER SECTORS79 

The research suggests that the corporate sector is generally 
further ahead when it comes to disaster planning. Foundations 
and grant-makers should leverage resources and enhance 

coordination with this sector to support overall disaster 
preparedness and response efforts. 

5––––––––––   BEST PRACTICE  ––––––––––

DEVELOPMENT OF NETWORKS TO COORDINATE NONPROFITS80 

The development of networks and/or committees to work  
with municipal and regional emergency preparedness offices, 
create relationships amongst agencies, plan coordination of 
services, volunteer placements and enhancements of 211 
plans is strongly evidenced in the literature. These networks 
may also: 

•	 Support the identification of primary service categories 
and potential providers in coordination with municipal and 
regional disaster services.

•	 Coordinate assistance for nonprofits needing access to 
municipal, regional and national funding.

•	 Designate coordinator to oversee and set-up  
volunteer centres.

•	 Promote understanding of fit with local and regional 
government plans for response and recovery, as well as 
develop a coherent and consistent response protocol 
amongst each other.
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CCVO ASSISTS ALBERTA NONPROFITS TO 
STRENGTHEN THEIR EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS. 

In addition to this literature review and focus group/interview 
findings, we have documented case studies highlighting the 
impact of the floods on several Alberta nonprofits. Our final 
report will synthesize the results of our province-wide surveys 
and these reports. 

CCVO will continue to work with other stakeholders to 
equip Alberta’s nonprofit sector with resources and tools to 
enhance best practices in disaster preparedness, response 
and recovery. We will support the integration of diverse 
networks that respond in times of crisis or disaster. 

calgarycvo.org 

This report was developed by Janay Ferguson of Litehouse 
Consulting Inc. and Caroline Claussen, of C3 Inc. in collaboration 
with Nimble Communications and Atom Graphics. 

Funding support for this project has generously been provided 
by The Calgary Foundation, Cenovus Energy and the Suncor 
Energy Foundation. 

The Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organizations (CCVO) 
promotes and strengthens the nonprofit sector by developing 
and sharing resources, knowledge, building connections, 
leading collaborative work, and giving voice to critical issues 
affecting our sector.
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