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Tracking / Onboarding
Challenges: “It’s really, really hard
to track and know that those folks
are trained properly and have the
proper equipment and have radio
communications. When you don’t
have all that you’re adding more
danger to an already dangerous
situation.” - Public information

officer 

Volunteers Bringing in
Much Needed Equipment

and Resources: “They
were big help there

because they had the big
trucks that were able to go

into high water. We had,
you know, we couldn’t
drive out fire trucks.” -

Firefighter 

Legend:
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Data Collection: 
Semi-structured interviews with 26 emergency managers (EMs) who worked
with volunteers during flood rescue operations.
EMs operating in areas impacted by Hurricanes Harvey (2017), Irma (2017),
Florence (2018), Ida (2021), and Tropical Storm Imelda (2019) (see Table 1). All
county and city EMs in areas affected by these disasters were identified and
contacted for interviews. Snowball sampling expanded the sample. Data
collection occurred from 2018-2022, and continued until data saturation was
reached. 

Interview topics included:
Experience with SAR volunteers and volunteer SAR groups;
Communication and coordination strategies with SAR volunteers;
EM understanding of volunteer SAR groups operations;
EM support for SAR volunteers;
Effectiveness of volunteer SAR; and
Perspectives on challenges and benefits of volunteer SAR.

Louisiana Texas Florida North Carolina

Parishes Cities Counties Cities Cities Counties Cities

East Baton
Rouge,
Terrebonne

New
Orleans,
Zachary

Liberty,
Galveston,
Montgomery

Texas City,
Friends-
wood

Orange
Craven,
Alamance,
Madison

New Bern,
Greensboro

I) Proactive Volunteer

Mobilization & II) Volunteers

Integrated into EOC: “I just

think it's important that if

they're going to do operations

with us that they should be

embedded in our EOC so they

understand what's happening

and what's going on.” - EM

Using Boats as ShuttleService to and fromFlooded Homes: “Yeah,it was like a taxi ride.‘Cause if people wantedto go back to theirhomes (volunteers tookthem back)” - EM

Resource AllocationDifficulty: “You're goingto have volunteers justsitting for hours, waitingto go somewhere, andthey’re either going to gohome or go freelance…” -Firefighter

Jurisdictional Issues:
“Most of the addresses

and stuff that she
(volunteer) was sending

me, it wasn't for our
city. Our city limits are
so intermingled with

(nearby jurisdictions).”
- Firefighter

Compassion of
Volunteers: “The

volunteer groups do
bring that compassion

piece sometimes. I mean
uncompassionate people
don't volunteer…”  - EM

Desire to Vet Volunteers:“…

When you deal with the

volunteers, if somebody says

‘yes, I'll let you come help and

work in my county.’ And you're

a child predator and you go

rescue a child and you never

see the child again...” -
Firefighter

EM Learning from Volunteer’s
Application/ Softwares: “I've
seen some (SAR groups) that

come in with their own
communication system. Their

own kind of notification system,
they've got some accountability,
tracking software like apps and
different things that where they

know where their people are
and that impresses me.” - EM

Social Media
Misinformation: I meanyou have people that

are outside of this,outside of this footprintwho knowingly wantedto incite chaos withinthese response areas...”
- EM

“What Ifs”: Volunteer
Causing Damage/Theft:

“Well, they were
volunteering for you and
then, you know they've
broken into a house and

stolen all the stuff, what was
left of it. So then it comes
back on us.” - Firefighter

Capacity Issues: 
SAR volunteers offer needed resources in large disasters, yet
integration remains chaotic due to EM capacity to manage volunteer
convergence
Need for proactive volunteer mobilization

Efficiency and Commitment:
Without integration, EMs questioned some volunteers efficiency and
commitment to the task
Self-deployment undermined command and control, resulting in what
EMs felt was inappropriate activities

Resource Management: 
Need for local integration
Need for adequate resource allocation 
Resource mis-match (i.e. number of seats in a boat versus number of
vests available)

Institutional Barriers:
Poor interagency collaboration about volunteers
Volunteers lack of knowledge about jurisdictional lines

Strong Values:
Volunteers have a strong sense of compassion to tackle risk and
uncertainty 

Coordination and Communication: 
Lack of communication methods during rescue operations
Duplication of effort and misidentification of where need is

Social Media and Technology: 
Some volunteer groups show effective use of technology/ apps to
enhance their internal coordination
Yet social media misinformation undermines efficiency of the whole
rescue operation

Liability, Safety, and Injury: 
EMs concerned about accountability for property damage, injuries,
and fatalities when volunteers are operating
Without vetting volunteers, EMs were concerned with legal
responsibility

Challenge
Opportunity

Self-deployment:
“One of the main
issues I know in

general for people
who are self-

dispatching…” - EM

Wrong/ SporadicDrop-off Location:“...rescue people, andthen drop ‘em off onhigh ground withouttelling anybody”. - EM

Narratives of Emergency Managers on Volunteer SARIntroduction

Methodology

Conclusions and Further Research

Duplication of Effort:
“There's nothing to say

that person hasn't
already been rescued by

the time they get
there”- EM

Who is Liable?: “When
you go out on a boat,
nobody’s ever talking

about who’s gonna be
liable for when

something happens…” -
EM

Introduction:
Coordination of volunteer convergence, especially spontaneous volunteers, is a known
challenge for emergency management (EM). While previous studies focus on
volunteer motivation and volunteer management challenges across all disaster
response tasks, we focus on volunteer search and rescue (SAR) coordination.
Volunteer assistance in SAR is particularly undervalued and underutilized due to
coordination, liability, and capacity challenges. Yet, with increasing disaster frequency
and impacts, local volunteer resources must be systematically integrated into formal
emergency SAR protocols to support growing needs. 

We advance volunteer convergence research by describing emergency managers’
perspectives on working with SAR volunteers and groups. The goal is to support EM in
harnessing spontaneous disaster volunteers as strategic, long-term partners rather
than temporary assets. 

Research Question: 
What are the challenges and opportunities observed by emergency manager’s (EMs)
in incorporating spontaneous volunteers or volunteer teams in flood SAR
operations?

Coordination Issue:“Because there was a
huge lack of

coordination... it was
chaos. I mean, andpeople were doing whatthey thought was

best...” - EM

Communication Challenges:

“We have not been able to get

a good formal communications

with any of those volunteer

groups coming in....The way we

communicate is not the way

they communicate. And you

know that creates an issue

once you get down the road.” 

- EM
Analysis: 

Performed using Atlas.ti.
Grounded theory approach with
descriptive coding.
Codes/ sub-codes as I) Challenges;
II) Opportunities; III) Both.
Eight categories emerged.
Categories explained in analysis
using: I) ‘Assertion development’
technique with ‘low-level
inferences’ II) Coded quotations
from the interview transcripts.

Volunteer Mismanaging

Task: “..not considering

what you goal is - to be

safe and to save people -

not necessarily going

riding up and down the

street because, you know,

you can…” - EM 

Emergency managers see both the benefit of the resources that SAR volunteers
and groups bring to large-scale disasters and appreciate volunteers’ drive to
help. EMs, though, saw numerous challenges related to communication styles,
EM capacity to manage volunteer convergence, cross-jurisdiction integration of
volunteers, social media, volunteer efficiency, and liability.

Further research should assess: differing perspectives on organized volunteer
groups that converge - such as “Cajun Navies” - and individual spontaneous
volunteers; how to address liability and vetting concerns; how to manage
communication, and how to improve EM volunteer management capacity. 

Table 1. Locations of Emergency Managers Interviewed

Figure 1. Data Analysis Funnel Chart

“Local Integration- “...
would say just contact

the local authorities
ahead of time. Not
during the disaster,

when everyone's
overwhelmed with you
know workload ” - EM
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