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In January of 2019, the North Queensland city of Townsville 
and surrounding regions were affected by an adverse weather 
event that resulted in extreme flooding, the worst on record.

INTRODUCTION
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Experiences during and after disaster events 
change with the evolution of technology, 
communication systems and social 
policy and business practices. Employer 
organisations and their workforces are 
particularly essential to community recovery, 
yet there is lack of recommendations and 
guidelines for employers on the best ways 
to respond to extreme weather events

Affected communities need long-term 
support far beyond what many disaster 
relief volunteering organisation can often 
commit to, particularly after Commonwealth 
disaster relief and recovery funding comes to 
an end. Many in the workforce may require 
additional support and assistance even after 
life appears to return to ‘normal’, and it is 
important that organisations are aware of, 
and informed about, best support practices. 

As such, this project sought to explore the 
phenomenon of support before, during and 
after disaster (specifically the Monsoon floods 
in Townsville and North West Queensland), 
focusing on organisational support for staff 
to inform the development of guidelines to 
better prepare employer organisations to 
support their staff in future disaster events. 

To do this, the project involved two phases. 
The first phase focused on an analysis of how 
the flood event was reported in social media. 
The second phase focused on interviewing 
participants from McKinlay Shire and Townsville, 
thematically analysing the transcripts and 
using the findings to develop guidelines 
for organisations to better support staff. 

Affected 
communities need 
long-term support 
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The loss of life, livestock and overwhelming 
damage to properties inflict significant 
socioeconomic disruption and suffering. The 
effects of these traumatic events linger long 
after the initial disaster event (Cope et al., 2003; 
Ride & Bretherton, 2011; Rogers & Lawhorn, 
2007; Wickes, Britt & Broidy, 2017). 

As media coverage wanes and public concern 
diminishes, affected individuals can remain in 
their communities, feeling isolated and left to 
resolve the volatile impact of disaster. Existing 
research into the phenomenon of community 
recovery illuminates the discourses of resilience, 
and the rhetoric around hopeful rebuilding, 
which adopt a ‘survivor narrative’ (Bohensky & 
Leitch, 2014; Wickes, Britt & Broidy, 2017). 

That narrative often obscures the nuanced ways 
in which individuals experience disaster events. 
As McFarlane and Van Hoof (2015),  argued post-
disaster work needs to focus on novel questions 
such as ‘...Why does mental health seeking 
behaviour decrease after traumatic events?’ 
rather than retreading covered ground such as 
taken for granted narratives and clichéd thinking.

Regional communities are at their most 
vulnerable in the wake of disasters. They are 
tasked with quickly re-building infrastructure, 
whilst precariously negotiating a return to 
routine (Whittaker, Handmer & Mercer, 2012). 
The unique experiences of people living in such 
impacted areas  (aside from resilience) remain 
under explored by researchers. 

Disaster events such as floods impact whole 
communities, often momentarily forging an 
altruistic bond as people negotiate recovery 
(Ullberg, 2017). Later, as ‘disaster fatigue’ settles 
in with the restoration of buildings, homes, and 
landmarks signifying a return to ‘normal’ living, 
many victims’ lives remain unsettled. 

Existing research primarily examines the 
pragmatic dimensions of displacement 
(Sanders, Laing & Frost, 2015), and the 
significant repercussions of social and economic 
inequities on victims’ families and livelihoods 
(Enarson, 2012; Whittaker, Handmer & Mercer, 
2012). Whilst these foci are integral for research 
into risk reduction and resilience, they do not 
reveal the more complex ways people perceive 

Background 
The aftermath of disasters and adverse weather events including 
earthquakes, tropical storms, landslides, bushfires, and floods 
has the potential to devastate communities.



their own and others’ experiences and needs. 
Research suggests there is a form of ‘social 
remembering’ that occurs when people have 
lived through a catastrophic event together 
(Ullberg, 2017); their memories of the event 
become entwined with the stories and practices 
of their daily lives. Perhaps this is because 
place is such a salient concept, in terms of how 
individuals forge their own identities and form 
communities. 

Wickes, Britt and Broidy’s (2017) study of the 
2011 Brisbane flood argued the prime role social 
cohesion has on individual and community 
recovery. Attachment to community and 
place may provide a supportive network for 
individuals, which influences how they manage 
response and recovery (Cope, 2013). Sanders, 
Laing and Frost’s (2015) study of bushfires 
similarly found that the destruction to place is 
responsible for individuals feeling disoriented 
and displaced in the aftermath of disasters, 
above and beyond the loss of personal property. 

They argue for researched solutions that assist 
individuals with ‘reorientation’ as an antidote 
to the disruption of these events. Such research 
needs to attend to the longer-term social, 
emotional, and psychological effects of recovery 
from disaster events. Also, attending to the 
collective stories, or ‘social remembrances’ 
(Ullberg, 2017) of a particular community is vital 
to establishing a broader set of understandings 

of how individuals experience, similarly and 
differently, the effects of a disaster event. 

Research of this kind might especially benefit 
employer organisations; it is within workplace 
communities that more understanding is 
needed of the nuanced physical, social and 
emotional needs of employees both when 
and after a natural disaster hits (Hazen, 2008; 
Jacobsen, 2006; Schouten, Callahan & Bryant, 
2004; Stephenson & Schneider, 2006).

There has been research into the impact on 
employer organisations when employees have 
been affected by a disaster event. Davidson 
et al (2009) investigated the factors that affect 
decisions about work during a disaster. They 
found dominant factors to be ones connected to 
the person’s worries about their family, concerns 
about safety, their sense of vulnerability, their 
feelings of being connected to others and their 
previous experiences of disaster events, and all 
these factors changed with time. 

The researchers also described the tensions 
between the individual employee’s domestic 
and personal responsibilities and their 
workplace responsibilities. Employers wanted 
to hasten employees’ return to work but 
employees were hesitant to do so if they viewed 
their employer as having shown insufficient 
compassion and consideration of how the 
disaster event had impacted workers’ lives. 
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The importance of  
social media analysis

News of the North Queensland flood 
even in 2019 was spread far and wide 
within a short timeframe via real-time 
broadcast media and social media, so 
much so that people were watching 
their homes flooding even before they 
had a chance to get home to see the 
devastation for themselves. 

However, there are distinct advantages 
to real time dissemination of 
information such as keeping affected 
people aware of what is happening 
around them and keeping distant 
family and friends up to date. 

However, during the flood emergency, 
messaging from government and 
community leaders, whilst intended 
to boost morale, may have had the 
opposite effect on those affected 
by the floods. Social media and 
dialogue around the event that “North 
Queenslanders are resilient” and “we 
will make do and come through this”, 
may have resulted in people choosing 
not to disclose their feelings of despair, 
inadequacy and being overwhelmed, 
and of feeling that they were isolated 
in their lack of ability to cope with 
the event. We pick this issue up later 
when we describe the ‘hero’ narrative 
that was pronounced in social media 
reporting. 
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Project Aim
The aim of this project was to develop guidelines for focused, coordinated, and effective organisational 
response to disaster events. Through understanding people’s experiences before, during and after the 
floods, we developed a set of guidelines outlining how organisations can best support their employees, 
including immediate, short-term and long-term support. The data collection for our project was 
undertaken in two phases.

Our two-phase approach to data collection

In the first phase of the project, we undertook an analysis of themes from relevant content shared 
online via social media platforms. The aim of this first phase was to establish a timeline of different 
themes - what topics were discussed by the affected community at what times during the floods. 

The second phase was, initially, to conduct focus groups in Townsville and McKinlay Shire, two 
communities that were severely affected by the floods and where the research team had connections 
with key stakeholder groups. However, due to COVID restrictions, and community preference, the focus 
groups were replaced with individual interviews.

The aim of this phase was to gain an understanding of the diversity of employees’ needs during 
extreme weather events and to identify ways employees could be best supported. Throughout the 
project, the research teams kept field notes that, along with transcripts from the interviews, provided a 
rich and diverse data set. 
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This study adopted a phenomenology methodology that 
explored the understandings and experiences of Townsville 
and McKinlay Shire residents and employees, business 
owners and service providers who lived through the flood 
event and its aftermath.

METHODS
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Phenomenology was appropriate given its focus on the human experience related to a specific event 
or occurrence. This approach also permitted the team to explore participants’ experiences that relate 
to social and cultural norms (such as those previously mentioned in relation to the `resilience of the 
Queenslander’) and to understand the importance of each participant’s lived experience (Lofland & 
Lofland, 1995).  A detailed outline of the methodology is available on request. 

Project team
As a research team we were part of the communities impacted by the 2019 flood event. Of the research 
team, six members were living in Townsville at the times of the floods (AB, AF, BK, CH, PD, RP) and three 
moved to the region shortly after the floods (JH, NR, SP). 

As such, in this project we became observers and documenters of other people’s experiences of 
the flood at the same time as being members of the community with our own lived experiences 
of the flood. In that sense, we had a dual relationship with the topic we were studying (see Reed, 
Proctor & Murray, 1996), positioning ourselves as outsiders looking in for the purposes of this study, 
and insiders with a direct understanding of the flood event.
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Context
Townsville 

Townsville is the largest city in northern Australia, and one of 
the fastest growing cities in Queensland with a total population 
of 229,031 people (50.1% Male; 49.9% Female; 7.9% Aboriginal 
and Torres Islander) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016). 
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The total population includes 58,532 families 
and 100,325 private households and the median 
age is 36 years, which is younger than the rest 
of the state (37 years), and the country (38 
years) (ABS, 2016). The unemployment rate at 
8.7% is higher than the rest of the state (7.6%), 
and the country (6.9%), and at the last census 
110,328 people 15+ years were in the workforce. 

A greater proportion of the Townsville 
population are born in Australia (79.5%), in 
comparison to the rest of the state (71.1%), and 
Australia (66.7%). A greater majority also have 
both parents born in Australia (65.2%), than 
in the rest of the state (54.8%) and Australia 
as a whole (47.3%). The Townsville region 
encompasses a major urban coastal area, a 

restricted rural area, mountain ranges, and 
a major offshore island (Magnetic Island). 

Townsville has capitalised on its low-level 
terrain and normally low tropical rainfall to 
provide an efficient access route and service 
centre for North Queensland (Townsville City 
Council, 2010). Townsville provides the northern 
link for state and federal governments, as well as 
for private enterprise in primary and secondary 
industries, mining, commerce, retail and 
community and cultural services. Townsville 
has the largest army base in Australia, which 
is home to over 15,000 troops, making up 8% 
of the city’s population. Townsville is widely 
regarded as the capital of North Queensland.
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Julia Creek is a town and a locality in the Shire 
of McKinlay, Queensland, Australia, located 
257 kms from Mount Isa and 642 kms from 
Townsville (Queensland Government, 2021).  
At the 2016 census, Julia Creek had a reported 
population of 511 (51.1% Male; 48.9% Female; 
5.7% Aboriginal and Torres Islander) (ABS, 2016). 

The total population includes 95 families and 
311 private households, and the median age 
is 42 years, which is younger than the rest of 
the state (37 years), and the country (38 years) 

(ABS, 2016). The unemployment rate at 5.6% 
is lower than the rest of the state (7.6%), and 
the country (6.9%), and at the last census 209 
people 15+ years were in the workforce. 

A greater proportion of the Julie Creek 
population were born in Australia (80.9%), 
in comparison to the rest of the state 
(71.1%), and Australia (66.7%). A greater 
majority also have both parents born in 
Australia (76.1%), than in the rest of the state 
(54.8%) and Australia as a whole (47.3%).  
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Julia Creek
Cloncurry
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McKinlay Shire 

McKinlay Shire has a population of 1000 people 
and includes Nelia, McKinlay, Kynuna and Julia 
Creek townships which is a total area of 40,728 
km2 and located in the outback of Northern 
Queensland (McKinlay Shire Council, 2020). 

McKinlay shire sits on the Great Artisan Basin.  
This is the main source of water to the town and 
to primary industries within the area (McKinlay 
Shire Council, 2017).  The main economy of the 
shire today is beef production and mining. The 
Downs country around Julia Creek is known for 

its sheep and cattle, whereas south of the shire 
lies Cannington mine. The mine produces silver, 
lead and zinc and was the official supplier for 
silver for the Sydney Olympic games in 2000 
(McKinlay Shire Council, 2017).  

McKinlay was a fully drought declared area 
on 1 April 2013 (still drought declared as of 
February 2021) (The State of Queensland 2021).  
Other major disaster events include the 1974 
floods and the 1976 bushfires (McKinlay Visitor 
Information Centre, 2021).
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In those early periods during and shortly after the floods, people 
were constantly reminded of the flood’s devastation by the worst 
images of the flood playing on a loop in news broadcasts.

FINDINGS
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Phase 1:  
Social media analysis
A sample from various social media platforms was gathered from the Townsville and McKinlay Shire 
Council regions. Data was collected from Instagram, Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter accounts of 
organisations (business, broadcast media and non-profit organisations) and individuals. 

Only posts that were publicly listed were included, i.e., not limited to the membership of private 
groups. The social media posts for analysis included both text and photographs/images. The criteria 
for including posts in our analysis was based on the time of posting and reference to the floods of 2019. 

Three periods were sampled to capture change over time (May-June 2019); (September-October 2019) 
and (January-February 29th 2020). Thematic analysis of the data gathered from the social media 
platforms identified three themes: Context; Heroes; and Responsibility.
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The posts highlighted people’s personal plight 

in the context of what was happening around 

them. Here, there were phrases such as ‘there are 

people worse off than me’ entwined in people’s 

account of what was happening to them. 

Context put the personal experience of the flood 

into a broader setting. This seemed to be a way 

for people to publish a post that would reassure 

others (perhaps family and friends) that they 

were, themselves, safe but in that same post, to 

make it clear that there were others who were 

in distress and worse off than themselves. 

Situating themselves into the bigger picture 

was also a way for people to rescale the 

experience of the flood from that of the person 

posting about their own circumstances, 

which at times were extremely distressing, 

up to the scale of the impact on the broader 

community, which was catastrophic. In this 

way, people recognised the bigger picture 

context as well as their immediate situation. 

This, perhaps, provided them comfort - a 

sense of not being alone in this disaster. 

As time moved on, the posts shifted to 

reminding people outside the region that just  

because the flood waters had receded there 

Theme 1: 
CONTEXT 
This theme captured the way posts described events by referring to the context of those 
events. It refers to both the setting and time, recognising that people’s experiences 
changed over time and that the context of the flood experience was dynamic.  
Social media users referred to the bigger picture, discussing how one’s own experiences 
compared to that of others. The posts also acknowledged that the impact of the flood 
was changing people’s understandings forever: establishing a new normal.

1st Feb 2019

We are safe and dry, but a lot of homes are getting wet now and roads are turning to rivers all over the place. If you’re in and around Townsville, please stay safe and stay off the roads if you can! Reach out if you need a hand or a place to stay. 



was still much work to be done and that 
they should not be forgotten. Here, drawing 
on the bigger picture helped guard against 
perceived complacency in thinking that 
the flood disaster was over once the media 
coverage waned. This was the first signal of 
the context of time starting to feature in social 
media as a way of documenting the post-
flood process of rebuilding and healing. 

These social media excerpts showed how 
people who were affected by the floods wanted 
people to know that although the media 
had forgotten them, they were still struggling 
and still needed help. This might have been 
exacerbated by the fast-moving pace of the 
news stream broadcasters such that the floods 
were rapidly becoming yesterday’s news.

But the battle was just beginning for some 
residents, and those social media users, in 
particular, sought to highlight the long road 
ahead. This is where the drawing on context 
fully shifted from a social context to one that 
was focused on putting the present back into 
perspective, and not something that was 
gone and forgotten because it was no longer 
reported on regularly. The context of the past 
and people’s fears about the future were 
perpetuated by social media, working to reset 
the counter and to establish a new normal.

There was a phrase that became ubiquitous 
during and shortly after the flood event. That 
was the word ‘unprecedented’. And that 
word reverberated across social media as 

people sought to make sense of what was 
happening to their community. The floods 
had no precedent and therefore the ability 
to compare to similar events was not there. 
This made it difficult for people to grasp the 
reality of the situation. There was disbelief 
and stunned shock at what was happening.

However, in those early periods during and 
shortly after the floods people were constantly 
reminded of the flood’s devastation by 
the worst images of the flood playing on 
a loop in news broadcasts, leaving people 
with a sense of doom and an uncertain 
future. But even when the flood waters had 
receded and the images of the flood event 
gave way to images of the aftermath, things 
did not seem to be returning to normal.

The only certainty in life became the fact that 
life was never going to be what it was before the 
flood.  People were coming to terms with having 
to reset the counter and to face a different future.

3rd Feb 2019

Things are a little hectic in NQ

right now! We are safe and

happy just watching the event

unfold. Stay safe #townsville if

it’s flooded forget it - let’s not risk

your life or that of the emergency

services

#townsvillefloods20
19
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On the 4th of February, the day after the 

opening of the dam floodgates which caused 

the worst of the flooding in Townsville, there 

were many posts that identified local heroes 

and these heroes soon became affectionately 

referred to as the ‘floody legends’. The idea of 

the ‘floody legend’ was soon noticed by a local 

paper (Elder, 2019) that started a campaign 

selling T-shirts with a ‘floody legends’ motif to 

raise funds for those impacted by the floods.

The ‘floody legends’ became a series of media 

postings capturing stories of people helping 

others and stories of people’s displays of 

‘resilience’ during the flood event. These stories 

were not just about individuals.  They were also 

about the work of the army, SES workers and 

volunteers. The image of the heroes in their tinnies 

(small metal hulled out-board motorboats) taking 

flood survivors to safety became somewhat iconic.

However, there was a glibness to some of these 

postings captured by the notion of the ‘have a go 
hero’ that seemed to be about adding levity to 
stories that might otherwise be overwhelming. 
These posts also seemed to be not so much 
about the hero, but more about the way people 
were expressing their gratitude to those helping 
others. There was another element to these 
hero stories that was less positive and that was 
the sense that the story left some people out.

Some of the postings appeared to be somewhat 
trivialising, combining stereotypical portrayals 
or exaggerated stereotypes of white Australian 
men, pictured in familiar poses like sitting with 
a fishing rod pretending to go fishing, or having 
a beer sat by the flood waters. There were two 
problems with this. First, it represented the 
hero as mostly a white male. Second, those 
who were not ascribed the role of the hero 
were ascribed the role of the ‘saved’. So, the 
adulation of some meant the denigration of 
others - the passive helpless victims of the flood.

Theme 2: 
HEROES
Heroes figured frequently across social media postings and there were so many stories 
of ‘local heroes’ that it became a type of narrative – a way that people could frame their 
experiences through using the story of ‘the hero’. The hero narrative took hold very quickly. 
Ironically, “heroes” took on multiple meanings on social media during and after the floods. 
In most cases, it reflected positively on the individual or groups being discussed.
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But there was a different aspect of these hero 

stories which was more positive. Here, the 

narrative of the hero appeared to be the means 

by which people could express their gratitude 

to helpers in their community. It appeared 

to be a channel by which they could express 

gratitude in a way that went beyond a thank 

you, and was, perhaps, a particularly effective, 

non-material way that people could express 

their gratitude to those who were helping. 

Given the material losses people had 

experienced (people lost their homes and some 

lost all their possessions), it may have been one 

of the few ways people could say ‘thank you’. It 

might also have been a safe way for people to 

alert others that they had been hard impacted 

by the disaster event. By alerting others to the 

actions of the hero who saved them it also 

alerted others to their having experienced 

hardship and loss i.e., they needed to be rescued.

The posts on heroes sat in stark contrast with 
other posts that were of people in despair 
or posts describing seeing others in despair. 
These were stories that had no hero. At worst, 
the hero stories were blocking out these other 
stories - these other stories did not fit with 
the tropes of stoic, resilient Queenslanders 
and the have a go hero. The hero stories 
typically had a happy ending but not all 
stories were like that and not all stories fitted 
the ‘she’ll be right’ tone of the hero stories.

Furthermore, not everyone had a social media 
presence which meant that there were voices 
from the broader community that will not have 
been represented. This issue was complicated 
by the hero narrative because the hero could 
function to overshadow the efforts of others 
and focus was drawn to small groups of people, 
sometimes just to an individual and with 
the spotlight concentrated on them, many 

others would have been left in the shadows.

Wading shoulder deep back to our place with 
horror we spotted markings of the high water level - the thin black 
line of debris left by the receding water. It had gone over the floor - well over the 
floor - well over the beautiful 100 year old boards with so much history. We cried and 
hugged. Amelia collapsed in tears against the stair rail... In the supermarket you can 
see it in their eyes. I know you. You are South Townsville, Oonoonba, Idalia, Railway 
Estate, Hermit Park, Cluden, Fairfield, Rosslea and Annandale. Smiles that 
mask a deep despair. It’s hard to stay on task - why am I here - 
what am I doing in this place. 

INSTAGRAM, 12TH FEBRUARY, 2019
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Those posts were very much describing 
the event as a disaster caused by 
human intervention. People wanted 
to know who was to blame. 

The theme of blame largely revolved 
around discussion of why local government 
had made the decision to open the 
dam flood gates in Townsville. 

The decision was reportedly taken to 
prevent further flooding in lower catchment 
areas, but this resulted in the flooding 
of previously unaffected/less affected 
areas in upper catchment areas. 

Indeed those upper catchment areas were 
previously seen as relatively safe from the 
flooding. It was also perceived by people 
posting to social media to have exacerbated the 
impact of the flood in those lower catchment 
areas. Political discontent is pertinent among 

those most impacted by the floods, evident in 

posts vilifying Townsville Council and the Mayor.

There is, however, a counter narrative 

from those whose lives were unaffected, 

diminishing government culpability and 

putting the blame on those residents 

who lived in flood prone areas. 

As opposed to initial empathetic 

discourses immediately post-flood, some 

of these commentaries are damning of 

individuals and their decision making: 

Other posts put the responsibility 

onto local government to fix the 

problems caused by the flood.

Less than a month after the event, the local 

government’s own attempt to identify who 

was responsible for the failures related to the 

flood event was not always well received.

Theme 3:
RESPONSIBILITY
As part of the process of making sense of events, social media posts turned relatively 
quickly to consider who might be responsible or to blame for the disaster event. 
Here, there was a stark contrast with the language being used by the Commonwealth 
government that was referring to the flood event as a ‘natural disaster’ to the language 
being used on social media by those impacted by the flood. 
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3“It is their life, if they don’t want 

to use their brains or listen to 
authority then let them suffer the 
consequences. It was no one[‘]s 
fault for the stupidity that lives in 
this City. If they want to risk their 
lives so be it. Everyone needs to 
take on their own responsibility”
FACEBOOK 17TH JULY 2019

“It concerns me tho now they’re 
doing this inquiry? Why not put 
the money spent doing that back 
into the community instead! We 
can’t change what happened, no 
use pointing fingers now!”

FACEBOOK, 21ST FEB, 2019

“Government 
agencies really 
need to step up”
FACEBOOK, 21ST FEB, 2019

“Yeah that’s right mayor 
Jenny, put it back on 
the public for your miss 
management of the dam, 
can’t wait to see you go.”

FACEBOOK, 17TH JULY 2019



PHASE 2:  
Individual interviews
Both employee and employer participants shared with us their 
stories of the flood. 20 participants were from McKinlay Shire 
(MKY) and 15 from Townsville (TSV). Due to confidentiality issues, 
the characteristics of individual participants will not be disclosed. 
The three themes that emerged from the data were: (Un)assumed 
leadership; Knowing and being known; and Recognising impact.



Theme 1: 
(UN)ASSUMED LEADERSHIP
(Un)assumed leadership describes how people assumed leadership roles in multiple 
contexts by adopting diverse approaches. Notably, interviewees did not discuss 
leadership roles in the sense of it being a formal part of someone’s job. Rather, these 
roles were about a person’s ability to relate to others. 

(Un)assumed leadership describes how people assumed leadership roles in multiple contexts and 
through adopting diverse approaches. Notably, interviewees did not discuss leadership roles in the 
sense of it being a formal part of someone’s job. Rather, these roles were about a person’s ability to 
relate to others. This relational quality meant that the leaders our participants talked about were local 
leaders. These were leaders who could relate to people’s experiences because they were there on the 
ground and knew the people who were impacted. Often this meant feeling the pain of loss of those 

they were helping. I

The informal supports around you know, the people that you’re 
working with, and even your clients or the community, they were 
really, really good. And they appreciated everything that you 
did. And, you know, I built some really good relationships… with 
people who had severe personal consequences of the floods... 
So, they’re not a peer of mine. They’re not in my professional 
network, but they were actually real people who have real 
impacts businesses, or homes, and whatever. (TSV, P10)

I’ve always been a community person. I’ve been 
in council, the [name redacted] Club. Even the 
mental (health) people, who came after the 
floods, came to me and asked me who to target. 
I don’t know, but they did. Someone told them. 
I’ve done that a lot in previous droughts too, so 
that’s maybe where it came from (MKY, P18)

… the amount of people that were 
distraught and burst into tears and have 
lost everything, I won’t forget that for an 
awful long time, you know. They knew 
me, but they knew I was a fighter... and 
they knew I wasn’t going to take shit 
from the system... toe the line with the 
insurers and hydrologists and all of that 
sort of stuff. (TSV, P13)

FI
ND

IN
GS

 //
 P

RE
PA

RI
NG

 F
O

R 
TH

E 
UN

IM
AG

IN
AB

LE
  /

/ 2
5



Where formal leadership was discussed, it was 
largely in relation to things going wrong, and 
typically this related to the relief and recovery 
effort organised by traditional, centralised relief 
and recovery services (both governmental 
and non-governmental). Interviewees were 
exasperated with what they felt were often ill-
informed and inappropriate communications 
and needs assessment activities. 

Here was the sense that formal leadership was 
disconnected both in terms of being out of touch 
with what was happening at the local level while 
at the same time having too narrow a focus on 
one strata of the community who were identified 
as most in need. Here was a sense that formal 
leaders were acting out their role for effect – to 
make themselves either look or feel good.

In regional areas the councils are perceived 
as a central force for decision-making; their 
leadership is assumed, and their actions heavily 
scrutinised by the local community. There 
are also strong expectations that councils will 
act quickly at times of disaster. This was the 
backdrop to our participants describing the 
actions of their council as slow and messy. 

Nobody wants to 
take responsibility 
for anything...

There are a lot of people [politicians] 
who come in. Some come in for the 
wrong reasons. They just want 
to, well usually get here too late, 
and then they just want to get in 
front of the camera. (MKY, P7)

...in a disaster, all the excitement is 
for emergency management men 
in uniform... As soon as that was 
over, which was you know, three 
or four days after the gates opened 
etc and the water was going down 
it now became clean-up time. 

That’s when recovery people step up 
and all this support dried up. So, it is 
the glamour that they support...we 
used to say as [role title redacted] that 
we’re running a marathon. The guys in 
uniform are running a sprint. And for 
us, that’s one of the hard things.  
(P10_TSV)
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...It ends up being a mess, because 
nobody wants to take responsibility 
for anything, or no one wanted to do 
anything, because they thought they 
might cop the blame. You know, and 
that’s one of those things where a 
natural disaster happens, you know, 
someone needs to make a decision. 
And that means that person needs to 
be able to make that decision, right or 
wrong, but it’s a decision.  (TSV, P12)

This perceived lack of effective decision-making 
by authorities created the space where local 
leaders emerged. Here, local people took 
up leadership positions because those gaps 
needed to be filled, not because there was 
an assumption that a person’s formal role in 
an organisation obligated them to lead. This 
is what we called unassumed leadership. 

Those gaps were particularly needing to be 
filled for communities located further from 
city or regional centres. Here, organisations 
were less likely to be part of broader networks 
of organisations across the region. 

This was what we heard in McKinlay Shire 
in comments such as ‘I feel like I’ve been 
left behind’ (MKY, P12). Participants from 
Townsville were more connected and more 
networked or found it easy to get connected 
with the agencies that could offer them 
help which connected them up to regional 
and commonwealth support schemes. And 
sometimes the most important connections 
were with other organisations in their local area. 

This is where I was very lucky. Because 
when things settled down, I started 
thinking more normal about work. 
...Through a connection, he told me to 
go and see this thing called the Small 
Business Recovery Centre, which was 
set up in Walker Street in the city. 

That’s the only reason I knew 
about this. It was a combination of 
council and state governments, I’m 
not sure if there was any federal 
government involvement.

 But it was number one. It was an 
Information Centre, where anybody 
who had any flood problem could 
go there and sit down and talk to 
experts, who could say, you should 
do this, you can do that there’s 
money available here… (TSV, P3)

There was money coming from everywhere, through government grants, and so forth, 
and campaigns for people that you would sit down and have an interview for. They 
would say, ‘let’s do this, and that’, and then they would follow up and so forth. From 
my point of view, that was very helpful. But what was more helpful is that they had a 
big space of open working space, where people with small businesses affected by the 
flood could come and work from the space, free of charge, 24-hour access, free Wi Fi, 
free power, etc. (TSV, P3) FI
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This was about the importance of bringing 

business owners together in a collaborative 

space, with a shared identity, interdependent 

purpose and mutual commitment toward 

finding resolutions stands out. And it was 

from these space that unassumed leadership 

roles developed. In the absence of that 

connectedness, formal leadership fell short and 

that leadership was described as disingenuous 

and even antagonist when it came from 

government agencies and when that leadership 

was driven by external priorities that appeared 

alien to those working at a local level.

Our findings suggest that individuals look 

to others in their local business community 

for leadership when dealing with adverse 

conditions. This was particularly the case when 

business owners were having difficulty working 

with insurance companies and when applying 

for financial assistance from government 

recovery grant schemes and the like. 

The leaders that emerged in these settings 

where community centric, people who 

were often involved in community and 

humanitarian organisations (such as the local 

Rotary Club) or were individuals held in high 

esteem by their community. That esteem 

sometimes emerged as others saw them 

managing effectively with the consequences 

of the flood event and then people in need 

turned to them for help and advocacy 

These emergent leadership roles came at 

a cost for those who stepped into them. 

Fatigue, strains on personal relationships, 

emotional impacts, and sometimes intense 

personal scrutiny of their own financial 

position all came with those emergent roles. 

The leaders 
that emerged 

were 
community 

centric
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...government of all levels whether they are local 
government, state government or federal, they keep on 
saying, ‘oh yeah we are all there for small business, we 
are all out there for small business’. And really, all they’ve 
been doing is making our life much harder, you know. 

If I think of my 20 years, instead of trading and being 
in [business information redacted], the regulation, 
the compliance, the expectation of what government 
departments want from us, is far greater and far time 
consuming than ever before…they’ve been sort of 
making it tougher, you know, and the employer, you 
know, I’d love to have more staff, but it’s just not, it’s just 
not viable… I’m at a point, even...before that weather 
event and whatever, and I was thinking, you know, this 
really isn’t viable to be a small business. (TSV, P12)

So then it came down to the fact that they [insurance company] had 
to prove what the difference was between the damage from the flood 
caused from the water ingress to the damage of the flood caused 
by the dam being released and they were unable to substantiate 
that. So they will forced then to accept and approve my claim. 

But of course this confused a lot of other small businesses they 
couldn’t understand why my insurance [name of insurance policy] 
paid, but businesses all around me and up and down the road … was 
contacting me and a lot of people couldn’t work out when I tried to 
explain it to them…I was completely open. And I will help you however 
I can. I took everybody’s phone call, even to the point where people 
even after I told him that they wanted, to come and talk to me. 

They wanted to plead with me as if I had some secret information that 
they felt that I wasn’t sharing, you know, and it wasn’t the case I gave 
them everything… And I felt for them, you know, and I met with all of 
them who ever wanted to talk to me for a long time, you know, and the 
amount of people that were distraught and burst into tears and have lost 
everything, I won’t forget that for an awful long time, you know (TSV, P13).
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The importance of relief and recovery 
organisations having existing understanding 
of the community and being recognised in 
the community was apparent throughout 
our data. The importance of localism was 
highlighted in several participants’ reflections 
on how disaster relief was provided. 

Typically, this was about someone in a 
leadership role having local knowledge 
to ensure that decision-making was 
informed by local concerns. 

However, here it was much more focused 
on the nature of the relationship between 
the decision-maker and those impacted 
by the flood event and the presence 
of that person, even if only periodic, 
in the impacted community. Some 
participants felt that the importance of 
‘the local’ needed to be formalised: 

Theme 2: 
KNOWING AND  
BEING KNOWN
“When you’re in local government, it’s your community. You live here,  
you’re grounded. And it’s a different expectation” (TSV, P10) 

...to have someone who is known 
to the community. Someone who is 
available, .... Someone with that type 
of overlay who would be available 
to us and fairly familiar, maybe not 
someone who would be coming 
around to the family barbeque 
every Friday. You can present this 
to people to take pressure off the 
actual [professional person like a 
pilot or police officer]. Just have a 
system to help our communities 
and call the Community 
Liaison Officer... (MKY, P15)

You’re in a disaster, and in a 
position where you couldn’t 
even supply milk to your own 
people, and there’s someone just 
sitting in an office in Brisbane. 
All over money. (MKY, P7)
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It has to be a local person. 

Someone the community 

trusts and knows. Someone 

who is invested in it and 

wants the best thing, 

instead of a paycheck at 

the end of the week  

(MKY, P8) 

“I’ve been really pushing for the 
government agencies, like the 
Department of Small Business and 
Training, to come out and work with 
businesses and work with people 
one on one when it suits them. 

To sit and literally fill it out for them. 
Talk to them, work through it with 
them, but do it for them. Yes, there 
are some people who are more than 
capable of doing it, but I could name 
half a dozen who can’t.” (MKY, P8)



The importance of existing relationships with 
local people was often tied to issues of trust 
and respect. But it was not just issues of trust, 
it was also an issue of accountability and there 
was a concern that when decision makers were 
not present in the community, social needs 
could become subsumed by economic interests.

Here, there was a concern that decision-
making became unaccountable in terms of not 
considering the social impacts of the disaster. 
Though economic impacts of a disaster event 

could be understood from afar, the social 
impacts had a much more visceral quality 
that could really only be fully understood 
from being in the impacted community 
amidst the impacted people. But it was also 
something about the way support became 
humanised once the support giver was co-
located with the support recipient. It was akin 
to companionship or ensuring people did 
not feel as though they were on their own.

Relationships with other businesses was also 
something stressed as important. Participants 
talked about how important it was to do 
recovery work that kept the money in the 
community – paying local people to do the 
local clean-up because those local people 
would spend that money in the local shops 
and help regenerate the flood impacted area. 

These were not just ‘business relationships’ 
but had a relational quality that was evident 
in how people talked about leadership in 
the previous theme. These relationships 
allowed for the expression of difficult 
emotional experiences and helped people 
connect through shared experience.

I really like face to face 
communication, in the sense 
of like a disaster recovery, I 
think that’s what people need. 
That’s actually sitting across 
the table from you and seeing 
the light in your eyes. This is 
the sort of communication that 
people want. It’s highly labour 
intensive. And it’s, it’s highly 
demanding. But I think that’s, 
that’s important. I mean, a 
natural disaster is a trauma 
event in your life. (TSV, P10)

Because of my long-term relationship, we’ve been here for 35 years...our relationship was 
a bit beyond leases and contracts and so on. … he gave me and my staff the opportunity to 
have some confidence that there could be a light at the end of the tunnel all the way through 
this... and I was very lucky that my landlord here ... really sympathize with these health and 
well being issues... we worked really well together as landlord and tenant.  (TSV, P13)
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Many people stated that they and their 
organisations were not directly impacted by 
the floods. However, as their stories started 
to unfold, it became apparent that they 
had been affected and whether by accident 
or design, had downplayed that impact 
through reference to the impact on others.

In one particularly emotive experience shared 
with us, a participant described how the 
flood event fully impacted her once she got 
a potent reminder of how it had impacted 
the lives of the people around her. 

She told us that she was relatively unaffected 
by the flood and had been one of the more 
fortunate ‘survivors’ of the event (a theme 
we pick up later). But the impact of the 
flood came to her vicariously. It turned an 
ordinarily banal trip (a trip to the communal 
dump) into a something quite traumatic.

Theme 3: 
RECOGNISING IMPACT
Many people stated that they and their organisations were not directly impacted by the 
floods. However, as their stories started to unfold, it became apparent that they had 
been affected and whether by accident or design, had downplayed that impact through 
reference to the impact on others. 

Right at the back of Officeworks 
there was a temporary tip. 
And we drove in there. And 
I just looked at it and I just 
lost it. All you could see 
what piles of beds. And I 
am talking higher than this 
room. piles of white goods, 
piles of kids’ stuff and crap. 

And normally when you go up 
to the tip out of town, ‘Godday 
mate, how are you going?’ 
God, good, good good. Down 
there, nobody said a frickin 
word. Nobody. It was just 
depressing. It was unbelievably 
depressing. ... It was 
horrendous. And this started 
tearing me down into a very, 
very big black hole. (TSV, P14)
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The cohesiveness of the Townsville community 
was seen to influence how individuals and 
businesses were impacted and there were 
examples of cohesion becoming apparent as 
well as existing fractures being exacerbated 
by the trauma. That is, where there was little 
obvious cohesion across community groups 
prior to the flood, during the aftermath a bonding 
against adversity created community cohesion. 

In Townsville this was seen through groups of 
people brought together by experience and 
responsibility naturally forming into sources of 
emotional support and information sharing. 
These things seemed to us vital to how the 
community recovered from the flood.

For example, one of the participants recalled 
their response to the impact on the business, 
recognising that the people related to the 
business either as employees or customers 
were important to be included from the start. 
When discussing how his business recovered 
from the flood, he focused on the importance of 
both himself and his staff accepting their loss. 
In spite of their losses, they worked tirelessly to 
help their customers recover from the flood. 

 His business was such that many of his 
customers faced some of his customers 
faced particular hardship due to the 
flood. He described how working with 
his customers helped strengthen his 
relationship with his staff and helped 
them all through the recovery process. 

It was as though engaging in practical 
hands-on collaborative recovery work 
helped them all to deal with the emotional 
turmoil caused by the flood. It also gave 
him and his employees a much better 
understanding of the lives of their customers.

 It was two years after the flood when 
we interviewed this participant, and it 
was clear that his decision to help his 
customers helped his business recover 
and, indeed, made his business better.

We had this massive big 
group that we would work 
with, in the Centre that 
covered everything [wide 
range of stakeholders]… all 
of those sort of community 
support people… we were 
all in the same boat… Yeah, 
it was just beautiful, having 
that mix of people, because 
we were all people. And we all 
understood where we were at.  
(TSV, P10)



In McKinlay, people outlined a real sense of 
“the community” that was particularly valued. 

However, it is important to note that this was 
not the experience of all those interviewed. 
Community could actually reinforce exclusion. 

This is where existing fractures in the community 
became amplified following the flood. 

Whilst we saw stoicism in many individuals we 
talked with, we were struck by how often this 
was a quality of their relationship with others 
rather than an attribute of the individual. 

Our participants also expressed quite 
nuanced and complicated emotional 
responses to the flood event that often 
unseated that notion of stoicism. 

We are the community; we 

are part of the community. 

The community, we’re all 

part of it, but it’s a bit 

hard when everyone is 

trying to help everyone in 

that situation.  

(MKY, P7)

People get up and they design their 
own structures and their own ways 
to support. You know, I’m thinking 
about the little group over in [name 
redacted]... and you know, they used 
to meet in the park, every Sunday, or 
whatever it was, and just bring a picnic 
blanket and a chair and just talk so 
that they could process where they 
were at, you know…. and they say, you 
know, do you want to come along? 

And you know, my needs were 
different to theirs. But even to be 
part of their process was refreshing. 
And sort of inspiring to see them 
taking that on. That’s what I mean 
about people that do that in groups, 
wherever the groups are. When 
you are part of a tribe, you know, 
you’ve got something in common 
with other members. (TSV, P10)

IT HAS A BIG MOBBING COMMUNITY 
HERE IN ..., SO IF YOU’RE NOT IN 
THE CLIQUE, YOU’RE OUT OF IT. 
SO THAT’S WHY SOME PEOPLE 
CAN FEEL ISOLATED, (ANON.)



Here people expressed happiness for 
surviving the flood and a sense of feeling 
lucky, but simultaneously they felt sadness 
and guilt in relation to those who were not 
so lucky. I.e., participants described how 
they felt lucky not to be as badly impacted 
as others but felt guilty as a result. This has 
often been referred to as ‘survivor guilt’.

I feel a little bit guilty 

though because from a 

personal perspective, I was 

completely not impacted. 

All that money, they were 

throwing at everyone, I kept 

refusing to take it. I never 

touched a cent of it. 

(MKY, P5)

The complexity of these emotions was 
evident in how some Townsville participants 
stated that they wish that they had been 
more directly impacted by the flood. 

Yeah, because I mean, it would have 
been, honestly, actually, we kept 
saying that I wish we  flooded in, 
because we could have got some 
help ...(P15)

Interviewer: 
Do you think it’s that it’s making it so 
difficult for you to go into the Business 
Recovery Centre because you said 
that you wanted to go and apply for 
the resilience funding? 

P15: It’s an emotional toll actually. 
Actually you know, that was, that 
was really tough. That was really

Interviewer: 
Because you were impacted, but in a 
very different way.

Pp15: And if you like, if you like, 
like an imposter, go and ask him 
for, for the money, right? And 
now we spent every single week 
we had just keep the business 
going. And people paid, made our 
commitments to banks. And I’m 
thinking, Well, I’m going to get over 
myself.

(Individual interview, TSV, P15)
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These complex and conflicted emotional 
responses impacted how people experienced 
the flood event and how they went about 
seeking support to help them recover from 
the event. In particular, there was often 
some guilt related to being the recipient 
of support. Participants sometimes felt 
that they did not deserve help or that 
others didn’t feel they deserved help. 

This was true even when the impact on 
the participant was considerable. These 
complexities were also contained in other 
responses to the flood event, captured 
in how “crisis brought opportunity”. 

In Townsville, these complicated response to 
the flood event was particularly noticeable, 
and we heard those responses in relation 
to how people understood need and help 
seeking. People wanted others to seek help 
but they did not themselves seek help. 

But, in the more rural settings of the 
McKinlay shire, local initiatives that directly 
helped local businesses seemed to be more 
unequivocally accepted. A local community 
initiative “Sisters of the North” illustrates 
the acceptability of ‘locals helping locals’.

Then, we started to get the things like 
the Sisters of the North Vouchers. 
People were getting credit cards and 
things like that and thank goodness 
they spent in the town. That was really 
good. … But, when the Sisters of the 
North Vouchers got handed out. Some 
of them were $950 dollars. They were 
substantial amounts, which really 
helped. It allowed them to come in and 
buy a...bigger ticket items for me. ...—it 
kind of did a big circle. Obviously, the 
whole scenario at the time was just 
awful. But we’re getting there. (MKY, P12)

All of that is a tragedy. It’s a disaster, 
but our town benefits. When the 
federal government gives out flood 
money, that’s how council pays the 
workforce. It’s from disaster money. 
We don’t have enough infrastructure 
in the town to raise the dollar value 
to go back in the community, so all 
these things virtually help the town 
more than pull it down. (TSV, P14)

People here band together. If there 
is something given out, people make 
sure like “Did you know you can get 
a grant for that?”. I’m not applying 
for any grants. I’ve been here for 
50 years, and I don’t need help. 

But some people, I know. ...), some of 
her clients did... she said, “You know 
this is being given away. How about 
you get some?”. I know (participant) 
jollied a few people into apply for 
stuff that was there, rather than 
doing it on your own. I think that’s 
the facet of small towns: “I’ll be 
alright”. I can manage” (MKY, P14)
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After we had completed our analysis, a story 
was reported by ABC North Queensland on the 
decision by the Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) 
to recruit staff to work in Townsville. In 2020, 
BOM had reduced its staffing in Townsville by 
automating the Townsville weather station.

 The news story reported that the decision to 
bring BOM staff back to Townsville was largely 
in response to strong community sentiment 
that they needed people involved in disaster 
management and relief services to work at the 
local level – so as to be responsive and accessible 
to the community and able to be make decisions 
informed by local knowledge. (ABC, 2021).  

The findings from our study certainly echo those 
community sentiments. For us this pointed to the 
need to rethink leadership during disaster events. 
Lin et al (2017) identified that the challenges 
for leadership in disaster is the “uncertainty, 
time urgency and community vulnerability” 
that present a different set of challenges for 
leaders to deal with (p. 913). What works in 
normal times, no longer works in a disaster. 

The situation requires what Lin et al (2017) 
term “active leadership” (p. 914) with a multi-
disciplinary approach that embraces the 
views of multiple stakeholders across all 
levels of community and business. Lin and 
colleagues argue that stakeholders are key to 
active leadership which goes beyond those 
formal disaster management roles. This is 

because the community has an identified set 
of needs that should be dealt with early, to 
establish a sense of normalcy and it is those 
local stakeholders that will drive the activity. 

Though our findings do support the greater 
focus on informal, locally based leaders 
and local knowledge there are risks to a 
concentrated localism. First, we need to caution 
against localism becoming used to set up 
boundaries between ‘them’ and ‘us’ and to 
ensure it is not exploited to promote agendas 
of social exclusion targeted against particular 
social groups (such as immigrants). 

Second, caution needs to be taken against 
localism being used to transfer responsibilities of 
the Commonwealth and of the State  to 
the local communities so as to shift blame for 
political purposes.  Crosweller et al (2021) argue 
that the formal disaster management team at 
a governmental level, although responsible for 
leading disaster management and recovery, 
can be influenced in their decision making 
by their own experiences and worldview. 

These authors suggest that relationships 
need to be developed between the leaders 
and the population through what they call a 
“relational ethic of care” that recognise “social 
bonds and moral choices of a community”, 
termed “communitarian”. This approach aims at 
increasing community coping, acknowledging 
local governance and supporting innovative 

Discussion
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approaches to re-establishing the local 
economy (p. 204), which is consistent with 
our findings that informed our guidelines.

The ‘hero’ story was more complex than we 
might ordinarily have thought. It is a story 
that functions to raise spirits, but also to allow 
people to express their gratitude to helpers and 
share with others their sense of grief and loss. 

Our project also reminded us of the importance 
of relationships. Loss was something felt 
in the context of people’s relationship 
with others. Relationships underpinned 
how people understood loss and need as 
people looked to the suffering of others 
when trying to understand their own.

Leadership also emerged through 
people’s relationships and was more important 
than formal leadership roles. People looked 
to be led by people who they knew as people 
and who knew them in turn. Strong, long and 
trusting relationships made leadership effective. 

And finally, our research was focused on an 
event that was described at the time and 
since as unprecedented. In its aftermath 
the phrase ‘the new normal’ became 
common. But our participants actually 
did not talk so much of a new normal. 

Throughout this project there was a 
strong residual sense that normal would never 
be normal again – the environment would never 
quite be the same, lives would never quite return 
to how they were. People had entered a 
new period of ‘preparing for the unexpected’. 
It was perhaps too soon for a new normal 

to emerge after such a dramatic disaster 

event, and also because during that 

period of recovery, we all entered into 

the COVID-19 global pandemic. 

As this project ends there is little certainty 

that the pandemic is anywhere near to being 

under control, let alone over. Some of the 

people who participated in this research 

are now facing additional personal and 

financial stress caused by the pandemic. 

Some had only just rebuilt premises and 

opened for business again only to find that 

they had to close their businesses down again. 

Our participants’ lives had been turned upside 

down by the flood event and when we met with 

them in 2020, we were all slowly making sense 

of the whole world being turned upside down. 

But the one thing that was constant throughout 

our project was extraordinary generosity of 

all our participants. They let us briefly into 

their lives as they walked us through their 

memories of some extraordinarily difficult 

times and gave us knowledge and 

understanding that we believe can give us 

all the guidance we need to get through 

whatever disaster events we face in the future.  

We, the project team, thank our own 

organisations, the funding bodies, our 

communities and the research participants. 

In addition, we acknowledge our friend and 

colleague, Dr Elena Konovalov, who first saw the 

need to provide evidence-based guidelines for 

business practice and led the development of this 

project. Thank you, Elena, mission accomplished.



Guidelines

DOMAIN 1: 
(UN)ASSUMED 
LEADERS

People take up leadership 
roles during disaster 
events in ways that are 
often unplanned and 
unanticipated

These are people who 
do not have formal 
leadership roles but 
step up and take the 
lead at times when 
their communities are 
in need. 

These people are very 
important, and we 
need to do what we can 
to make sure they are 
supported.
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GUIDELINES FOR EMPLOYERS/ 
ORGANISATIONS

These evidence-based guidelines provide 
a flexible framework for organisations to 
provide appropriate and meaningful support 
for staff before, during and after disaster. The three 
domains (Un)assumed Leaders; Knowing and Being 
Known; and Recognising Impact highlight the key concerns/
challenges identified by participants in the ‘Preparing for the 
Unexpected’ research project funded by the Queensland Government. 



Guidelines Collaborating

People get through disaster events when they work together.  
The same applies to small organisations. Collaboration is key

• Establish relationships with other organisations and discuss your disaster preparedness plans 
• Identify someone in your organisation as the main contact point during a disaster*
• Discuss and display disaster preparedness and recovery tasks detailing who will lead those tasks 
• Prioritise local services where possible. Work with other local organisations 

to ensure access to resources and services/trades is equitable

Recognising and supporting leadership

It is important that people who may not hold leadership roles in your organisation, 
but lead their peers and their community during disasters, are supported

• Recognise that some of your staff will step up and take on leadership roles in 
their community and that these staff need to be resourced to be effective. This 
might include temporarily re-prioritising or re-assigning their workload and self-
care planning to prevent those staff members experiencing ‘burn-out’

• Prepare more of your staff to step up into leadership roles when they 
are needed by offering access to leadership training

• Develop organisational policies and procedures that recognise and support staff 
volunteer roles and embed community service as part of the employee profile

Governance of resources

Disaster can bring with it competition for what can be scarce resources at that 
time. Governance processes ensure an open and honest process, that benefits the 
region. Consider local businesses as your stakeholders when it comes to distribution 
of any donations you make or receive in any disaster recovery activity

• Establish and maintain a locally managed register of donations including 
donor, intent and recipient, alongside a list of your local businesses that could 
provide the goods/services most required during a disaster event

• Establish a local arbitration process to ensure equitable distribution and 
access to resources, including fair pricing for services and trades. Maintain a 
locally managed register for transparency and information sharing

*This contact person needs to be supported by training and access to supervision and self-care plans, and ‘be replaceable’ with others able to 
assume this lead role - it is shared in an effort to keep it sustainable, and responsive (ie if someone is away or flooded in), allows for backfill or 
shifting roles as needed, noting that if a few employees have these skills, peer support can be established.



DOMAIN 2: 
KNOWING AND 
BEING KNOWN

Having the right knowledge 
is critical to getting through 
a disaster event. While 
knowing ‘what to do’ 
is important, it’s also 
important to know the 
people around you. 

This has tangible 
benefits for your 
organisation. And it 
is important to learn 
about the history of 
disaster events that 
have impacted your 
community.
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DOMAIN 3

Knowing your staff

Knowing your 
community

Engaging
locally

Knowing Local 
History

GUIDELINES FOR EMPLOYERS/ 
ORGANISATIONS

These evidence-based guidelines provide 
a flexible framework for organisations to 
provide appropriate and meaningful support 
for staff before, during and after disaster. The three 
domains (Un)assumed Leaders; Knowing and Being 
Known; and Recognising Impact highlight the key concerns/
challenges identified by participants in the ‘Preparing for the 
Unexpected’ research project funded by the Queensland Government. 

Guidelines



Knowing your staff

Knowing your staff is important. At times of disaster, having good knowledge about your staff can 
help you more successfully get through a disaster event

• Get to know your staff. Find out more about their interests and what sustains their wellbeing. Make 
use of that knowledge to create a cohesive workplace culture

• Create and make time for informal chats, asking questions, listening and reflecting on responses

Knowing your community

In a similar manner to knowing your staff, knowing your community means growing and looking 
after important relationships your organisation has. These relationships allow you to provide the 
best service or product you can. These also lay important foundations for networks of care and 
support during times of disaster 

Engaging locally

• It is important to keep the focus on the local when preparing for and recovering from a disaster 
event. Check with your local council and local community information centres as many will have 
key information and update it regularly

• Register of Businesses and Service Providers:
• Compile or access a register of businesses and the services they provide
• Make sure it records information on location and means of access
• Store this information where it is readily available in both soft and hard copy
• Designate an employee to ensure annual updating of the register

• Keep up to date (through email lists, events or social media) with your local business network 
or group, as well as community networks, to ensure you have up to date information on local 
initiatives and support networks

Knowing local history

• Important knowledge about past disaster events is held in the memories of local people.  That 
knowledge can span generations and may provide important insights for decision making

• Learn from your staff, other organisations and the broader community about their best practices 
in preparing for and recovering from disasters. It is particularly important to listen to long-term 
employees/residents to create a community knowledge bank that reaches into the region’s past 
This is particularly important if you are new to or live outside of the region

• Be flexible and innovative when using knowledge from the past to prepare for disaster in the future. 
Use past events as scenarios when developing your disaster preparedness plan

Guidelines



DOMAIN 3: 
RECOGNISING
IMPACT

Disaster events can have 
a devastating impact on 
people’s lives but those 
impacts are more 
nuanced than many of 
us realise. 

To make sure we give 
people the support 
they need following 
a disaster event, we 
need to recognise the 
many different ways 
disasters can impact 
our lives. 
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DOMAIN 1 

Developing
Strategies for

Assistance

Recognising 
Survivorship

GUIDELINES FOR EMPLOYERS/ 
ORGANISATIONS

These evidence-based guidelines provide 
a flexible framework for organisations to 
provide appropriate and meaningful support 
for staff before, during and after disaster. The three 
domains (Un)assumed Leaders; Knowing and Being 
Known; and Recognising Impact highlight the key concerns/
challenges identified by participants in the ‘Preparing for the 
Unexpected’ research project funded by the Queensland Government. 

Guidelines



Developing strategies for assistance

It is important to have a well thought out strategy for helping your staff. The same approaches 
and considerations should be adopted for all staff who may be directly or indirectly impacted

• Recognise individual circumstances may differ
• Identify and reinforce people’s strengths
• Identify people’s preferences for support
• Make accessing support easy
• Recognise indirect impacts
• Provide continuous review as part of a regular conversation

Employers need to show leadership in addressing mental health concerns, 
by asking employee’s ‘how they were going’. In addition they should

• Encourage staff to see their GP in the first instance when they are 
experiencing difficulties with their mental health

• Provide resources for peer support groups that naturally form out of 
shared experience, based on staff knowledge of what helps

• Keep a list of local and telehealth providers of mental health care and 24 hour 
crisis lines that staff can access, and you can also seek advice from

• Encourage the discussion of mental health issues and normalize 
seeking help, as a way to reduce stigma

• Encourage employees to access services and the expertise they may need, 
while reassuring that they can still come to you for support

• Keep in contact with the employee in a way that maintains 
their privacy but acknowledges their hardship

Recognising survivorship

The economic, social and psychological impacts of a disaster can last much longer 
than many people realise. So, it is important to think long term, recognising that 
surviving a disaster is often a long-term project, that can be unending

• Ensure staff have on-going access to support services and that access is not unduly time limited
• Ensure people are aware of the range of impacts and how it is okay to be impacted differently 
• Give people opportunities to talk through the different ways they have been impacted by the disaster

Guidelines
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