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Abstract

Recent years have seen growing interest in enabling volunteers to play a more pronounced
role in disaster response, and yet efforts to systematically analyse this crisis volunteer
action, particularly among young people, have been surprisingly limited. This study exam-
ines the case of the Student Volunteer Army (SVA) in Aotearoa New Zealand, a student-
led group which over the space of a decade has responded to multiple disasters, including
earthquakes, floods, fires, a terrorist attack and the Covid-19 pandemic. Drawing on in-
depth interviews, our analysis compares the practices adopted by the SVA in response to
these different crises and identifies how members and supporters of the group have come to
understand its capabilities, limitations, and conditions for effective operation. We present a
framework of cross-cutting lessons of “why”, “who”, “when”, “what” and “how” and dem-
onstrate the ways they have been built upon for each new disaster mobilisation. In distill-
ing, the key lessons of a youth-led crisis volunteer group that has mobilised for a spectrum
of disasters, this paper contributes to theoretical understandings of how groups at a local
level learn after sequential disasters, and the conditions and considerations that enable such
groups to effectively—and repeatedly—"“meet a need” in disaster response.
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1 Introduction

Volunteerism by groups of citizens is a frequent and long-recognised feature of the after-
math of disaster (Quarantelli and Dynes 1977), and recent years have seen growing interest
at an international level in enabling volunteers to play a more pronounced role in disas-
ter response (McLennan et al. 2016; Twigg and Mosel 2017). Most notably, the Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015) urges states to encourage “civil society,
volunteers, organised voluntary work organisations and community-based organisations”
to participate and collaborate in disaster response, including giving “space and modalities”
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to children and youth as “agents of change” (p. 23). However, despite rising expectations
for volunteer participation, efforts to systematically analyse crisis volunteerism have been
surprisingly limited, particularly in its more informal forms (Strandh and Eklund 2018)
and among children and young people (Peek 2008; Fothergill 2017), prompting calls for
more situated and diverse understandings of its expression (Whittaker et al. 2015; Strandh
2019). In particular, if volunteer action is to be effectively encouraged and sustained in dis-
aster response there is a practical need to explore the learnings of successful local groups
over time (Betten et al., 2021), specifically how crisis volunteer groups understand their
capabilities and limitations, as well as conditions for effective operation (McLennan et al.
2016), and how approaches to crisis volunteerism might develop over time and across dif-
ferent disasters (Simsa et al. 2019).

In the light of this, this article examines the case of a student-led crisis volunteer organi-
sation that has responded to multiple disasters: the Student Volunteer Army (SVA) in
Aotearoa New Zealand. The genesis of the SVA was during the Canterbury earthquake
sequence of 2010-2011, when the group co-ordinated an estimated 13—15,000 volunteers
to help shovel silt from the streets and residents’ properties (Nissen et al. 2021a, b; Carlton
and Mills 2017; Lewis 2013; Mutch 2014). While the SVA is most strongly associated with
this earthquake period, over the subsequent decade it has evolved into a youth volunteer
organisation that has mobilised in the aftermath of several other disasters in Aotearoa New
Zealand involving the natural world, including floods, fires and another major earthquake.
Further, it has responded to a terrorist attack on two mosques in Canterbury and the Covid-
19 pandemic and resultant national lockdown.

This paper examines this decade of disaster responses by the SVA, drawing out how
people close to the group have come to perceive the SVA’s capabilities, limitations and
conditions for effective operation through repeated crisis response. Learning after a disas-
ter is key to emergency preparedness for future disasters which has practical implications
for a resilient community (Drupsteen and Guldenmund, 2014), particularly if the learning
occurs at a localised level (Betten et al., 2021). The significant impact of the SVA in each
of these responses has meant it has featured as a disaster relief success story internationally
(Whittaker et al. 2015), and as a potential blueprint for youth-centred post-disaster civic
action (Lewis 2013; Mutch 2014). The case of the SVA is also interesting for academ-
ics and practitioners because in the space of a decade the group has responded to several
different types of disasters—spanning so-called “natural”, “manmade” and “health” dis-
asters—and thus offers insight across both time and a disaster spectrum. Drawing on a
dataset of in-depth interviews with SVA leaders, volunteers and practitioners across the
ten years of its operation, our findings consider how the SVA has negotiated these various
disaster situations, and the ways these practices have gradually been built on over time.
We present a framework of the cross-cutting ideas and practices that those close to the
group considered significant in enabling the SVA to repeatedly “meet a need” in disaster
response.

2 Volunteer groups in disaster response

Crisis volunteerism is a frequent and important feature of the disaster landscape, either as
part of the formal disaster response by governments or non-government organisations, but
also through groups of citizens outside of this response. This action can be “spontaneous”
and only last for relatively brief periods (for instance involving convergence on a site), but
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also involves the activities of “informal” groups that are outside of the official response but
are nevertheless vital to the lasting response and recovery of communities (Whittaker et al.
2015; Strandh and Eklund 2018). Typically based within or near to a disaster-affected com-
munity, the activities of these volunteers often include search and rescue, removing debris,
transporting and distributing relief supplies, and providing food and drink to victims and
emergency workers (Twigg and Mosel 2017). This civic action is recognised as an expres-
sion of social altruism and connectedness in the wake of crisis (Helsloot and Ruitenberg,
2004) and as an important contributor to community psycho-social recovery (Steffen and
Fothergill 2009; Vallance 2015).

Despite being long-recognised, volunteer groups have often been peripheral to disas-
ter management, which tends to rely on bureaucratic, command-and-control approaches
(Whittaker et al. 2015). With no formal skills, training and experience, volunteer action by
citizens has tended to be considered a nuisance or liability. However, there has been grow-
ing recognition that volunteers have particular capacity and capabilities that can be highly
valuable to disaster response, for instance the additional “surge” capacity they can provide
and their localised knowledge and experience (Alexander 2010; Twigg and Mosel 2017).
Further, these volunteer groups are rarely constrained by pre-established structures or sys-
tems, and so improvisation and innovation can be features of this civic action (Kendra and
Wachtendorf 2003), especially with the rise of social media to assist organisations, sharing
of knowledge, and support for community members (Bird et al. 2012; Taylor et al. 2012).

However, despite growing interest in understanding how these volunteers can be more
effectively supported and integrated into disaster response, research that systematically
analyses more informal forms of crisis volunteer organisation has been surprisingly sparse.
A particular limitation of existing research, noted by Strand and Eklund (2018: 334), is a
tendency to examine volunteer groups in relation to the primacy of established response
agencies (for instance to enable more well-organised volunteer behaviour), rather than
as important entities in and of themselves that can generate and carry forward localised
knowledge across disaster responses (i.e. organisational learning). This knowledge acquisi-
tion is an iterative, dynamic, and continual process; existing knowledge sets the context of
how actors involved in crisis volunteer groups think and act in response to a future disas-
ter, which then generate more localised knowledge within the groups themselves (Crossan
et al. 1999). Crisis volunteer groups are not homogenous, and so there is also an empiri-
cal need to explore the diverse, often flexible approaches they adopt in disaster response
(Strandh 2019; Yumagulova et al. 2019).

In examining these approaches, McLennan et al. (2016) note the importance of explor-
ing the perspectives of actors involved in crisis volunteer groups, to advance the theoreti-
cal understanding of the conditions and considerations for effective operation and organi-
sational learning over time of these groups. While the learning after a disaster response
occurs within actors, these lessons can integrate and institutionalise at a group-level, allow-
ing for key localised knowledge to transcend time (Friedman 2001). These perspectives
are likely distinct based on the type of group and the context into which they are volun-
teering. For example, youth volunteer groups have been noted to have particular knowl-
edge, creativity, energy, enthusiasm and social networks to assist disaster response (Peek
2008; Fothergill 2017). Crisis volunteerism also manifests in response to a range of dis-
asters beyond those involving the natural world, which can encourage different forms of
internal organisation (Strandh 2019; Simsa et al. 2019). Particularly with the increasing
prevalence of disaster and growing expectations of volunteer involvement (McLennan et al.
2016), there is an empirical and practical need to examine how localised groups involved
in post-disaster volunteerism might conceive of the conditions required for their effective
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operation, including how those understandings might be developed across successive dis-
aster responses.

3 The study: the Student Volunteer Army

On 4 September 2010, a magnitude 7.1 earthquake occurred 40 km outside Christchurch
city in Aotearoa New Zealand. This earthquake caused significant damage to land, build-
ings and infrastructure, especially in townships to the north of the city and in Christchurch’s
eastern suburbs, but no loss of life. This earthquake proved to be the first in a protracted
earthquake sequence comprising several major aftershocks, including the devastating 22
February 2011 event which resulted in 185 deaths, thousands of injuries and extensive
damage both to residential property and the central city (Potter et al. 2015; McManus et al.
2015; Vallance 2015). Other major aftershocks occurred in June and December 2011.

The SVA first mobilised as an informal volunteer group in response to the 2010-2011
Canterbury earthquakes, and have re-mobilised over the years to aid in these subsequent
disasters in the Canterbury region. This has included widespread flooding in Christch-
urch in 2014, a magnitude 7.8 earthquake in the seaside town of Kaikoura (200 km to
the north of Christchurch) in November 2016, and wildfires in Christchurch’s Port Hills
in early 2017. Further, on 15 March 2019, a gunman entered two Christchurch mosques,
killing 51 people and injuring many more, and livestreaming the violence on social media.
Then, just over a year later, Aotearoa New Zealand went into Alert Level 4 lockdown on
26 March 2020 in a proactive bid to try and stem the transmission of Covid-19. In addition
to mobilising volunteers in response to local disasters, the SVA has sent representatives to
help coordinate responses to disasters, both in other parts of Aotearoa New Zealand and
overseas, including the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, Hurricane Sandy in
New York in October 2012, and the April 2015 Nepal earthquake.

In this paper, we examine how the SVA responded to these multiple disasters, and
how these successive responses have contributed to perceptions of the group’s capabili-
ties, limitations and conditions for effective operation. We draw on 54 in-depth interviews
as part of a wider study examining the long-term legacies of the SVA, conducted nearly
a decade after the earthquakes, between February and June 2020. In order to develop a
longitudinal perspective of the movement over its ten years and the different disaster
responses (Blee and Taylor 2002; Robinson 2014), we interviewed people engaged with
the SVA at different times and in different capacities including those within and external to
the movement and with “core” or more peripheral involvement (Table 1). An initial pool
of respondents was suggested by SVA founder Sam Johnson, following which a snowball
sampling approach was adopted, with participants contacted via phone, email and LinkedIn

Table 1 Summary of interview respondents

Respondents Number

Volunteers involved in 2010-2011 mobilisation, including those in the 19 respondents (4 female; 15 male)
core team as well as those more peripherally engaged as labourers

Officials, professionals or community members that interacted with or 19 respondents (7 female; 12 male)
supported the group

Students involved with the SVA in the decade since its establishment 16 respondents (9 female; 7 male)
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following e-introductions. Of the potential participants we approached, three declined to
participate. All research procedures had ethics approval.

The interviews were typically between one and two hours long, and conducted either
face-to-face or via Zoom (as New Zealand headed into Covid-19 lockdown). Participants
were asked a range of open-ended questions about their memories of their involvement or
interactions with the SVA disaster mobilisations, the challenges they had encountered and
how they negotiated them, and their reflections on the groups’ strengths, limitations and
potential. Full transcripts of the interviews were uploaded into NVivo and the results coded
for descriptive, topic, and broad analytic insights. Subsequent rounds of coding provided
more detailed and nuanced analysis of elements which contributed to the SVA’s ability to
remobilise in response to a range of disasters, and the cross-cutting lessons that the actors
involved considered significant. These codes were subsequently reviewed, synthesised and
refined by the authors to develop interpretive convergence. In presenting the interview data,
numbers have been randomly assigned to respondents to ensure their anonymity; however,
we have provided background information to contextualise their response where possible.

4 A decade of disaster mobilisations

In this section, we outline how the SVA has responded to various disasters over the past
decade, spanning the Canterbury earthquake sequence, the responses to fires and floods,
the mosque terrorist shootings, and the Covid-19 pandemic. Each of these mobilisations
was quite different, influenced by the type, severity, context and location of the disaster,
but also by the different personalities of the SVA leaders at the time and the ways in which
these leaders viewed disaster response. In examining how the group negotiated these disas-
ter situations, our focus is on the approaches, tools and ideas that people close to the group
considered significant in enabling the SVA’s effective operation, including those which
were incorporated from the group’s earlier operations.

4.1 Canterbury earthquakes (2010-2011)

The genesis of the SVA was a Facebook page, set up by local university student Sam John-
son calling for volunteers to help clean up in the wake of the first Canterbury earthquake
on 4 September 2010. More than one hundred students and a media crew turned up on the
first day of volunteering, prompting concerns from New Zealand’s emergency management
body, Civil Defence. The initial reaction of the agency was to “shut it down” (Respondent
9), given the potential risks of “having a whole lot of people, untrained, unqualified, no real
structure, turning up into the worst-hit areas and trying to do good” (Respondent 28). Yet,
high-level backing from local politicians and burgeoning social and traditional media inter-
est in the SVA made this action untenable, and Civil Defence instead reached out to the
students (Nissen et al. 2021b).

In the initial days and weeks of this response, the SVA came to establish some patterns
that were reflected in many of their later mobilisations. Early on, the SVA showed itself
willing to be flexible to carry out whatever work would prove useful—in this case, shovel-
ling silt. This work was low-risk but high-impact; beyond the scope of what official agen-
cies could resource and yet vital to community wellbeing. These activities also directly
helped affected communities; after a few experiments getting volunteers to help with
requests from politicians and other officials, the group concluded, “No, we do shovelling
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of silt” (Respondent 20). The students also implemented a series of actions early on that
made it easy for anyone to volunteer. For instance, following volunteer frustration with
sign-in notebooks provided by Civil Defence, the SVA developed “in less than 24 h” its
own electronic sign-in system (Respondent 9). After being assigned military personnel to
lead student volunteers, the group further learnt that “when the students weren’t running it,
the motivation to volunteer completely evaporated” (Respondent 20).

Over the summer of 2010-11, the group formalised into a student club at the University
of Canterbury called the Student Volunteer Army—and it was under this name that the vol-
unteers mobilised when the second major earthquake occurred, on 22 February 2011. Yet
despite significant “expectation” and “hounding” from community members and media,
some student leaders emphasised their cautiousness in responding. Recognising the huge
increase in scale and severity of the event, they asked themselves, “Do we go back into
action? Can we go back into action? Should we go back into action?” (Respondent 3).
Once they determined they would respond, the group moved quickly. For several inter-
viewees, the intensification of the February 2011 response and the speed at which it hap-
pened was an overriding memory of this period. Respondent 33, for example, marvelled,
“We had a call centre set up, we had an office, we had a warehouse ... like, the scale of
how quickly it grew!”.

This rapid scale-up was possible because the September 2010 “practice run” (Respond-
ent 32) had put important relationships, communication channels, publicity, structures and
knowledge in place, as well as established both a core team of leaders and a volunteer
base (Nissen et al. 2021a). The SVA had also developed a “brand”: in becoming a univer-
sity club, the SVA had given itself a name and logo, set up a Facebook page and printed
hundreds of green t-shirts. These t-shirts became a powerful symbol of the earthquake
response, creating a distinct SVA volunteer “image” that was drawn on in subsequent dis-
aster responses: “Everybody was wearing gumboots, shorts and a green t-shirt or a high-
viz top and carrying a shovel, like an army of Minions” (Respondent 38). Interviewees also
drew attention to the importance of the media in helping reinforce the SVA brand through
coverage of its activities, which members of the SVA leveraged “to prove to the authorities
that, actually, this was something special” and “worth allowing” (Respondent 7), and to
push for donations and volunteers.

As well as consciously fostering its external image, members of the SVA worked to pro-
vide its volunteers with a positive experience. For the 15-20 members of the “core team”,
self-care took the form of facilitated daily debrief sessions. Recognising the extremely
demanding circumstances of working in a post-disaster context, these debriefs were identi-
fied as necessary to “unwind” after the day and “get it off your chest” (Respondent 36).
Interviewees also emphasised the importance of a positive experience for the SVA’s cas-
ual volunteers who carried out manual labour. As one member of the core team reflected,
“What could we put on for these students that would [...] make them want to keep com-
ing back and keep volunteering every day once the initial feel good factor had gone and it
started to become a bit of a drag shovelling silt?” (Respondent 2). Effort went into making
the SVA headquarters a welcoming space where “there was lots of food, there was always
water, there was always help if you needed it, there was music, there was couches to sit
on” such that “it created a feeling of hope” (Respondent 15). When volunteers got off the
buses in the evenings, they were met with food and live music where the “fun vibe at SVA”
provided a stark “counterbalance to the rawness of actually what was going on in the city”
(Respondent 20).

That the SVA’s volunteer base comprised largely of students lent it other distinct charac-
teristics. Students tended to be young, healthy and with few family or work commitments
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or major assets to worry about, and with university closed after the earthquakes, they found
themselves “not really doing much” (Respondent 15). Furthermore, interviewees empha-
sised that—contrary to stereotypes of student apathy—students were motivated to help out.
For instance, Respondent 13 reflected that “if you can give a person, sort of, like, an oppor-
tunity to respond or want to be a part of something, most people are willing”. The confi-
dence of most students with social media and technology was also noted to give the SVA
an edge in disaster response, which they sought to utilise through constant innovation. As
one interviewee argued, “there wasn’t a lot of red tape because people didn’t know what to
do, they almost couldn’t keep up with us. [...] I think we were almost so ahead of the game
people couldn’t really stop us” (Respondent 15).

While the SVA’s February response demonstrated the many significant advantages of
mobilising students for disaster response, the SVA’s June and December 2011 mobilisa-
tions revealed an important limitation: student availability is closely tied to university
scheduling. The 13 June 2011 aftershock occurred when “it was grim, it was winter and
we were heading into exams”, and the 23 December 2011 aftershock occurred “two days
before Christmas [when] everyone was away on holidays” (Respondent 32). The SVA
instead mobilised a much smaller number of volunteers for both these events, working
closely with a rural earthquake response group and bringing its “very clever IT logistics”
and “tremendous support” (Respondent 37) to the partnership.

4.2 Other natural disaster events (2011-2020)

Soon after the Canterbury earthquake sequence, the SVA “decided as an organisation not
to focus on disasters” (Respondent 20) and instead directed its energies towards encourag-
ing young people into volunteering. However, a series of disasters saw the group mobilise
again, including flooding, another earthquake, and fires. Apart from requiring the group
to grapple with responding to these different types of disaster, the SVA by this time also
had new leaders who brought different personalities and perspectives on disaster response.
None of these disaster responses generated anything like the amount of interest from the
public, (potential) volunteers or the media of the first response.

In response to the 2014 flooding, the SVA tried to help where it could, partnering with a
local school and putting out a call for volunteers that consciously drew on the public mem-
ory of the SVA’s earthquake response in stating, “We’re back at it” (Respondent 12). Most
of this response echoed the type of work reflected in the earlier responses with volunteers
engaging in low-skilled tasks, such as shovelling mud and rubbish. However, interviewees
reflected there were moments when some volunteers may have taken on work beyond their
expertise and experience. For instance, one interviewee recounted students “trying to pull
this, like, tree that had come down [...] and it was braced against a house and they were
having to try to winch it up”. The concern was that volunteers “felt like they needed to do
it because they were expected to do it”, rather than because they “should” (Respondent 3).

The Kaikoura earthquake necessitated a different approach to the SVA’s standard
approach because the SVA volunteers were physically separated from the damage as major
landslides had blocked road access. Although the SVA considered various possibilities of
getting to the site, “spending a lot of time on the phone to different four-wheel-drive clubs”
to try and find viable options, the group decided that sending volunteers to an isolated
rural disaster zone was not “really feasible or safe or practical” and instead concentrated
on “what we could do reasonably” (Respondent 54). Thus, the SVA became a central point
for funnelling donations to the response effort, and organised a team of volunteers to clean

@ Springer



Natural Hazards

the university halls of residence (empty for the holidays) in preparation for accommodat-
ing tourists who had been stranded in Kaikoura. Reflecting back on this period, one inter-
viewee described it as a “very messy couple of days [...] It was very, sort of, confused
what we were actually going to be doing” (Respondent 27). Contributing to this uncer-
tainty was the fact that the earthquake occurred out of semester time, making it difficult for
the SVA to recruit student volunteers.

The SVA again took a different approach in its response to the Port Hills fires. In previ-
ous disasters the SVA had mobilised during or immediately after the event, and while the
fires were burning people contacted the group asking how it was going to respond. How-
ever, the student leaders at the time determined an immediate response was not possible.
As with the Kaikoura earthquake, the Port Hills fires occurred during the summer holidays,
affecting the SVA’s effectiveness in mobilising students. However, more significant was
that firefighting required specialised training whereas the SVA “foot-soldiers” (Respond-
ent 10) could only carry out low-skilled, low-risk work. One respondent summarised
the group’s response to expectations the group mobilise as “we can’t really do anything
because it’s a fire” (Respondent 27). Instead, the SVA decided to organise planting days to
revegetate the damaged area several weeks after the disaster.

4.3 Christchurch mosque terrorist attacks (2019)

The terrorist attacks on two mosques in Christchurch constituted another crisis for the
SVA, albeit completely different in nature to what the group had previously faced. While
it was common for interviewees to acknowledge that the SVA’s disaster response events
tended to be “pretty chaotic at the start”, this sentiment appeared to be especially true of
the group’s response to the 15 March shootings. Whereas the group has previously mobi-
lised in response to natural disasters “where you could look around and see all this dam-
age”, in the event of a terrorist attack “it was hard for the SVA initially to know what to do”
(Respondent 51). As Respondent 22 explained:

This is a whole different kettle of fish; this isn’t an earthquake where we can get
shovels and wheelbarrows, or a flooding, or something like that. This is (a) a crime
scene in action—we’re not going to roll in there and do anything—but also (b)
deeply personal.

Because of the sensitivity of the situation, and because the attack had targeted a minor-
ity population, SVA student leaders at the time were highly cautious of their actions. Push-
ing back on expectations that they mobilise, some members were “firmly in the view of
maybe this isn’t the place for SVA to get involved”. Yet for most of the team, “when those
things happen, your immediate thought is ‘What can we do?’” As such, the group did
respond, although it was described as “a very different type of response” to its other mobi-
lisations (Respondent 22).

In addition to consciously reflecting on whether to get involved, the leaders of the SVA
emphasised the importance of listening before acting, recalling how they chose to “sit back
and listen to other areas in the student community” (Respondent 27). They spoke of mindful
collaboration, particularly with the Muslim Students’ Association at the University of Can-
terbury, as well as with the university itself and other student clubs. This collaboration was
enabled in part because of diversity within its own leadership, which helped create a mind-set
of openness as well as facilitating connectivity into a range of communities. For seven of the
eight interviewees who discussed the SVA’s response to the 15 March attacks, taking advice
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from people intimately connected to the affected communities was vital because it ensured the
SVA responded in a way that both filled a need and was sensitive and culturally appropriate.

In the days and weeks following the attacks, members of the SVA provided support to Mus-
lim students in recognition that “international students might be a little bit forgotten because
everyone [other Muslims in Christchurch] has that community, everyone has their families”
(Respondent 16). Some of this assistance was symbolic, which interviewees acknowledged
did not “do much apart from provide support and provide that sort of nice feeling” (Respond-
ent 22). For example, on the first day back at university after the attacks, the SVA stationed
“happy greeters” around the university neighbourhood “to check everybody was OK”
(Respondent 51). The SVA also played a large role in helping organise the university’s vigil
for the victims, including coordinating volunteers and contacting florists for off-clippings to
fill wheelbarrows of flowers.

In addition to these more symbolic activities, the SVA instigated some highly practical ser-
vices after listening to people connected into the affected communities. Most notably, mem-
bers of the SVA Club Executive co-ordinated a driving service for students who did not want
to walk or take public transport, carrying out an estimated 120 trips in the weeks following
the attacks (Respondent 27). While some of these trips were helping people with day-to-day
activities such as attending classes, appointments or carrying out chores, the situation also
meant the volunteers drove students to activities connected to the attacks, including vigils,
hospital visits and funerals. SVA members also delivered food to Muslim students who were
too nervous to leave their accommodation. The experience of driving Muslim students around
was described by interviewees as “pretty humbling in a lot of ways and I think we were quite
fortunate to be able to find a way to help” (Respondent 27). Likewise, another SVA member
who carried out this chauffeur work for a week full-time described it as “probably something
that’s quite hard to comprehend unless you actually experience being there with the students,
being ... driving these students to and from the funerals”. Many of these interviewees spoke
of being acutely conscious of the high level of trust being placed in them by Muslim students
to take care of them at such a significant time. The importance of trust was underscored by
one Muslim interviewee, who noted that the SVA’s driving service was successful precisely
because the community knows SVA volunteers “have the skills [and] they’re going to be com-
passionate”. SVA volunteers involved in the response, particularly those driving people to
funerals or to the hospital, were supported by their peers through informal “checking up” and
support through pre-packed lunches to relieve some of the pressures (Respondent 21).

The SVA’s response to 15 March has continued over the two years since the attacks. For
instance, to mark the first anniversary of the shootings, members of the SVA helped coordi-
nate and hang 1 km of bunting containing messages of support. In addition to these events,
the group has provided continuing practical assistance to some of the families most affected
by the event— “people who had lost someone or had someone injured” (Respondent 51)—in
the form of physical labour and gardening. As well as “aligning well with what the SVA [is]
good at, which [is] getting people out doing physical work in one-off ways” (Respondent 22),
the chance to help these families was described as being “special” for the volunteers involved
(Respondent 27).

4.4 Covid-19 lockdown (2020)

The SVA initiated a number of services in response to the New Zealand lockdown in
response to Covid-19 pandemic. Initially, in Christchurch, the SVA assisted professional
cleaners to conduct a clinical clean of an unopened hospital ward to prepare for a possible
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influx of cases, and helped a meal delivery service as the organisation was dealing with
the dual challenge of increased demand and fewer regular volunteers. However, the SVA
soon began undertaking activities on a national scale, as benefitting a national crisis. These
activities included recruiting volunteers to look after the children of essential workers
while schools were closed, and establishing an online contactless grocery and pharmaceu-
tical delivery service for elderly and vulnerable members of society which was “really very
smart, very easy to use” (Respondent 26). The SVA was also on stand-by to provide call
centre support for some official agencies, such as the police. The grocery service in par-
ticular proved successful, such that the SVA carried out 1,500 deliveries over the course of
the lockdown (SVA 2020).

Similar to other responses, interviewees external to the response team tended to view
the process as seamless, with one expressing admiration that when “another unprecedented
event happens, [the SVA] can find some way to mobilise”. Yet there was recognition
among SVA members involved in the response that, as with “all our events” there was “a
period of scrambling, of throwing a whole bunch of stuff at the wall and seeing what will
stick” (Respondent 51). Interviewees additionally stressed the SVA’s ability to recognise
and rapidly respond to a community need: “We went from having one small meeting in
our office to having a grocery store on our website within just over a week-and-a-half. We
signed up 1000 volunteers in a couple of days. [...] The speed, I think, is the thing that’s
just, like, crazy the most” (Respondent 21).

Resonating with previous disaster mobilisations, interviewees reflected on the important
social component with the disaster response—even if undertaken from a physical distance.
One respondent described encountering how serious some people’s situations had become:
“I had some pretty intense phone calls with people who had been locked down for three
weeks and had no family and hadn’t eaten for three days [...] I had to teach them how to
use their cards and just, the internet”. Another interviewee, describing what they had heard
from “people manning the phones”, likewise spoke of the psychosocial first aid component
of the SVA’s service: “Just being able to talk to some of the people, like the elderly people
who are worried and scared and feeling alone, even just like that outreach is a really cool
part of it, a really helpful part of it” (Respondent 18).

5 Discussion: cross-cutting lessons

With growing interest involving volunteers in disaster response, this paper has examined
how the SVA as a student-led group has responded to different disasters over the course
of a decade—earthquakes, floods, fires, terrorist attacks and a pandemic. In comparing the
practices adopted in response to these different crises, we now turn to consider some of
the cross-cutting lessons that those involved considered significant in enabling the group’s
successful operation, and which have been consciously built on and integrated into later
responses by the group as organisational learning. While recognising their interconnec-
tions, we present the cross-cutting lessons organised by a modified Kipling SW1H Method
(Carmagnola 2008)—the 4W1H Framework (“why”, “who”, “when”, “what” and “how”),
with “where” staying consistent across lessons within the Canterbury region (Table 2).
Kipling 5SW1H Method originated in journalism as a structured questioning strategy to
comprehensively capture need-to-know information, and has been used since by research-
ers across disciplines to thoroughly analyse a topic and highlight interconnectivity between
key questioning points (e.g. Almeida et al. 2020). In distilling these lessons for a youth-led
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crisis volunteer group that has mobilised across a spectrum of disasters over time, our dis-
cussion contributes to understandings of the conditions and considerations that enable such
groups to repeatedly “meet a need” in disaster response.

5.1 Why

Crisis volunteerism, particularly in its more informal forms, has long been recognised as
filling a disaster response “gap” (Twigg and Mosel 2017), and this issue has certainly been
reflected in the case of the SVA. The ability to meet a response gap across different disas-
ters was summarised by Respondent 26:

Post-earthquake, they did a lot of liquefaction shovelling and something that was
very relevant for the time. But equally, when we look at 15 March, the response from
the student club was again fit for purpose, agile, focussed on people’s needs. And
then the Covid response, I think exactly the same—focussed on what people’s needs
are and trying to devise something that is fit for purpose and that actually meets the
circumstances.

Improvisation has long been an identified feature of crisis volunteerism (Kendra and
Wachtendorf 2003), but what was especially striking in the case of the SVA across multiple
mobilisations was the degree of experimentation involved in the process of identifying a
need and then filling a response gap in the chaotic aftermath of disaster. In some cases,
this process was developed through listening and sharing knowledge with individuals and
groups with experience or expertise (Sect. 5.3). However, interviewees across the differ-
ent SVA responses tended to be upfront that early efforts to find and fill a response gap—
contrary to some external assumptions—could be “chaotic”, involving a period of “scram-
bling” and trial and error to see ‘“what would stick™.

For members of the SVA, it was also notable that the “why” of crisis volunteerism was
not solely a matter of assisting affected communities (e.g. through moving silt, or deliver-
ing groceries), but also of enabling people to engage in the act of volunteering in the face
of an overwhelmingly disempowering event. Resonating with studies that emphasise the
significance of post-disaster agency (Helsloot and Ruitenberg 2004; Steffen and Fothergill

Table 2 Cross-cutting lessons of the SVA mobilisations across disasters

Why Meet an unmet need / fill a disaster response gap
Volunteering after a disaster can be empowering

Who Students care about their communities and can bring a lot to disaster response
Students want to be led by students

When Take time to determine whether to respond to an event; know your limits
Take time to collaborate or work with groups to identify possibilities for action
Act as quickly as possible

What Carry out work with tangible or visible impact
Psychosocial first aid is an inherent component of disaster response work

How Operate under a brand and leverage (social) media
Create a “culture” which supports casual and enjoyable volunteering
Maximise innovation and adaptability, and improve efficiency wherever possible

Ask for forgiveness not permission, although this brings risks
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2009), many members of the SVA argued that in the wake of disaster “people want to help;
find a way for people to help and they will just throw everything at it” (Respondent 6).
Likewise, Respondent 8 suggested, “The best thing you could do for someone is give them
an opportunity to help someone else—and I felt that was really the role we played”. Reso-
nating with Steffen and Fothergill (2009), members of the SVA similarly noted how the
sense of purpose they derived from their participation helped them personally deal with the
effects of the disaster.

5.2 Who

While anyone is enabled to participate in the SVA mobilisations, the greatest number of
the group’s volunteers have been university students. Young people have often tended to
be overlooked in disaster response (Peek 2008; Fothergill 2017), as have students, perhaps
reinforced by dominant notions of student apathy (Nissen 2019). However, in describing
their experiences with the SVA, interviewees tended to reject assumptions of apathy and
emphasised the importance of enabling students (and young people more broadly) to get
involved in disaster response. In part, students were noted to form a generally “mobile,
youthful, healthy workforce” (Respondent 36), which could “come in really handy”
when “a large mobilisation is needed” (Respondent 18). However, more than simply a
“resource”, there was a belief that young people care about and want to help their commu-
nities, and that when “put in the deep end”, young people “can really pull together and do
stuff” (Respondent 15).

Nevertheless, interviewees also identified two considerations about working with stu-
dent volunteers in disaster response. First, the potential for students to mobilise was noted
to be highly dependent on the event being during semester time, reflecting wider literature
that points to the significance of social networks in enabling student mobilisations (Cross-
ley 2008; Nissen 2019). Second, interviewees emphasised the importance that students
were led by students, and not disaster managers, a lesson learnt early in the SVA’s Sep-
tember 2010 earthquake response. This element of maintaining distance from established
response agencies, whilst also fostering cooperative working relationships to enable access
to the disaster area or information briefings, is a tension that reoccurred through the SVA’s
other disaster responses, and which resonates with research by McLennan et al. (2021).

5.3 When

Timing—and, perhaps more crucially, taking time—has been a vital part of the SVA’s dis-
aster mobilisations. Most fundamentally, the SVA mobilisations highlight the importance
of volunteer groups taking time to determine whether or not to respond to an event. This
cautiousness is particularly significant given wider expectations of volunteer participation
in disaster response, as well as the likely increasing prevalence of disaster events (McLen-
nan et al. 2016). Although disasters can bring a sense of urgency, many SVA leaders have
shown willingness to push back on external expectations that the SVA will mobilise, in
order to ensure the group has adequately considered the particular circumstances of the dis-
aster and the group’s own internal capabilities. This consideration was especially applica-
ble when a disaster was “new” to the group in terms of scale (e.g. the February 2011 earth-
quake relative to the September 2010 response) or a different type of disaster (e.g. a fire or
terrorist attack). As one interviewee reflected “just because they’ve got a container full of
tools doesn’t mean they know how to fix any situation that comes along” (Respondent 3).
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Reflecting back on the four-month period which encompassed both the Kaikoura and Port
Hills disasters, one interviewee believed that “one of the big learnings was handling ‘No’”
and recognising that “we need to step back from this in some way” (Respondent 27).

Taking time has also provided an opportunity for members of the SVA to listen to and
collaborate with individuals or groups with knowledge into or experience of the particular
circumstances of disaster. In many respects, this approach to gaining insight is contrary
to some accounts of informal crisis volunteerism, which tend to consider these groups as
possessors of situational knowledge (see Whittaker et al. 2015). In the case of the SVA,
however, this knowledge has tended to be through connections with others—emergency
management, other student groups, key community members or organisations, and the uni-
versity, among others—and a willingness to listen to their needs and respond appropriately.
Especially in the case of the response to the mosque shootings, the leadership of SVA Club
Executive was significant in pushing back on expectations that the group would respond
quickly, and instead taking time to consciously listen to multiple perspectives within and
external to the group before deciding to respond.

After taking time, members of the SVA tended to emphasise the importance of speed.
Particularly in relation to the February 2011 earthquake response and the Covid-19 gro-
cery service, interviewees noted the impressiveness of “how quickly things were scaled
up” (Respondent 28). Acting as quickly as possible was identified as vital for several rea-
sons, not least to bring timely assistance to affected communities and provided them with
a sense of comfort and agency during a time of uncertainty. However, there was an addi-
tional pressure for the group to act quickly to demonstrate the SVA’s continued relevance
in the aftermath of disaster and help foster trust in the group. Speed was also identified
as vital for the innovativeness often associated with informal volunteer groups (Kendra
and Wachtendorf 2003), allowing the SVA to “cut through red tape” (Respondent 10) and
respond without standard business-as-usual constraints and bureaucratic structures (see
Sect. 5.4). This emphasis on speed in order to demonstrate the group’s usefulness and reli-
ability in the post-disaster environment are in part reflective of the struggle that informal
groups can have to be recognised as legitimate actors in the post-disaster environment,
with dominant hierarchical approaches to emergency management tending to exclude or
marginalise volunteers (McLennan et al. 2021). For volunteer groups within this context, a
potential source of tension if seeking to repeatedly respond to disaster is the juxtaposition
of the need to act with speed, on the one hand, and the importance of taking time to listen
to affected groups, reflect on internal capabilities, and having adequate security to decide
not to act, on the other.

5.4 What

While a key strength of the SVA is its ability to mobilise large numbers of “young bodies
with a bit of energy” (Respondent 34), it was recognised that those volunteers can only
provide low-skilled, low-risk labour that involves no specialised training or knowledge,
reflecting approaches taken by other spontaneous volunteering groups (Whittaker et al.
2015; Twigg and Mosel 2017). Additionally, there was a belief among many of the SVA
leaders in the value of disaster response work that has an obvious and tangible impact.
For instance, reflecting on the piles of liquefaction shifted during the Canterbury earth-
quake response, Respondent 12 summarised: “that’s what we learnt: that when you do
volunteering projects, the best ones are the ones where you can step back and see your
impact” (Respondent 12). Being able to “see your impact” was described as being helpful
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in encouraging volunteers to keep participating in physically and mentally exhausting
response work.

However, while the volunteers carried out work of a practical nature (e.g. clearing lig-
uefaction after the earthquakes, driving people to funerals after the shootings), these tasks
have all involved one-on-one communication with affected people during or soon after a
disaster. As such, SVA volunteers have often inadvertently acted as front-line respond-
ers providing essential psychosocial first aid. Resonating with experiences of other crisis
volunteers in different disaster contexts (Simsa et al. 2019; Yumagulova et al. 2019), this
work raises questions of the wider types of support that need to be in place for volunteers
post-disaster, but also of the internal structures and processes that can develop within crisis
volunteer groups to support wellbeing. It is notable, for instance, that volunteers within the
SVA across multiple disasters consciously took on the role of supporting their peers; as
Respondent 8 recognised when reflecting on the earthquake mobilisations, “for those of us
at the core of it, like, at the centre—we had each other”.

5.5 How

Many of the SVA’s responses have actively harnessed their brand and leveraged (social)
media to attract volunteers. This approach brought benefits to the SVA (e.g. through vis-
ibility and publicity, likely leading to an increased number of volunteers, donations and
resources), but also for affected communities (e.g. seeing recognisable symbols of response
groups can provide a sense of safety and hope). The SVA’s conscious promotion of its
brand stemmed from its September 2010 experiences which demonstrated how media and
publicity could be advantageous, for example in soliciting donations and building up cred-
ibility. By the time of the group’s Covid-19 mobilisation in 2020, the SVA was described
as being a “trusted brand” (Respondent 50), which was identified as critical to its ability
to successfully undertake a new form of disaster response at a national scale. However, it
is also notable that in some cases—notably the mosque shootings—the group has actively
avoided media attention and the elevation of the brand, in favour of more small-scale
interactions.

Recruitment is just part of volunteering; the SVA also recognised that retaining volun-
teers depended on creating a “culture” which supported casual (easy and commitment-free)
and enjoyable volunteering. In many respects reflecting wider trends towards shorter-term,
episodic volunteering (McLennan et al. 2016), the SVA has worked across successive dis-
asters to minimise time-consuming processes to make it straightforward for volunteers to
engage, creating systems which clearly lay out volunteer tasks (“‘Come, be told what to do,
be taken there to do it, come back’, rather than having too many variables” (Respondent
15)) and which have allowed volunteers to “dip in and out as [they] require” (Respond-
ent 40). One interviewee described the SVA as “a way of spinning people up quickly to
do stuft” and it has used “exactly the same principle” and a “very similar set up” across
the different mobilisations to enable the large and rapid mobilisation of its volunteers
(Respondent 34). Wherever possible, efforts have also been made to make the volunteering
experience enjoyable to encourage ongoing participation.

The SVA’s ability to attract volunteers to its disaster responses lies in part in its capac-
ity to continually adapt and innovate, including its willingness to use (and develop if nec-
essary) systems and processes that align with volunteers’ interests and expectations, and
improve efficiency wherever possible. Related to the SVA’s innovation is a further les-
son: in the post-disaster context, it can be “easier to ask for forgiveness than permission”
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(Respondent 8). While Respondent 8 interpreted this belief as “you can’t underestimate the
effectiveness of ignoring people in authority”, other interviewees noted that the SVA’s abil-
ity to “cut through red tape” provided an important distinguishing feature of the volunteer
group relative to other disaster response organisations and agencies, and vital to their con-
tinued relevance in disaster response:

Whether it’s a shovel or a shopping cart, it doesn’t really matter; it’s finding a way
to cut through that bureaucracy when things happen. I think that’s their [the SVA’s]
point of difference from other government agencies and possibly other NGOs
(Respondent 10).

Yet although this do-now-ask-later attitude could be enabling, it also contains inher-
ent risk. Across different disaster responses, interviewees expressed concerns about health
and safety, for instance noting, “we just did a lot of things and didn’t necessarily ask for
permission and we didn’t necessarily think through everything as far as we should have”
(Respondent 6). The question of where risk and responsibility lies in the post-disaster envi-
ronment remains a source of tension as the group repeatedly responds to disasters, par-
ticularly since a degree of autonomy in operation is needed (Sect. 5.2, also Nissen et al.
2021b).

6 Conclusion

This paper compared the practices adopted by the SVA in response to the many disasters
across the decade since its inception, highlighting the capabilities and limitations of the
group and conditions for effective operation as perceived by actors involved. Utilising a
modified Kipling 5SW1H Method (Carmagnola, 2008), we identified cross-cutting lessons
of “why”, “who”, “when”, “what” and “how” (4W1H Framework), and showed the ways
that they have been shaped both by the variety of disasters to which the SVA has responded
and by the passing of time, which has enabled the SVA to consciously draw on its experi-
ences for each new mobilisation. In this way, the SVA has been able to “reshap[e] itself and
respond to the specific needs and issues of the community in a new way” (Respondent 26)
for each successive disaster response. The SVA, as an entity, was capable of organisational
learning, as lessons learned by individual actors are woven into the fabric of the group and
enabled actors across time and disaster responses to utilise institutional knowledge. To our
knowledge, this is the first study to demonstrate organisational learning in a crisis volunteer
group over a decade of mobilisations, and this was possible due to the longitudinal nature
of the SVA members and supporters’ recollections. From our analysis of its cross-cutting
lessons, the SVA was able to maintain its flexibility and innovation in their approaches to
successive disaster responses evident by the way institutional knowledge is generated and
maintained by the group’s members, which implies that sustained volunteer groups can
exhibit dualities that may enable them to adapt.

In distilling these lessons, this paper has also contributed to theoretical understandings
of the conditions and considerations that has enabled a youth-led crisis volunteer group to
effectively and repeatedly “meet a need” for a “spectrum” of disasters over a timeframe.
As the case of the SVA indicates, various elements come into play when volunteer groups
mobilise in response to disaster: the contextual particularities of the disaster; the wider
social and political context; the personalities, preferences and capabilities of group leaders;
the group’s internal competencies; and external pressures and expectations. Yet despite this
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vast array of influencing factors, the SVA also demonstrates that important cross-cutting
lessons can be drawn from across different disaster response mobilisations, and that these
lessons can have significant impact in terms of how future mobilisations are carried out. It
also has pointed to some persistent considerations that can exist across responses: of the
creativity involved in finding a response gap that might “stick”; the timing of the disaster
for the student population; the tension between taking time to reflect (and potentially not
act) and the need respond quickly to demonstrate usefulness and reliability; questions of
how volunteers might be supported through and after disaster responses; the importance of
publicity in gaining legitimacy but also its appropriateness across different disasters; and
questions of risk and responsibility. This analysis opens scope to further explore the extent
to which these lessons and the process of organisational learning might extend to other
crisis volunteer groups, informal or formal, and especially those that are youth- or student-
led, providing a means of developing more robust understanding of and practices support-
ing the capabilities of crisis volunteer groups and their conditions for effective operation in
disaster response.
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