
Planning for a disaster is not something anyone likes to think about, but the past events in Fort 
McMurray remind us that, without a plan, things can get chaotic quickly. This document has 
been prepared in response to requests from clients for Sun Life to share some guidance with 
organizations who may be experiencing a disaster or time of crisis for the first time and who may 
not have a plan in place.  This document is intended to set out some high level principles for 
consideration only; as every situation is unique, organizations are encouraged to seek their own 
specific advice on what might work best for them.1

This guidance document was prepared by Carmen Bellows, R.Psych, Senior Consultant with 
Sun Life who works with our disability management team to effectively manage Mental Health 
Claims. Ms. Bellows is an active clinician and had experience as a Critical Incident Responder 
prior to joining Sun Life. She leverages her years of local and international experience in providing 
the considerations included in this document. In addition to reflecting Ms. Bellows’ personal 
experience with these matters, this document is also based on the research in “Managing in 
Disasters: Interim Guidance for HR Practitioners,2” used with permission by Dr. Bernard Walker, 
Associate Professor and Co-Leader for Building Resilient Infrastructure Organisations.

While not intended to replace a business continuity plan, this document might provide your 
organization with some supported guidance on how to proceed after a major disruption. 

The following are considerations that can be assessed by  
Human Resources (HR) professionals after the immediate crisis is stabilized

Post-Disaster Considerations:

• Recognize that those organizing the response will be exposed and at risk for caregiver fatigue 
and vicarious trauma. Debriefing and clarifying goals and expectations with regular re-evaluation 
should be integral to your response.

• Implement limitations on working hours and mandatory breaks for HR, supervisors and persons 
in leadership capacity. It is common for leaders to become engrossed in their work and as  
a result set an example that others may try to match that is not helpful.

• Once people are physically safe, the immediate need is often financial. Think about whether 
your organization is willing to: keep paying individuals, set up interest free loans to staff, provide 
emergency funds, etc.

• Consider contact with other industry leaders to ensure that your company is in alignment with 
what other companies are providing to help support employees.

Life’s brighter under the sun
Group Benefits

POST-DISASTER GUIDANCE 
FOR ORGANIZATIONS



• People can become increasingly insecure as time goes by. Provide regular communications 
(perhaps a daily post on your website or a dedicated email). This should be consistently sent, 
even if there is no new information as it is important for people to feel they know what is going 
on. It could include updates on available resources, information on the physical workspace, etc.

• People will look to the organization for leadership. Allowing for face-to-face group updates and 
virtual meetings will allow people to connect. Identify leaders who can reach out to their direct 
reports and touch base regularly while people are offsite. People can opt out but this allows 
everyone access to a high touch response.

• Provide a clear email/mail out to ALL organizational employees giving information regarding 
your Employee and Family Assistance Program and host a group session for people to attend 
with the goal of understanding the impact of displacement and normal reactions.

• Recognize that both displaced and non-displaced employees will be affected by this situation. 
One predictor of impact is previous exposure to traumatic events. As such, people we may not 
expect to be affected may be significantly affected (e.g., someone in head office or a location 
that is far removed from the directly affected area).

• Communicate to all employees that it is normal to be affected by this event. It is scary and the 
appropriate feeling is to be scared. If you are unable to sleep, if you are having difficulty enjoying 
the things you normally enjoy or are just overwhelmed, it might be helpful to follow up with  
your doctor. Self-care includes sleep – if individuals are not sleeping it can affect them 
physically and decrease functioning.

• Communicate the services available for families and children. Often adults will say they are fine 
but providing an information session on what to watch for and how to support your children is 
often a good way to give mental health information to adults. 

• Recognize that offering support is vital, even if services are not accessed. Employees may think 
that they are not ‘bad enough’ and are leaving the services for others but knowing they are 
available is key to feeling supported.

Considerations when bringing employees back to work:

• Provide time for people to socialize and reacquaint themselves (have lunches or times for cross 
sections to socialize).

• Provide group sessions face-to-face to highlight and 
identify what the organization did in response to the 
incident, and get feedback on what worked and how 
things could be more effective. Using motivational 
interview techniques can keep such conversations 
positive and focused on support rather than allowing 
them to become a complaint sessions.

• It will be natural for there to be a distance between 
those who were affected. People will naturally compare 
their losses and the effect this disaster has had on them. 
It is important to never compare traumas. If people 
have been affected, they are affected; monitoring such 
comparative conversations and limiting them can help 
to reduce fractures and negativity amongst employees. 

Motivational interviewing is a 
counseling style method with 
the goal to encourage behaviour 
change by focusing on individual 
engagement to explore and 
resolve ambivalence.

After a traumatic event, a 
collaborative approach such 
as motivational interviewing 
provides support to the 
individual while allowing them 
to lead and move toward change 
that will best benefit them and 
their individual situation. 



• Recognize that supervisors will need training or reminders on the normal responses to stressful 
situations and signs to watch for with their employees (e.g., lack of concentration, trouble 
making decisions, exhaustion) – especially those working in safety sensitive positions.

• Recognize certain workers or areas may have larger demands as they return to work; monitoring 
workloads and ensuring equitable conditions will reduce burn out risk. 

• Be prepared for the need for ongoing flexibility for employees as they return to work as many will 
need more frequent breaks or potentially time off to deal  
with banks, insurance companies, etc. 

• Recognize that your supervisors and leaders can become fatigued as the initial emergency fades 
and the ability to cope with the long-term issues of employees can naturally wane. Ongoing 
support and checking-in will be vital.

• Arrange for supports (banks, insurers etc.) to be onsite for employees. 

Bernard Walker and his research team have developed the following Human Resource  model in 
the publication “Managing in Disasters: Interim Guidance for HR Practitioners.” The 4 phase model 
ensures Human Resources groups are prepared for and able to respond effectively to disasters. 

Human Resources Management (HRM) Guidance 

Phase 1: Physical needs and communications (first 12 hours after emergency)

For this phase of a disaster, the key human resources issues centre on ensuring that the 
organization has:

• Pre-written and rehearsed evacuation plans

• Staff emergency contact lists that are up-to-date and readily accessible, both on-site and  
off-site, while maintaining confidentiality

• Pre-arranged systems to account for staff in the immediate post-disaster phase, contacting  
and checking on staff safety, as well as having pre-disaster systems for recording staff and  
visitor movements

Mental health training for managers is something to consider for daily workplace operation, as 
well as in preparation for a disaster. This type of training is a simple and can be an effective first 
step to addressing mental health in the workplace, and to ensuring that managers can:

1.  Recognize potential signs of employee mental health problems.

2. Address mental health issues within a workplace context.

3. Provide employees with support and referral to workplace resources. 

4 PHASES FOR EMPLOYERS’  
HR RESPONSE



• Stocks of food, water and essential supplies

• Systems, including arrangements with engineers and other specialists, for ensuring the safety  
of workplaces before staff re-enter

• Accurate communications to staff on practical matters such as the safety of buildings.

Phase 2: Managing Expectations and Maintaining Equity:

The key human resource tasks to address in this regard are:

• Develop systems to thoroughly check on and record the status of individual workers after the 
disaster, covering their own safety and well-being, other family members, and their homes

• Use methods to identify and classify employees’ situations to avoid potential under-reporting  
in the initial stages

• Continue to monitor changes in employees’ needs and perceptions; stay directly in touchwith 
employees to gain their first-hand perceptions concerning the support-types that are of most 
value to them

• From the outset, attempt to look at both the short-term and potential long-term needs; create 
transparent and equitable systems that can both assist the most needy, as well supporting larger 
numbers of employees in the longer-term

• Provide indications of how long assistance can be expected to continue (while reserving the 
managerial right to extend this, if appropriate)

• Be ready to manage the tension that can exist between assisting severely-affected employees 
and others who may have lesser degrees of direct disaster-related harm

• Avoid assuming that workers who have coped well initially will continue to do so, and ensure 
that support is seen to be based on needs. When employees are generally aware that support  
is needs based, they are less likely to perceive company actions as being unfair

• Provide education, including information about the benefits of restorative relaxation and 
time-out for all staff, prior to exhaustion levels becoming critical. Encourage managers and 
supervisors to set examples around self-care.

Phase 3: Recovery- Monitoring Changing Needs.

In this phase, management’s role involves attending to evolving employee needs, and key actions include:

• Creating opportunities to enable workers to spend time together to reacquaint themselves with 
team members, debrief, and offer mutual social support

• Providing timely and appropriate communications on practical matters, as well as avenues for 
staff to ask questions about matters that concern them

• Establishing systems to continue monitoring individual employees’ changing needs as the 
recovery progresses

• Where possible, gathering the information directly from the employees themselves

• Using this information to determine the types of assistance that is most needed, gathering 
feedback on its effectiveness, and being prepared to continue revising this



• Constantly monitoring workloads, acknowledging the extra pressure and, where possible,  
acting to redistribute uneven workloads

• Developing holistic plans regarding workloads, taking into account both work and  
outside-of-work aspects

• Considering provisions that will facilitate employees’ access to support agencies

• Encouraging employee participation in decision making and planning.

Phase 4: Leadership Behaviour of Supervisors

The following key guidelines can assist in promoting appropriate leadership behaviours:

• Educate senior management and supervisors regarding the changing nature of workers’ post-disaster 
needs, and the necessity of keeping employee well-being as a central focus throughout all 
phases of disaster recovery

• Ensure that senior management know how to provide clear leadership during a disaster, articulating 
a set of values that strongly emphasise acknowledging and supporting employees, as well as 
modelling appropriate ways of acting; this could include having direct contact with frontline 
workers, so that employees can see these behaviours and supervisors can follow their example

• As part of pre-disaster preparation, assess the competencies and behaviours of supervisors with 
regard to their leadership and emotional intelligence; coach and train them in this regard and 
consider making it a central part of their performance criteria –then when a disaster does occur 
those abilities will be a vital part of the organisation’s recovery

• Monitor the performance of supervisors during a disaster, gathering independent evaluations 
of what is happening across the various sections within the organisation; this should include 
gathering some information directly from the employees themselves

• Ensure that managers and supervisors are able to have suitable rest and support for their own needs 
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1 The views expressed in this document are those of the writer only, and are not intended to be relied upon by any third party.  They are provided as guidance and 
are not a substitute for independent advice suited to your own unique situation.

2 Walker, B., Nilakant, V., van Heugten, K., & Rochford, K. (2013). Managing in Disasters: Interim Guidance for HR Practitioners.  Resilient Organisations Research 
Programme. Retrieved from http://www.resorgs.org.nz/images/stories/pdfs/Organisationsfacingcrisis/managing_staff_in_disasters-interim_guidance.pdf.


