
The MIssIon oF Do 1 ThIng Is To Move InDIvIDuals, FaMIlIes, busInesses  

anD coMMunITIes To prepare For all hazarDs anD becoMe DIsasTer resIlIenT

Small StepS toward preparing your buSineSS for emergencieS

/business

chooSe one or all of the following thingS to do thiS month to prepare your 
buSineSS for a potential emergency:

make a checklist of considerations for getting back into 
business if your facility is damaged.

make a plan for post-disaster staff support.

make a checklist of considerations to help you make 
decisions about the future if your business is affected 
by disaster.

Make human resources your first priority after a disaster. Taking care of your existing 
staff can save money and get your business back to normal faster. If you have lost 
skilled workers, hire or temporarily contract for them. 

recovery
Step 12: Major disasters change communities forever. 

Shopping patterns, income levels, and 
demographics may be permanently affected. Skilled 
employees may leave the community and no longer 
be available. Business owners must be prepared 
to make difficult decisions about location, staff, 
operations, and whether to reopen at all. Laying 
the groundwork ahead of time can make it easier to 
make sound decisions after a disaster.

the goal: create a plan that 
will help you make sound 
decisions about the future of 
your business after a disaster. 

45



The MIssIon oF Do 1 ThIng Is To Move InDIvIDuals, FaMIlIes, busInesses  

anD coMMunITIes To prepare For all hazarDs anD becoMe DIsasTer resIlIenT

make a checklist of considerations for getting back into 
business if your facility is damaged.

When your facility is damaged you must choose between restoring that facility and moving 
into a different site. Develop a checklist now that will help you get back into your facility 
quickly, and that will help you recognize when trying to return to your old location  
is not feasible. 

another factor when deciding whether to wait to get back into your building or relocating 
is the impact the disaster has had on demand for your product or service. If the event has 
caused an increased demand, you will want to get back into business as quickly as possible. 
once that demand is met following the event, it may reduce demand for that product or 
service for a period of time afterward.

•	 your building—Is damage cosmetic or structural? how long will it take for repairs to be made? 
Talk to your insurance agent as soon as possible and find out how long it may be before your 
claim is paid. add that time to the amount of time it will be before repairs can be made. If you 
rent, get a timeline from the building’s owner. 

•	 transportation routes—Were transportation routes impacted? If so, when will they  
be restored?

•	 utilities—What utilities were damaged and when will they be restored?

•	 Surrounding Structures—If buildings around yours are likely to remain vacant for a long time, 
will it negatively impact your business?

•	 neighborhood—If your business relies on customers from a specific area, how badly was the 
area affected? 

Consider the Condition of Your:
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make a plan for post-disaster staff support.

The trauma of a disaster or emergency event can make it difficult for employees to return to 
work, and can make them less productive when they do. effects can be multiplied if both the 
employee’s home and workplace are affected, or if the event takes place while they are at 
work. providing an emotional support system can help employees manage the effects of the 
disaster and can ultimately help your business return to productivity sooner. It can reduce sick 
days and worker’s compensation.

Traumatic stress can affect our ability to think clearly, our relationships with others, and 
even our physical health. a person suffering from traumatic stress often won’t recognize 
the symptoms in themselves. Mood swings, irritability, insomnia, headaches, inability to 
concentrate, loss of appetite, even eating and sleeping too much, can be signs of 
traumatic stress.

If you contract with an employee assistance program, discuss what kind of support they can 
offer to employees after a disaster. otherwise, find out what other resources are available in 
your community. In many areas Disaster Mental health or critical Incident stress Management 
Teams are available to work with employers to help manage the stress and trauma of an 
extreme event. Talk to them in advance to find out what kind of services they can offer. 

be visible to your employees. Make sure they understand their role in the recovery of the 
business. set achievable goals and recognize when they are met. clearly communicate 
any changes in management structure or procedures, including whether the changes are 
permanent or, if temporary, how long they are expected to be in place.
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post-disaster decision making isn’t limited to whether to reopen or relocate to a new site. 
You may be faced with the decision of whether or not to reopen at all. The natural hazards 
research center describes disaster decisions as being made in an “emotional, reactionary, 
time-sensitive, expensive, and politically charged atmosphere…based upon incomplete 
information, disproportionate needs, and the worst working conditions imaginable.” 
(holistic Disaster recovery, 2001)

For a small business, “survival” must be defined as the financial survival of the business 
owner.  

Survival doeS not neceSSarily mean:

•	 continuing in the same line of business, or staying in any business at all

•	 staying at the same location

•	 serving the same customers

after a serious disaster, it usually takes the same level of commitment and energy to revitalize 
a business as it did to start it. 

think now about what you might do if your buSineSS waS cloSed by diSaSter:

•	 operate the same business

•	 open a new business 

•	 enter a new occupation, or 

•	 retire

Do you still have what it takes to do it again? are you and your family in good health? has the 
disaster caused you severe stress? Is stress affecting your decision-making?

The more vital assets you lose in a disaster, the harder it will be to get back up and running 
after a disaster.

make a checklist of considerations to help you make 
decisions about the future if your business is affected 
by disaster.
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research shows that smaller businesses are often more likely to fail after a disaster than 
larger businesses. a business that is struggling before the disaster, or that is only marginally 
profitable, may be more likely to fail than a business that is healthy. reopening a business 
that was not strong before the disaster occurred can be financially and emotionally draining, 
and it may still fail. even if the business was strong before the disaster, an extended closure 
can cause a loss of market share which may be hard to recover from. 

The bottom line is that, as a business owner, recovery from a disaster doesn’t always mean 
getting back to your pre-event condition. It may mean finding a new way to be 
financially viable. 

•	 place of business

•	 Inventory – review customer orders and sales 
projections. 

•	 production equipment/processes

•	 Key personnel and institutional memory

•	 production time

•	 Inventory

•	 Materials

•	 labor

•	 business records 

•	 customers/suppliers – how will you contact 
vendors and customers to let them know 
your status? how will you find out if local 
customers and suppliers were affected by 
the disaster?

•	 capital assets

•	 Key employees

•	 Facilities

Consider the Condition of Your:

Have You Lost:
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Step 1

Assess your 
situation.

Step 2

Identify your 
basic goals
and desires.

Step 8

Reopen 
the Business

Step 16

List and evaluate 
obstacles.

Step 17

Evaluate 
each option.

Step 18

Choose a path 
and make a plan.

Step 19

Implement the 
plan and

move ahead

Step 9

Monitor the 
business closely

Step 13

Decide on key 
criteria for 
choosing a 
new path.

Step 14

Update your list 
of options; 

compare them 
with your 

current situation.

Step 3

List your 
basic options.

Step 5

Evaluate your 
business plan 
and analyze 
the market 

and location.

Step 11
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business plan 
and analyze 
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Want 
to continue in 
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Step 4 Still 
Sensible?

Step 6
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Feel
trapped?

Step 15

Any
Problems?

Step 10
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No

Yes

No

Yes

No
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post-Disaster Decision tree
FroM Surviving ExtrEmE EvEntS: A guidE to HElp SmAll BuSinESSES And not-for-profit orgAnizAtionS  
prEpArE for And rEcovEr from ExtrEmE EvEntS bY DanIel alesch & JaMes n. hollY
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