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Disasters and Community: Philanthropic and Nonprofit Engagement  

Wednesday 4:10-6:00 pm 

[3 credits] 

Instructor:   Gregory R. Witkowski, gw2367@columbia.edu 

Office Hours:  Tuesdays 4:30-5:30, Wednesdays 2:30-3:30 and by appointment. 

Response Policy: I generally respond within a day but on the weekend or when I travel, I am not always able to respond 

in that time frame.  Please plan ahead in making requests.  

Course Overview 

This course analyzes the ways in which philanthropists and nonprofit organizations plan for and respond to disasters. Disasters 

create immense need quickly.  People have responded generously to many natural and human-created disasters that have led to 

thousands of victims either domestically or globally.  The nonprofit sector has often played a leading role, functioning both on the 

front-lines with first responders and creating a second response that bridges the period of relief and rebuilding.  New technologies 

have often been deployed to improve fundraising as well as disaster relief.  Disasters create both a sense of community born of the 

common experience of suffering and exacerbate differences within communities as those of lowest means struggle the most to 

recover.  Disaster relief and recovery is ripe with questions about who to help and how to best help, presenting ethical dilemmas 

for the best intentioned of nonprofit leaders.  The course will focus on the United States but both readings and assignments include 

some international comparisons. 

 

This course counts as an elective in the Nonprofit Management program. There are no prerequisites for this course other than course 

sequencing required by the Nonprofit Management curriculum. Students from programs outside of the Nonprofit Management 

program may take this course with the permission of the Nonprofit Management Academic Director.   

Learning Objectives 

Upon successful completion of this course students should be able to 

● L1- Identify the different challenges posed by natural and manmade disasters—both domestically and internationally—to 

nonprofit organizations engaged in relief work.  

● L2- Identify and critique strategies for how nonprofit organizations engage the broader needs of their communities when 

they are impacted by disaster. 

● L3- Identify the funders involved: government, corporate, individual, and foundation giving and well as the types of 

donations given.  Define how funding needs evolve in primary and secondary disaster response.  

● L4. Analyze potential ethical issues raised in disaster philanthropy and representations of vulnerable populations during 

disasters. 

● L5- Analyze public-private partnerships and collaboration in disaster planning, relief, and recovery efforts, and identify 

challenges inherent in those relationships. 

 

Required Readings 

I’ll put readings from below up here when I get final approval.  

Websites and Videos 

 

Center on Disaster Philanthropy 

 

 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
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David Aldrich Ted Talk 

 

Resources 

Please see the Canvas course site for relevant sources for the course.  In addition, please be aware of these two additional important 

resources: 

Columbia University Library 

Columbia’s extensive library system ranks in the top five academic libraries in the nation, with many of its services and resources 

available online: http://library.columbia.edu/. 

Columbia University Information Technology  

Columbia University Information Technology (CUIT) provides Columbia University students, faculty, and staff with 

central computing and communications services. Students, faculty, and staff may access University-provided discounted software 

downloads (https://columbiait.onthehub.com/). 

SPS Academic Resources 

The Office of Student Affairs provides students with academic counseling and support services such as online tutoring and career 

coaching: http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-resources. 

Course Requirements (Assignments) 

 

1. Participation:   Please be prepared to discuss the readings and the items needed.  Relevant, respectful dialogue, thoughtful 

comments and active listening are all required as important elements of learning in a graduate environment.  Active participation in 

class will lead you to contributing to all of the course learning objectives. 

2. Interview Analysis: Students will read an interview of nonprofit professionals engaged in disaster relief and recovery.  They 

will write a paper in which they discuss the experiences of the nonprofit professional. Through this analysis of the experiences of 

the nonprofit professional, this will provide a sense of the complexity of issues facing nonprofit professionals as well as how these 

individuals coped with such challenges.   Please see the Canvas course site for an in-depth explanation of how to complete the 

assignment.  [L1, L2, L3]  

3. Disaster Simulation: The goal of this group project is to gain a sense of the challenges facing nonprofit organizations in the face 

of disaster.  This in class simulation of a disaster will ask you to play a role (e.g. foundation program officer, manager of relief 

organization, etc.) and respond to the disaster.  There will be a more detailed description of this project on canvas shortly before the 

assignment. [L1, L2, L4] 

4. Research Project:  The goal of this project is to execute an in-depth analysis of a human- made and natural disaster. You will 

work in groups to understand the situation in the community before the disaster, the effects of the disaster, nonprofit roles in relief 

and recovery, and efforts at collaboration and coordination.  You will get to choose from a list of natural and human-created 

disasters, including both domestic and international cases.  These will be disasters that occurred five plus years ago so that you can 

have some perspective on the development of the relief and recovery.  You will engage further with understanding planning efforts, 

presentation of the disaster and victims, philanthropic giving patterns from traditional and new technological sources, area of the 

charitable sector (e.g. social services, the arts, or education) to understand the dynamics of that particular field. Your inquiry for 

this research project will be reflected in both a) a research paper written and graded individually, and b) a group presentation, graded 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
http://library.columbia.edu/
https://columbiait.onthehub.com/
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-resources
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as a group. A more detailed description of the project and the expectations for both the individual paper and for the group 

work will be available on the Canvas course site.  [L2, L3, L5] 

5. Disaster Playbook:  Using the Center on Disaster Philanthropy developed toolbox, you will create an individual nonprofit 

disaster playbook.  This process will require you both to create a playbook that you submit and to indicate why you chose to include 

the elements you did and why you chose to leave out other tools, etc.   . [L1, L2, L3, L4, L5] 

Evaluation/Grading 

The final grade will be calculated as described below: 

FINAL GRADING SCALE 

Grade Percentage 

A+ 98–100 % 

A 93–97.9 % 

A- 90–92.9 % 

B+ 87–89.9 % 

B 83–86.9 % 

B- 80–82.9 % 

C+ 77–79.9 % 

C 73–76.9 % 

C- 70–72.9 % 

D 60–69.9 % 

F 59.9% and below 

 

ASSIGNMENT % Weight 

Participation  10 

Interview Analysis 10 

Disaster Simulation (Group Grade) 10 

Research Paper 40 

Presentation (Group Grade) 10 

Disaster Playbook 20 

 

Course Policies  

Participation and Attendance 

I expect you to come to class on time and thoroughly prepared. I will keep track of attendance and look forward to an interesting, 

lively and confidential discussion. If you miss an experience in class, you miss an important learning moment and the class misses 

your contribution. You are expected to complete all assigned readings and attend all class sessions. Your participation will require 

that you answer questions, defend your point of view, and challenge the point of view of others, all in civil fashion. Students are 

responsible for identifying and learning material missed due to absence.  

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
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If you have a serious change of circumstances or a condition that requires you to miss three or more classes, please see me.  

Starting with the fourth absence, I will reduce your entire course grade 1/3 of a grade for each absence (e.g. A- becomes a B+), 

as the course is based on interactive learning that can be disrupted with inconsistent participation.   

Late work 

Work that is not submitted on the due date noted in the course syllabus without advance written notice and permission from the 

instructor will be graded down 1/3 of a grade for every day it is late (e.g., from a B+ to a B). 

Citation & Submission 

All written assignments must use APA citation format (please always include page numbers), cite sources, and be submitted to 

the course website (not via email).   

Important reminders about citation: 

1. Always err on the side of over-citing in your paper versus not citing a source. 

2. Citations include both quotations, which are word for word and always bracketed by quotation marks (“”) and cases when 

you take ideas or evidence from another source, which just require indicating your source. 

3. APA style requires page numbers only for quotes but for your papers in this course, please use page numbers for all citations.  

This helps me make sure you understand the particular source.    

School Policies  

Copyright Policy 

Please note—Due to copyright restrictions, online access to this material is limited to instructors and students currently registered 

for this course. Please be advised that by clicking the link to the electronic materials in this course, you have read and accept the 

following: 

The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code) governs the making of photocopies or other reproductions 

of copyrighted materials. Under certain conditions specified in the law, libraries and archives are authorized to furnish a 

photocopy or other reproduction. One of these specified conditions is that the photocopy or reproduction is not to be "used for 

any purpose other than private study, scholarship, or research." If a user makes a request for, or later uses, a photocopy or 

reproduction for purposes in excess of "fair use," that user may be liable for copyright infringement. 

Academic Integrity 

Columbia University expects its students to act with honesty and propriety at all times and to respect the rights of others. It is 

fundamental University policy that academic dishonesty in any guise or personal conduct of any sort that disrupts the life of the 

University or denigrates or endangers members of the University community is unacceptable and will be dealt with severely. It 

is essential to the academic integrity and vitality of this community that individuals do their own work and properly acknowledge 

the circumstances, ideas, sources, and assistance upon which that work is based. Academic honesty in class assignments is 

expected of all students at all times. 

SPS holds each member of its community responsible for understanding and abiding by the SPS Academic Integrity and 

Community Standards posted at http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-

standards. You are required to read these standards within the first few days of class. Ignorance of the School's policy concerning 

academic dishonesty shall not be a defense in any disciplinary proceedings. 

Accessibility 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-standards
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-standards
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Columbia is committed to providing equal access to qualified students with documented disabilities. A student’s disability status 

and reasonable accommodations are individually determined based upon disability documentation and related information 

gathered through the intake process. For more information regarding this service, please visit the University's Health Services 

website: http://health.columbia.edu/services/ods/support. 

Course Schedule/Course Calendar 

 

Date Topics and Activities Readings (due on this day)  Assignments (due 

on this date) 

Week 1 

 

Defining Disaster and 

Nonprofit 

Engagement: Natural 

and Manmade 

Kreps, G. (1998).  Disaster as systemic 

event and social catalyst,” 

Quarentelli (ed.) What is a 

Disaster.  NY: Routledge, 31-55. 

 

Peek, L. and Sutton, J. (2003).  “An 

Exploratory Comparison of 

Disasters, Riots and Terrorist 

Acts,” Disasters vol. 27 no. 4, 319-

335. 

 

 “Rebuilding Lives after Harvey, Irma, Jose 

and Maria,” Nonprofit Times, 16 

October 2017.  

 

 

Week 2 

 

Social Capital, 

Resilience, and 

Disaster 

 

Aldrich, Daniel P. and Michelle A. Meyer. 

2015. "Social Capital and Community 

Resilience." American Behavioral Scientist 

59:254-69. 

 

Elliott, James R., Timothy J. Haney and 

Petrice Sams-Abiodun. 2010. "Limits to 

Social Capital: Comparing Network 

Assistance in Two New Orleans 

Neighborhoods Devastated by Hurricane 

Katrina." The Sociological Quarterly 

51(4):624-48. 

 

Ritchie, Liesel Ashley and Duane A. Gill. 

2007. "Social Capital Theory as an 

Integrating Theoretical Framework in 

Technological Disaster Research." 

Sociological Spectrum 27(1):103-29. 

 

Week 3 

 

Planning for 

Disasters: Nonprofit 

and Government 

Roles 

 

FEMA. (2011). National Disaster Recovery 

Framework: Strengthening Disaster 

Recovery for the Nation pp. 1-24. Retrieved 

from 

http://www.fema.gov/pdf/recoveryframewo

rk/ndrf.pdf  

 

 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
http://health.columbia.edu/services/ods/support
http://www.fema.gov/pdf/recoveryframework/ndrf.pdf
http://www.fema.gov/pdf/recoveryframework/ndrf.pdf
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Brudney, Jeffrey L. and Beth Gazley. 2009. 

"Planning to Be Prepared: An Empirical 

Examination of the Role of Voluntary 

Organizations in County Government 

Emergency Planning." Public Performance 

& Management Review 32(3):372-99. 

 

100 Resilient Cities Report pp. 1-125.  

(Rockefeller Foundation) 

http://100resilientcities.org/about-

us/#section-2 

 

Week 4 

 
Disaster Philanthropy Bennett R, Kottasz R. (2000). “Emergency 

fund-raising for disaster relief.” 

Disaster Prevention and Management  

9:352-9 

 

“Giving after Disasters,” Harvard Business 

Review, January-February 2019. 

 

“US Household Giving after Disasters,” 

Center for Disaster Philanthropy (2019) 

 

Steinberg, K. and Rooney, P. (2002). 

"America Gives: A Survey of Americans 

Generosity after September 11th," 

Indianapolis: Center on Philanthropy at 

Indiana University. 

  

Choose Research 

Group 

Week 5 

 

Disaster Simulation In class  

Week 6 Responses to 

Disaster: Roles and 

Collaborations 

 

Gloria Simo, and Angela L. Bies. (2007). 

The Role of Nonprofits in Disaster 

Response: An Expanded Model of Cross-

Sector Collaboration. Public Administration 

Review, 67, 125-142. 

 

Clayton Wukich and Alan Steinberg (2013), 

“Nonprofit and Public Sector Participation 

in Self‐Organizing Information Networks: 

Twitter Hashtag and Trending Topic Use 

During Disasters,” Risks, Hazards and 

Crisis in Public Policy vol. 4 no. 2, 83-109. 

 

Krauskapf, J. (2003).  “Assisting People 

after a Disaster: The Role and Impact of a 

Social Services Network Created for 

Disaster Response and Recovery,” 

Association for Public Policy Analysis and 

Management, Washington, DC, November 

6, 2003. 

 

 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
http://100resilientcities.org/about-us/#section-2
http://100resilientcities.org/about-us/#section-2
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Comfort, L. and Kapucu, N. (2006).  “Inter-

organizational coordination in extreme 

events: The World Trade Center attacks, 

September 11, 2001,” Natural Hazards vol. 

39, 309-27. 

 

International Comparison: 

Aldrich, et al. “Community, Market and 

Government responses to disaster” in 

Aldrich, Oum and Saweda, Community 

Resilience and Recovery in Asian Disasters 

Week 7 

 
Perspectives from 

Nonprofit 

Professionals 

Kinsella, K., Furl, J., Nauffts, M. Schoff, 

R., Coe, N., Cuccaro, E., and Loe, C. 

(2002). September 11: Perspectives From 

the Field of Philanthropy Read 

contributions by Gottbaum, and Beresford. 

 

Clark, M.M. (2014) “A Long Song: Oral 

History in a Time of Emergency and After,” 

in Cave, M and Sloan, S. Listening from the 

Edge, Oxford University Press.   

 

Read one of the interviews at Butler 

library from the September 11th Oral 

History Project Kiddell-Monroe, et.al. 

(2018) 

Interview Analysis 

Week 8 

 

 

The Red Cross Smith, S. (2017) “Bittersweet and 

Paradoxical: Disaster Response 

Volunteering with the American Red Cross” 

Nonprofit and Management Leadership 27 

(3) pp. 

 

The American Red Cross And The Liberty 

Fund: Ethically Stuck Between 

Accountability And Development,” The 

international business & economics 

research journal 2 (12) pp 

 

Apple and Others Help Customers Donate 

to the Red Cross, And Only the Red Cross 

https://www.propublica.org/article/apple-

others-help-customers-donate-to-red-cross-

and-only-red-cross 

 

The Red Cross’ Secret Disaster 

https://www.propublica.org/article/the-red-

cross-secret-disaster 

 

How the Red Cross Raised Half a Billion 

Dollars for Haiti and Built Six Homes 

 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
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https://www.propublica.org/article/how-the-

red-cross-raised-half-a-billion-dollars-for-

haiti-and-built-6-homes 

 

GAO Report, September 2012 

Reimbursement to Red Cross by FEMA  

https://www.gao.gov/assets/650/648339.pdf 

 

Therrin, M. (2011).  “The American Red 

Cross And The Liberty Fund: Ethically 

Stuck Between Accountability And 

Development,” The international business 

& economics research journal 2 (12)  

 

Week 9 New Nonprofit 

Players 

Campbell, D. (2010). “Stand by Me. 

Organization Founding in the Aftermath of 

Disaster,” American Review of Public 

Administration. vol. 40 no. 3, 351-69.  

 

Dutta, S. (2017).  “Creating in the Crucibles 

of Nature’s Fury: Associational Diversity 

and Local Social Entrepreneurship after 

Natural Disasters in California, 1991–

2010,” Administrative Science Quarterly. 

Sep2017, Vol. 62 Issue 3, p443-483. 

 

Weiss, M. (2016) “Lessons from Boston’s 

Experiment with The One Fund” Harvard 

Business Review 

https://hbr.org/2016/01/lessons-from-

bostons-experiment-with-the-one-fund 

 

Yesnowitz, J C (2014) “The One Fund 

Boston: Lessons for Leaders” 

Initiative on Cities, Boston University 

https://open.bu.edu/bitstream/handle/2144/8

943/City%20Insights-

One%20Fund%20Boston_Lessons%20for%

20Leaders.pdf?sequence=5 

 

 

Week 10 

 
Social Inequality and 

Disaster 

Fothergill, Alice and Lori Peek. 2004. 

"Poverty and Disasters in the United States: 

A Review of Recent Sociological Findings." 

Natural Hazards 32(1):89-110 

 

Avdeyeva, Tatyana V., Kristina Burgetova, 

and David  I. Welch. 2006. “To Help or Not 

to Help? Factors that Determined Helping 

Responses to Katrina Victims.” Analyses of 

Social Issues and Public Policy 6(1): 159-

173.   

 

 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
https://open.bu.edu/bitstream/handle/2144/8943/City%20Insights-One%20Fund%20Boston_Lessons%20for%20Leaders.pdf?sequence=5
https://open.bu.edu/bitstream/handle/2144/8943/City%20Insights-One%20Fund%20Boston_Lessons%20for%20Leaders.pdf?sequence=5
https://open.bu.edu/bitstream/handle/2144/8943/City%20Insights-One%20Fund%20Boston_Lessons%20for%20Leaders.pdf?sequence=5
https://open.bu.edu/bitstream/handle/2144/8943/City%20Insights-One%20Fund%20Boston_Lessons%20for%20Leaders.pdf?sequence=5
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Ben-Porath, Eran N. and Lee K. Shaker. 

2010. "News Images, Race, and Attribution 

in the Wake of Hurricane Katrina." Journal 

of Communication 60(3):466-90. 

 

Messias, DeAnne K. Hilfinger, Clare 

Barrington and Elaine Lacy. 2012. "Latino 

Social Network Dynamics and the 

Hurricane Katrina Disaster." Disasters 

36(1):101-21. 

 

Speaker Disaster Volunteer 

Week 11 

 
The Long Recovery 

and Reconstruction: 

Social and 

Psychological 

Challenges 

 

 

Anastario, Michael, Nadine Shehab and 

Lynn Lawry. 2009. "Increased Gender-

Based Violence among Women Internally 

Displaced in Mississippi 2 Years Post-

Hurricane Katrina." Disaster Medicine and 

Public Health Preparedness 3(1):18-26 

 

Turner, Margery Austin. 2006. Building 

Opportunity and Equity into the New New 

Orleans: A Framework for Policy and 

Action.” Washington, DC: The Urban 

Institute.  

http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/90093

0_building_opportunity.pdf 
 
Bolin, R. and L. Stanford. 1991. "Shelter, 

Housing and Recovery - a Comparison of 

United-States Disasters." Disasters 

15(1):24-34 

 

Hunt, M. and Miao, J (2018) “Moral 

Entanglements and the Ethics of Closing 

Humanitarian Projects,” pp. 22-39 in 

Ahmad, A. and Smith, J. Humanitarian 

Action and Ethics. 

 

Err on the Side of the Victims, New York 

Times May 25, 2019 

 

Week 12 

 
Presentations Presentation on a disaster 

 

 

Week 13 Presentations Presentation on a disaster 

 

 

Week 14 

 

Disaster Playbook 

Discussion 

No readings Disaster Playbook 

Due 

Finals Week   Research Paper 

Due 

 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/900930_building_opportunity.pdf
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/900930_building_opportunity.pdf

