ABSTRACT
Populations served by volunteer organizations may require services when a disaster strikes
the community, and the need for services may actually increase under these conditions. As a
result, almost any agency or organization should explore how it might protect its own resources
and maintain services to clients during and following the impact of a natural or man made dis-
aster. A simple tabletop exercise offers a way to determine what emergency procedures you need
to protect the organization’s resources and to continue to provide your services.
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Protecting your community from disas-
ters is a cooperative effort of the jurisdic-
tion’s emergency services, business and
industry, and a variety of government and
private agencies, many of whom do not
think of themselves as having disaster
response roles. However, the reality is
that the populations served by volunteer
organizations may require services
whether or not the community is disrupt-
ed by a hurricane, earthquake, tornado,
etc., and the need for services may actual-
ly increase under these conditions. As a
result, almost any agency or organization
should explore how it might protect its
own resources and maintain services to
clients during and following the impact of
a natural or man made disaster. Depend-
ing on the level of involvement of the
agency in response to disasters, tabletop
exercises offer a way to validate your
emergency procedures as often as may
make sense based on the level of hazard
and the frequency of its occurrence.

GROUP TYPE AND SIZE

An agency tabletop exercise should
involve agency staff potentially responsi-
ble for taking disaster related actions.
Conceptually, tabletop exercises work
well if they involve a cross section of exec-
utive, supervisory, and service provider
level staff. Paid and volunteer staff should

be included. Participation by representa- -

tives of the local emergency management
agency and organizations that provide
similar or complementary services may
be desirable.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In general individuals completing this

activity will be able to:

1. Identify possible impacts of a natural
or man-made disaster on their organi-
zation.

2. Identify probable impacts of a natural
or man-made disaster in the population
the organization serves.

3. Develop possible courses of action that
will protect organization resources and
allow the continuation or rapid
resumption of services to populations
at risk.

Specific learning objectives may be
established for additional exercises fol-
lowing the first exercise. These may
include such areas as testing emergency
plans developed for the agency to ensure
that likely scenarios and all responsibili-
ties have been addressed; orienting the
staff to the organization’s emergency
plan; and determining how well the orga-
nization’s plan will interface with the
plans of other organizations with similar
and different roles.
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TIME REQUIRED

Tabletop exercises can occupy time
periods from one hour to four hours,
based on the length and complexity of the
scenario. For groups new to such exercis-
es a period of 90 minutes to two hours
should allow the exploration of an entry
level scenario without exhausting interest
or the participants. Even though such
exercises are slow paced and relatively
low key, they may still generate signifi-
cant stress for individuals who have not
thought about their roles in disaster
response before.

MATERIALS

* One copy of the basic exercise scenario
for each participant.

¢ One copy of each exercise message.

PHYSICAL SETTING

The size of room used for the tabletop
exercise will depend on the number of
participants. Each participant should
have a chair and a workspace, ideally
equivalent to the space of a normal desk-
top. The tendency to seat participants
three to a folding table should be avoided
as it does not allow the participants to
spread out plans and reference materials
or to comfortably take notes.

The room should have surfaces that can
be used to record actions during the exer-
cise or highlight key points during the cri-
tique. These may include chalkboard,
white board, or flip charts, along with
chalk or markers and erasers. Most partic-
ipants will also find a map of the area of
the scenario helpful.

Each participant should have available
at their position a copy of the agency’s
disaster plan, resource lists, and other
documents appropriate to the scenario of
the exercise. In addition each position
should have a notepad and pencils or
pens.

PROCESS
Before The Exercise

Designing an exercise can be an
involved and time-consuming process.
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For a small organizational tabletop exer-

cise, a simplified procedure will help you

develop a perfectly adequate exercise that
you can afford to conduct, both in terms
of time and other resources.

1. Establish objectives. Every exercise
should have clear, measurable objec-
tives, stated in the same way as the
organization normally states training
objectives in its lesson plans.

2. Identify and invite participants. The
invitation letter should be signed by
the organization’s chief executive (any-
thing less and people will find other
uses for their time) and provide back-
ground information, the exercise objec-
tives, time, and place.

3. Design a basic scenario. The basic sce-
nario (see Appendix A) sets the stage
for the exercise by providing the situa-
tion participants will confront when
the exercise starts. For audiences not
experienced in disaster events, this
should clearly describe the situation
and the resources available.

4. Write the messages and determine the
outcomes. In a tabletop exercise, infor-
mation on the developing disaster and
the problems it causes is provided in a
series of messages (see Appendix B).
Each message should be designed to
produce specific outcomes that lead the
participants to meet the exercise objec-
tives. Although these outcomes are not
provided to the participants, the exer-
cise designer should keep them to
assist in the exercise evaluation
process. One message every ten to fif-
teen minutes should be reasonable for a
beginning level exercise.

5. Reproduce the needed materials.

The Exercise
Play of the exercise is controlled by an
exercise controller who provides the sce-
nario and the exercise messages to the
participants. The controller and the
designer may be the same person.
1. Introduce the exercise with a short
summary of the objectives and a sum-
mary of how it will proceed.



2. Provide the players the exercise sce-
nario. Suggest that they determine how
they will be organized and that they
appoint a member to record actions
taken in response to the evolving situa-
tion.

3. When the players are ready, provide
them the first message.

4. Each message is presented when the
participants have completed the dis-
cussion of the previous message. Mes-
sages may be distributed in rotation,
randomly given to the staff member
most likely to receive them, or given to
the staff member who is responsible for
the function addressed. Encourage the
individual receiving the message to
read it aloud for the benefit of all par-
ticipants. At the beginner level, allow
adequate time for discussion and estab-
lishment of a course of action.

5. Terminate the exercise either when the
last message has been considered or
when an established time limit is
reached (even if all messages have not
been used).

The Critique
Every exercise should be critiqued by

the exercise designer and the participants.
Although such critiques can be almost as
involved as the event itself, for most
tabletop exercises a simple session, com-
monly known as a Hot-Wash, will be
completely adequate if held immediately
after the exercise concludes. Critiques
have four parts:

1. A Review of What Happened in the Sce-
nario and What Actions the Group
Took. This should be a short summary,
not a detailed discussion, to ensure that
everyone has a picture of how the event
unfolded. For a 90-minute exercise, this
should probably be no longer than five
minutes and be led by the exercise
designer.

2. Brainstorming of Lessons Learned. Partic-
ipants should contribute items they
learned about the possible impact of a
disaster and the organization’s capabil-
ity to respond. Every participant
should be allowed to contribute to this
process, and lessons should be noted
on a flip chart or board. Allow 20 min-
utes for this portion.

3. Assigning Action. The senior officer of
the organization present should quick-
ly review the list of lessons, and assign
or solicit individuals to assume respon-
sibility for follow-up actions to either
solve problems or capture good ideas
as part of the agency’s procedures.
Allow five minutes for this portion.

4. Objective Assessment. This can be a sim-
ple show of hands. The exercise design-
er should ask for participants to deter-
mine whether each of the exercise
objectives was met. Note any objectives
not met, as they will need to be
addressed in future exercises.

The Follow-Up

The exercise should result in a list of
actions and staff members responsible for
follow-up. These assignments should be
checked on a regular basis, and included
in future exercises to test the viability of
the solutions.

VARIATIONS

Variations may be introduced into the
exercise to increase stress, force new pat-
terns of activity, or achieve specific objec-
tives. For example, increasing the number
of messages, establishing time limits for
discussion, or delivering added messages
while the staff is still working on a prob-
lem all increase the level of complexity
and stress. However, exercise designers
should resist the temptation to make the
first exercise a difficult or complex one. If
the participants are overwhelmed by the
exercise, the only lesson they may learn is
that it is impossible to be prepared and
that their efforts will be futile.

26  THE JOURNAL OF VOLUNTEER ADMINISTRATION
Volume 19, Number 3



REFERENCES

Green, W.G. (2000). Exercise Alternatives
for Training Emergency Management
Command Center Staffs. Parkland, FL:
Universal Publishers.

Morentz, J.W. (1984). Exercise Sourcebook:
Orientation and Tabletop Exercises.
Rockville, MD: Research Alternatives.

Palm, R. (1995, April). Public Service:
Designing Successful Exercises. QST,

- US. Environmental Protection Agency.

(1988). Guide to Exercises in Chemical
Emergency  Preparedness  Programs.
Washington, DC: U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency.

U.S. Federal Emergency Management
Agency. (1989). Exercise Design Course:
Guide to Emergency Management Exercis-
es. (SM 170.2). Washington, DC: U. S.
Government Printing Office.

79/4. 84-85.

Seliger, ].S. & Simoneau, ].K. (1986). Emer-
gency Preparedness: Disaster Planning for
Health Facilities. Rockville, MD: Aspen
Publishers, Inc.

U.S. Federal Emergency Management
Agency. (1989). Exercise Design Course:
Student Workbook. (SM 170.1). Washing-
ton, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office.

APPENDIX A
EXERCISE SCENARIO

The exercise scenario should be a simple, easy to read statement of the situation in
which the participants find themselves at the start of the exercise. A well written sce-
nario sets the stage for the play that follows by giving the participants a chance to place
themselves in a different time and situation than what they know exists outside the
room in which they are sitting. Scenarios, especially in a first exercise for an organiza-
tion, should start from known truths and experiences common to the participants, and
be structured around real problems the organization has experienced (or other similar
organizations have experienced).

Some elements to include in the scenario typically include:

The time of day and day of the week.

The current weather conditions.

Any forecast conditions that will influence the participants or the scenario.
Whether or not your communications systems are working.

What staff is available.

The condition of the organization’s facilities and vehicles.

Whether the disaster has occurred, and, if so, what its obvious effects are.
What the current demand for service is.

What other organizations are doing.

Whether there is a threat to the safety of the persons in the room, other staff mem-
bers, or clients.

» What role the persons participating in the exercise are supposed to play.

A good scenario tells a story. It should be believable, and yet be written with imagi-
nation and reference to common experiences that put the participants in the mood to
respond realistically to the problems.
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APPENDIX B
EXERCISE MESSAGE FORMAT

Exercise messages are information the participants receive from a wide variety of
sources including in-person reports, telephone conversations, news coverage, fax mes-
sages, information relayed by amateur radio operators, etc. Messages should be short
and to the point, but provide enough information for the participants to take logical
action.

TIME: A “Time” block indicates the time when the message enters play. This helps
participants monitor the passage of simulated time during the exercise. Messages may
represent a time increment of any length depending on the scenario.

FROM: The “From” block indicates who is providing the information in the message.
This lets you simulate a range of sources for information, requests for assistance, task-
ings, etc. that are located outside the room. If the information is something that logical-
ly the participants could see or experience for themselves, the From block can indicate
this.

TEXT: The message “Text” provides the information participants need to either cre-
ate an exercise problem or to help resolve one. Typical text items might include a
description of disaster effects, communications or utility failures, facility damage,
injuries for staff or clients, etc.; or requests for help.

Also included might be changes in the status of resources and offers of assistance,
reports on changes in workload, or emergency situations that require evacuation or the
opening of shelters.

In beginning level exercises, the text descriptions provide all the information partic-
ipants need to arrive at a solution to the problem. In advanced exercises, partial infor-
mation may require participants to make reasonable deductions based on their experi-
ence.

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION: In beginning level exercises it may be useful to include
discussion questions to help the participants focus on the problem. Some example ques-
tions include:

¢  What actions should you take at this time?

e  What impacts will this have on your operations?

¢  What does this tell us about the developing situation?
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