
Plan now, for peace of mind later.

When disaster 
strikes
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When a natural or other disaster strikes, it usually happens without 

warning. Routines may be disrupted, property could be damaged, and 

finances can quickly be thrown out of balance. Often, decisions about 

next steps need to be made swiftly. Taking measures to prepare for the 

unexpected before it happens can help to reduce some of the stress 

you may experience after it happens. This guide can help you establish 

a family―and financial―emergency plan.
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A planner’s starting point
The starting point for any effective 

disaster plan is to identify the threats 

that could potentially impact your 

family. While some may affect large 

numbers of people on a national or 

global level, some are more regional 

or local in nature. Determine the 

threats that are most likely to happen 

where you live, and what you should 

do in each case. If you are unsure of 

the potential risks common to your 

area, contact your local Red Cross for 

guidance. 

■ Local emergencies. These events 

generally impact your family alone

or an immediate geographic area, 

like your neighborhood, town, or 

several towns. They can include 

events like a power outage, house 

fire, or flooding.

■ Regional emergencies. Generally 

more widespread, regional 

emergencies impact a greater 

area, such as several states. They 

may include events like a hurricane, 

earthquake, or severe winter storm.

■ National or global emergencies. 

Usually impacting a vast amount of 

people, these types of emergencies 

generally involve a government 

declaration, ordering certain 

action(s) be taken. They may include 

widespread serious illness or 

acts of violence. 
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Steps to take before 
disaster strikes
When faced with an emergency 

situation, there are many concerns 

that will immediately come to mind―

Is your family safe and together? 

If not, where are they? 

What happens now? To prepare 

yourself and your family to best 

handle a disaster, you need a family 

disaster plan―one that your entire 

family knows and understands. 
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Step 1: Secure the basics
Everyone has four basic necessities―

water, food, shelter, and any life-

sustaining items, like medicine, 

that you may require. It’s a good idea 

to keep at least one week of basic 

supplies on hand for when regular 

services may be unavailable during 

and after a disaster. 

■ Water. The safest water supply is 

bottled water. It is recommended 

that you keep one gallon per person 

per day on hand. Although most 

bottled water contains a printed 

expiration date, the Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) considers 

bottled water to have an indefinite 

shelf life, as long as it is unopened 

and stored in a cool place out of 

direct sunlight.1 

■ Food. Food may need to be stored 

for long periods of time, so focus 

on building supplies that do not 

require refrigeration, like dry and 

canned goods. 

Look for ready-to-eat foods and 

avoid those that may require 

extensive preparation. And, don’t 

forget to include a manual can 

opener with your basic supplies. 

■ Shelter. If after an emergency you 

do not need to evacuate your home, 

stay in place. Be sure to proactively 

identify the safest places in your 

home. However, if you are forced to 

leave your home, then you will need 

to bring shelter with you. Keep a 

tent on hand along with one sleeping 

bag per person. 

■ Life-sustaining necessities. If you 

require regular medication, consider 

the possibility that you will not 

have access to a medical facility 

for a period of time. Contact your 

physician to inquire about obtaining 

extra medication and medical 

supplies to be kept on hand.

1. The Food and Drug Administration, 2014.

As you collect basic supplies 

for your family, don’t forget 

about your pets. Keep extra 

food, water, medicine, and 

a collar with identification 

and contact information on 

hand. Research pet-friendly 

emergency shelters to help 

keep your pet safe during 

a disaster. 
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Step 2: Protect what’s important
Taking early steps to protect your 

loved ones and home can help to 

financially protect you and your family 

after a disaster. 

■ Ensure the well-being of your 

loved ones. Meet with your financial 

professional to assess your individual 

needs and ensure that you have the 

proper amount of medical, disability, 

long-term care, and life insurance 

protection. Update your will and 

review your beneficiaries to ensure 

that those most important to you 

are protected. 

■ Protect your home. It is important 

to have an adequate amount of 

homeowner’s insurance that will 

protect your home and valuables. 

Ideally, you should seek coverage 

that provides full replacement 

value, which allows the structure 

to be replaced (up to the policy 

limits). Have your home periodically 

appraised to ensure that your 

coverage is appropriate. Consult 

your financial professional about the 

availability of policy riders to cover 

more expensive items, such as 

jewelry, artwork, or electronics. 

■ Consider all types of threats. 

If you live in areas prone to 

floods and earthquakes, flood 

and earthquake insurance may 

be available―and a worthwhile 

expense. Consult your financial 

professional for more details. 

Only call 9-1-1 to request emergency medical, 

police, or fire help. Non-emergencies should be 

reported to your local police or fire department. 

During major disasters, 9-1-1 will be flooded with 

calls, so be prepared to wait—even if you are 

calling to report an emergency situation. 
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Helpful Hint…



Step 3: Create a family 
emergency plan
Before an emergency happens, create 

a plan that outlines how your family 

will respond. It is important that every 

family member―including young 

children―understands the importance 

of the plan, as well as what it entails 

and how to implement it. At least 

twice each year, review and practice 

the plan and update it as necessary. 

Make copies of your family’s plan and 

keep them in readily accessible places, 

including wallets or backpacks. 

■ Catalogue personal belongings. 

Maintain an up-to-date list 

reflecting all of your possessions. 

This can help you assess damage, 

record any losses, and help you 

recover quicker. 

■ Post emergency phone numbers. 

Keep a list of emergency contact 

numbers posted by every 

telephone. Ensure that each family 

member has a copy in a convenient 

location, like a wallet or cell phone. 

■ Establish a meeting place. Choose 

two locations where your family can 

meet if you are separated during a 

time of crisis. One location should 

be near your home. Another should 

be outside of your neighborhood, 

in the event that your entire 

neighborhood is impacted. 

■ Select a check-in contact. Choose 

an out-of-state relative or friend as 

a check-in contact to receive and 

record your family’s status regarding 

location, well-being, or need for 

assistance. 

■ Research disaster plans. Learn 

about any formal disaster plans at 

work or your children’s schools and 

day care centers. 

Step 4: Build a disaster supply kit
Your disaster supply kit should include 

provisions to meet your basic needs 

for at least one week. Store supplies 

in sturdy, waterproof containers. Keep 

duplicate necessities in portable, 

easy-to-move containers―like 

backpacks or duffle bags―should you 

be required to “grab and go.” 

Consider creating a smaller version 

of your “grab and go” kit to keep in 

your car. A complete disaster supplies 

checklist can be found on page 8 and 

can be used to help you create your 

own disaster supply kit.  

Evaluate the unique 

requirements of any family 

members with disabilities 

or special needs, and tailor 

your family disaster plan 

accordingly. For example, if 

someone requires significant 

mobility assistance, make 

sure that your plan outlines 

who can help and how they 

can be reached.  
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Step 5: Put your financial house in order
While critically important tasks, 

planning for a disaster goes beyond 

establishing a family emergency 

plan and creating a disaster supply 

kit. A financial toll is almost always 

associated with disasters, so you need 

to put your financial house in order 

before disaster strikes. 

Organizing your most important 

financial documents now will help 

you to easily retrieve them after the 

emergency subsides. This will allow 

you to be as prepared as possible 

as you start to make the important 

financial decisions associated with 

restoring day-to-day normalcy. 

■ Gather important documents. 

When in crisis-mode, most of us will 

not be in the right frame of mind to 

determine which documents are 

the most important to retrieve, 

let alone where to find them. 

Collect important paperwork―

like your will, insurance policies, 

retirement account statements, loan 

statements, and deeds―and create 

a home filing system in a waterproof, 

fireproof box. 

■ Gain control of debt. A key step 

to prepare for the unexpected is 

to gain control over any debt that 

you may have. Taking steps to pay 

down any outstanding debt will help 

ensure fewer expenses during an 

emergency situation. 

■ Plan for quick cash flow. It is likely 

that in a disaster, banks might be 

closed and power will be down, 

making ATMs and credit card 

processing machines unusable. 

 Set aside enough cash reserves 

for you and your family to live for a 

minimum of one week. Consider any 

costs associated with living outside 

of your home, as well as food and 

fuel. 

■ Establish longer-term emergency 

funds. Financial professionals 

agree that a financial preparedness 

plan includes funds to cover all 

household expenses for up to six 

months. Be sure that these funds 

are in an easily accessible account, 

like a bank savings account. 

What to do if you aren’t ready
If you find yourself in the midst of 

a disaster with no time to plan, or 

without a plan or disaster supply 

kit, it’s important to stay calm. Stop 

what you are doing, carefully assess 

the situation, and listen for any 

instructions. 

■ Get to safety. If you are told to 

evacuate your home immediately, 

follow instructions and do so. Do not 

waste time or hesitate. 

 However, if you are given a short 

amount of time before you must 

leave your home, pack essential 

items―clothes, identification, 

medication, bottled water, and some 

non-perishable food. 

 If the temperature outside is cold, 

bring a coat and warm items. When 

packing supplies, consider any specific 

needs of infants, the elderly, and pets.

■ Stay informed. Find a way to 

obtain information and follow all 

instructions. Your car radio is usually 

the most accessible, but be careful 

to conserve the car battery and 

never run your car in a closed area. 



Looking ahead
Coping with the aftermath of a 

disaster can be difficult. It’s important 

to stay calm and organized as you 

regain control, and begin to replace 

and repair your belongings. 

■ Deal with your feelings. It’s normal 

to feel scared, angry, or overwhelmed.

Try not to take your feelings out on 

others. Instead, express yourself in a 

positive way.Talk to a trusted friend 

or keep a journal. 

■ Help children to feel in control. 

Children may not understand the 

disruption, so it is important to 

keep them calm. Help them to 

feel in control by allowing them to 

make small decisions, such as what 

clothes to wear or what to eat. 

■ Take care of yourself. Return to your 

normal routine as soon as you can. 

Eat a balanced diet and get enough 

sleep to help you tackle the tasks at 

hand with energy and a clear head. 

■ Stay organized. There are many 

tasks to complete following a 

disaster―some more immediate 

than others. Make a list to help 

you stay organized and avoid rash 

decisions. The list below can help 

you to establish priorities. 
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The Weeks and Months Ahead

Keep your financial future in mind. Outline where you stand financially, and 

then make a plan to manage your income, expenses, and debt to help to 

stabilize your finances and get you back on track. 

Keep records. Itemize any damages and losses. Track any expenses related 

to replacing or repairing property that was not covered by insurance. 

Stay calm. If debt starts to pile up, try not to make rash financial decisions. 

Contact creditors, explain your situation, and negotiate acceptable terms.

The First Days

Seek housing. If you are unable to remain in your home, seek alternate 

housing. Contact your local Red Cross or Office of Emergency Management 

for information about temporary housing. 

Secure your property. Avoid hazardous situations and do not enter your 

home if it appears dangerous to do so. If you are able to enter your home, 

turn off gas lines and remove valuables and other important documents. 

Contact your insurance company. Notify them of any damages and 

inquire if your policy will cover living expenses if you are unable to remain 

in your home. 

Notify your employer. Explain your situation and estimate when you will 

return to work. If you must take an extended leave, inquire about how to 

maintain your benefits. 
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Don’t go it alone
The days and weeks following a disaster can be confusing and 

frightening. Try to remain calm and, if possible, avoid making 

major financial decisions until you have had the opportunity 

to consult with qualified financial professionals about the 

best course of action. Your financial professional can also help 

you organize your finances now to help make an emergency 

situation less stressful later.

Tax tips
■ Assistance loans and grants may have tax implications. If you 

choose to receive them, consult your financial professional to 

understand how the proceeds may impact your taxes. 

■ Some employers may provide you with emergency funds, but 

they may be taxable as ordinary income. 

■ Insurance proceeds used to repair or replace property are 

tax-free in most situations, but reimbursements you receive 

for living expenses may be taxable. 

■ Track any expenses related to replacing or repairing property 

that was not covered by insurance. These expenses may be 

tax-deductible. 
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Disaster supply kit checklist
The following list can help you determine important items to include in your 
disaster supply kit. 

First Aid

Adhesive bandages in various sizes

Sterile gauze pads in various sizes

Conforming roller gauze bandage

Germicidal hand wipes

Alcohol-based hand sanitizer

Antiseptic wipes

Antibacterial ointment

Tongue depressor blades

Adhesive tape

Cold pack

Small, personal scissors

Tweezers

Medical grade, non-latex gloves

Cotton pads

Thermometer

Sunscreen

First aid manual

Personal Hygiene

Washcloth and towel

Soap

Toothbrush and toothpaste

Shampoo and brush

Deodorant

Razor and shaving cream

Lip balm

Feminine supplies

Disinfectant

Chlorine bleach

Toilet paper

Mirror

Diapers and supplies for small 

children

Medication

Aspirin

Antacid

Vitamins

Prescription medication

Anti-diarrhea medication

Extra contact lenses or eyeglasses

Contact lens solution

Clothing and Bedding

Extra clothes

Sturdy shoes

Rain gear

Hat and gloves

Thermal underwear

Sunglasses

Blankets and sleeping bags

Pillows

Other

Personal identification

Extra cash

Credit cards

Extra set of keys for house and car

Inventory of household goods

Emergency contact list and phone 

numbers

Cell phone charger

Pet Needs

Food

Water, in addition to what you need 

for you and your family

Medicine and medical records

Flea and tick prevention

Collar with ID tag

Leash or harness

Pet toy

Crate or pet carrier

Blanket and pet bed

Litter box, if needed

Food and Water

Bottled water

Ready-to-eat items

Canned or boxed juice and soup

High-energy foods

Food for infants or those on 

a special diet

Instant coffee or tea bags

Powdered milk

Dry or instant cereal

Equipment and Tools

Battery-powered radio

NOAA weather radio

Flashlight

Signal flare

Waterproof matches

Duct tape

Small shovel

Plastic tarp

Whistle

Small fire extinguisher

Tent

Compass and map of the area

Cups, plates, and utensils

All-purpose knife

Aluminum foil and plastic wrap

Water purification tablets

Sealable plastic bags

Manual can opener

Small cooking stove and fuel

Insect repellent

Plastic garbage bags and ties

Work gloves

Plastic bucket with lid

Extra batteries

Needles and thread

Paper towels

Comfort Items

Paper, pens, and pencils

Board games or other 

non-electronic activities

Books

Toys

Playing cards



Additional resources

American Red Cross

redcross.org

State and County Offices of 

Emergency Management

Consult the government section 

(blue pages) of your local phone 

book

Salvation Army

salvationarmyusa.org

Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA)

fema.gov

Include Copies of the Following:

Contact information for financial 

professionals, insurance 

representative, and attorney

Birth certificate

Adoption papers

Marriage certificate

Prenuptial agreement

Divorce or separation papers

Citizenship document 

Driver’s license or other personal 

identification

Social Security card

Passport

Will

Deed(s)
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Life and property and casualty 

insurance policy documents

Immunization records

Health insurance ID cards

Bank and credit card account 

numbers

Personal checks

Stocks, bonds, and brokerage 

account statements

Beneficiary designations for 

retirement plans, insurance 

policies, and investment accounts

Retirement plan documents

Military discharge papers

Safe deposit box keys

Financial first aid kit checklist
The following list is to help you determine what items are important for you 
to include in your financial first aid kit. 
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