
 mergencies, like natural disasters or other 
crises, can use up resources and make things difficult 
for communities. In these situations, neighbors helping 
each other—whether as individuals, families, or 
communities—becomes an important part of handling 
the emergency. Working together makes it easier to 
prepare and respond but also helps people recover and 
rebuild. This guide explores the multifaceted benefits 
of neighboring for emergency management through 
preparedness, response, recovery, and long-term 
community resilience. 

 Every year there are numerous examples 
highlighting how knowing neighbors has saved lives 
or aided first responders during emergencies across the 
United States. Throughout this guide are featured 
examples shared by MU Extension program 
participants. Neighbor relationships are not just a 
convenience—they are a necessity in disaster 
management. Whether responding to a fire in 
Highlandville, a tornado in Joplin, or an ice storm in 
Springfield, neighbors are often the first to act, long 
before emergency personnel arrive.

“Neighbor relationships are not just a 
convenience—they are a necessity in 
disaster management.” 

To the Rescue:
Benefits of Neighboring for Emergency 

Management and Disaster Response

Benefit #1  Enhanced Preparedness

 Now is the time to build those relationships. 
Strong, connected communities recover faster, save 
more lives, and emerge stronger after disasters. By 
investing in these connections today, we create safer, 
more resilient neighborhoods for the future.

E

1
Written by 
David L. Burton, Community Development Specialist, MU Extension
Conne Burnham, Emergency Management Coordinator/State Specialist - MU Extension

Neighboring promotes the sharing of  knowledge, 
resources, and skills, which collectively improves a 
community’s readiness to respond when emergencies 
happen.

Information Sharing: Neighbors often possess localized 
knowledge about risks specific to their area, like flood-prone 
zones, wildfire pathways, or evacuation routes. By sharing
this information, communities can develop more accurate 
risk assessments and tailored preparedness plans.

• Skill Development: Neighboring facilitates the 
exchange of skills essential for emergencies, like first aid, fire 
suppression, or basic search-and rescue techniques. 
Communities with diverse skill sets are better equipped to 
handle crises independently, especially during the initial 
stages when external assistance may not yet be available.

• Resource Pooling: Preparedness often requires 
significant resources, like emergency kits, backup power 
supplies, or communication tools. Neighboring enables 
resource pooling, where individuals can collectively invest in 
shared assets like generators or satellite phones, reducing the 
financial burden on single households.



 In the winter of 2019, a heavy snowstorm in 
Republic, Missouri, gave one man a simple but 
meaningful opportunity—to shovel his elderly 
neighbors’ driveway. It took only a few minutes, but the 
impact lasted far longer. The grateful couple called him 
“the best neighbor we’ve ever had.” That small act of 
kindness revealed a powerful truth: even the simplest 
gestures can warm a community, especially in the 
coldest of seasons.

 Across the country, cities have embraced this 
same spirit through programs like Snow Buddies and 
Snow Angels, where volunteers help older adults and 
residents with disabilities clear snow and stay safe. 
Inspired by examples from Colorado shared during MU 
Extension’s Neighboring 101 class, communities in 
Kansas City and Excelsior Springs, Missouri, launched 
their own Snow Buddy programs in 2024.

 In places like Arvada, Colorado, volunteers are 
paired with residents for the entire winter, receiving 
training, recognition, and—most importantly—new 
friendships. These efforts go far beyond clearing 
driveways. They combat isolation, improve mental 
health, and remind people that they are seen and cared 
for.

 For many, winter can be a season of struggle. 
But for those with a Snow Buddy, it becomes a season of 
kindness and connection.

Case Study : Snow Buddies are 
Angels

“In a disaster, your first responders 
are often the people next door.”
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• Community Drills and Training: By fostering 
relationships, neighboring encourages participation in 
community-wide emergency drills and training sessions. 
These activities not only improve preparedness but also 
build trust and familiarity among participants, ensuring 
smoother collaboration during actual emergencies.

During emergencies, the speed and effectiveness of the 
response can significantly impact outcomes. Neighboring 
plays a crucial role in strengthening response capabilities 
through immediate assistance, communication, and 
coordination.

• Immediate Assistance: In the critical moments 
following a disaster, neighbors are often the first responders. 
They provide immediate support by rescuing trapped 
individuals, offering first aid, or delivering essential supplies. 
Proximity allows neighbors to act quickly, often bridging the 
gap before professional emergency responders arrive. 

• Effective Communication: Strong neighborly ties 
improve communication during emergencies. Neighbors 
who know each other are more likely to check in, relay 
information, and alert one another to dangers. This localized 
communication network can complement official channels, 
ensuring that vital information reaches everyone promptly.

• Coordinated Efforts: Neighboring encourages 
informal coordination, allowing communities to prioritize 
tasks and allocate resources effectively. For example, while 
some individuals may focus on clearing debris, others may 
assist vulnerable populations.

• Support for Vulnerable Populations:
Community members with disabilities, senior residents,
and families with young children often require additional 
support during emergencies. Neighboring ensures that these 
individuals are not overlooked, as neighbors are more likely 
to recognize and address their specific needs

Benefit #2 Strengthened Response 
Capabilities



 That quick response was not luck. Melanie, a 
neighborhood planner for Louisville Metro, had already 
invested in relationships with those around her after 
taking MU Extension’s Neighboring 101 series.

 “In my case, knowing my neighbors saved 
lives,” Melanie said. “My neighbor across the street was 
the first to see if I was okay and to help dig through 
debris. Because of the relationships I’d built through 
neighboring, I knew who lived in each house, who had 
pets, and who might need special help. That knowledge 
made all the difference and helped me assist first 
responders.”

 Her experience underscores a powerful truth: in 
a disaster, your first responders are often the people next 
door. While emergency services are essential, the 
strongest defense comes from neighbors who already 
know—and care for—each other. Melanie’s story shows 
how practicing neighboring before disaster strikes can 
save lives and strengthen entire communities. 

Benefit #3: Facilitating Recovery

• Emotional Support: Disasters can have a profound 
psychological impact on survivors, leading to stress, 
anxiety, or depression. Neighboring provides a sense of 
community and belonging, offering emotional support 
that helps individuals cope with a crisis.

• Shared Resources and Labor: Neighboring allows 
for the sharing of tools, materials, and labor, reducing 
the time and cost associated with recovery efforts. For 
example, neighbors may collectively clear debris, 
repair  damaged structures, or assist with childcare 
while others focus on rebuilding.

• Re-establishing Social Networks: Disasters can 
disrupt social networks and community cohesion. 
Neighboring helps rebuild these connections, fostering 
a sense of normalcy and collective purpose. Strong 
social networks are critical for long-term recovery, as 
they facilitate the exchange of resources, information, 
and support.

• Advocacy and Collective Action: Communities 
that engage in neighboring are better positioned to 
advocate for recovery assistance from local 
governments, non-profits, or other organizations. 
Collective action amplifies their voices, increasing the 
likelihood of receiving timely and adequate support.

• Networks are critical for long-term recovery, as they 
facilitate the exchange of resources, information, and 
support.

• Advocacy and Collective Action: Communities 
that engage in neighboring are better positioned to 
advocate for recovery assistance from local 
governments, non-profits, or other organizations. 
Collective action amplifies their voices, increasing the 
likelihood of receiving timely and adequate support.
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Case Study: Paducah, Kentucky
 When a tornado tore through Paducah, 
Kentucky, on Christmas Day 2021, Melanie Reason’s 
street was devastated. In the chaos, her neighbor was the 
first to check on her and her elderly parents—and to start 
digging through the rubble for survivors.

 The recovery phase of emergency management is 
often lengthy and resource intensive. Neighboring plays a 
vital role in fostering resilience and rebuilding efforts by 
providing emotional, social, and material support.



Communities with strong social cohesion are better 
able to withstand and recover from shocks, as 
individuals are more likely to collaborate and support 
one another.

• Adaptive Capacity: Disasters often reveal gaps in 
preparedness and response strategies. Neighboring 
encourages communities to learn from these 
experiences and adapt their plans accordingly. This 
iterative process of learning and adaptation 
enhances resilience to future emergencies.

• Community Empowerment: Neighboring 
empowers communities to take ownership of their 
safety and well-being. By actively participating in 
emergency management efforts, individuals develop 
a sense of agency and confidence in their ability to 
navigate crises.

• Sustainability and Self-Reliance: Neighboring 
reduces reliance on external assistance by fostering 
self-reliance and sustainability. Communities that 
invest in local solutions and collaborative efforts are 
better equipped to handle emergencies 
independently.

Case Study: Joplin and Branson 
Tornadoes 
 On May 22, 2011, an EF5 tornado tore through 
Joplin, Missouri, leaving behind catastrophic 
destruction. In the hours that followed, residents didn’t 
wait for outside help—they mobilized. Neighbors 
searched for survivors, opened their homes to the 
displaced, and shared food, water, and shelter. The 
spirit of unity that rose from the rubble became one of 
Joplin’s most powerful stories.

 Among the many grassroots responses, one 
stood out: the creation of the Joplin Tornado Info (JTI) 
Facebook page. Launched by Rebecca and Genevieve 
Williams less than two hours after the storm, JTI 
quickly became an essential hub for information, 
coordination, and hope. Run entirely by volunteers, the 
page connected survivors with vital resources, 
provided real-time updates, and helped dispel 
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 For many years, James and Sheila Boutwell 
have made their home a place of refuge, opening their 
doors to those in need. Their generosity became 
especially vital during the ice storm that hit Springfield, 
Missouri in 2007 causing the entire city to lose power. 
With gas fireplaces and a gas stove, they welcomed 
neighbors seeking warmth. 

 As word spread about the warmth of their 
home, more neighbors arrived, bringing food that would 
have spoiled. Together they created a shared 
community, eventually sheltering 50 people. Neighbors 
shared tasks including clearing debris and cooking 
meals. 

 Evenings were filled with camaraderie, turning 
hardship into connection. When power was restored to 
the area several neighbors expressed disappointment, 
saying they would miss the connections fostered by the 
group.

Benefit #4: Long-Term Community 
Resilience

Case Study: Springfield Ice Storm 

 Beyond immediate preparedness, response, 
and recovery, neighboring contributes to the 
development of long-term resilience by strengthening 
social cohesion, trust, and capacity.

• Social Cohesion and Trust: Neighboring fosters 
relationships built on trust and mutual respect, 
which are essential for collective resilience. 



Case Study: Rural Highlandville, 
Missouri

Conclusion
 Neighboring is a cornerstone of effective 
emergency management, offering numerous benefits 
across preparedness, response, recovery, and resilience. 
By fostering collaboration, trust, and resource sharing, 
neighboring empowers communities to navigate crises 
more effectively and emerge stronger in their aftermath. 
As the frequency and intensity of emergencies continue 
to rise, investing in neighboring is not just beneficial but 
essential for building resilient communities. 

“Neighboring empowers 
communities to take ownership of 

their safety and well-being.”

 In 2022, several residents of rural 
Highlandville,  Missouri, rushed to help when a 
neighbor’s home caught fire. Just two weeks earlier, 
most of them had been complete strangers.

 The connection began when Echo Schneider, 
inspired by a Neighboring 101 class from MU 
Extension, decided to meet the people living around her. 

She created flyers, invited everyone within a two-mile 
radius, and hosted a simple neighborhood cookout. 
Thirty-two people showed up—many meeting  each 
other in person for the first time. During the gathering, 
Schneider organized a neighborhood contact list so 
everyone could stay connected. 

 Only weeks later, that list proved invaluable. 
When a fire broke out at a nearby home, neighbors 
quickly called one another, helped the family to safety, 
rescued their dogs, and offered immediate support.

 Schneider says the experience taught her that 
building relationships before a crisis can turn strangers 
into a lifeline. In rural areas especially, a single 
connection can make all the difference when disaster 
strikes.
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dangerous rumors at a time when reliable 
communication was scarce.

 Within two days, JTI gained 17,000 followers 
and a 12-person volunteer team dedicated to 
fact-checking and moderating posts. For two weeks 
straight, they monitored the page around the clock—
answering questions, sharing verified updates, and 
connecting people to aid.  

 At its peak, the page reached nearly 63,000 
followers.

 University of Missouri Extension specialist 
David Burton played a key role in JTI’s administration, 
ensuring the accuracy and credibility of every post. By 
insisting on verified, research-based information, the 
team helped calm confusion and reduce 
misinformation—one of the greatest challenges in any 
disaster.

 Not a year later, when a tornado hit nearby 
Branson, Missouri, on February 28, 2012, 
communication lines were down and confusion ran 
high. Within hours, the Branson Tornado Info 
Facebook page became a lifeline—gaining more than 
14,000 followers in just 12 hours following the model 
learned in Joplin.

 Local agencies and relief partners quickly 
joined the effort, using the page to coordinate 
volunteers and direct residents to shelters, supply 
stations, and recovery meetings. National outlets, 
including the Associated Press, took notice, 
highlighting the page as a groundbreaking model for 
social media in disaster response.

 More than a decade later, Branson Tornado 
Info continues to serve the community—sharing 
weather alerts, recovery updates, and notices about 
missing residents. What began as an experiment in 
digital connection became a trusted neighbor in its own 
right—proving that, in moments of crisis, information 
shared in real time can save lives and strengthen 
communities.



Strategies for Promoting Neighboring

Community Events: Organizing events like driveway 
parties, neighborhood cleanups, or group activities 
that tap into the strengths of the residents can help 
build relationships and encourage collaboration. 

Local Leadership: Empowering local leaders to 
advocate for neighboring and coordinate efforts can 
strengthen community engagement. 

Inclusive Practices: Ensuring that all community 
members, regardless of age, ethnicity, or 
socioeconomic status, are included in neighboring 
efforts fosters cohesion. 

Technology and Social Media: Leveraging 
technology, such as neighborhood apps or social 
media groups, can facilitate communication and 
coordination among residents for face-to-face 
opportunities and events.

While neighboring offers significant benefits, fostering strong 
community ties can be challenging. Strategies to promote 

neighboring include: 
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Preparing Today for Tomorrow’s Disaster

While helping neighbors during an emergency is critical, the time to build those relationships
is now—before disaster strikes. Strengthening your neighborhood’s emergency preparedness
today can make all the difference in a crisis. Here are practical steps you can take:

1. Build Relationships with Neighbors

•  Introduce Yourself – Get to know your immediate neighbors. A simple conversation can lay the foundation 
for mutual support during an emergency.

• Host a Neighborhood Gathering – Organize a small event, such as a block party or community meeting, 
to encourage connections which can make it easier to work together during a crisis

• Encourage a Buddy System – Pair up with a nearby household, especially if they include elderly 
individuals, people with disabilities, or those living alone.

2. Exchange Important Contact Information

• Create a Neighborhood Contact List – Gather names, phone numbers, and emergency contacts for 
neighbors willing to participate.

• Include Special Needs Information – Note any households that may require additional assistance (e.g., 
medical needs, mobility issues, or pet considerations).

• Share the List Digitally – Use a shared document, group chat, or neighborhood app to keep contact 
information accessible.

3. Develop a Neighborhood Emergency Plan

• Identify Local Risks – Discuss common threats in your area, such as floods, tornadoes, wildfires, or power 
outages.

• Establish Emergency Roles – Assign responsibilities, such as checking on elderly neighbors, clearing 
debris, or coordinating communication.

• Designate a Safe Meeting Spot – Choose a nearby location where neighbors can gather in case of 
evacuation or extended power loss.

4. Stock Up on Emergency Supplies

• Encourage Every Household to Prepare – Share a basic emergency kit checklist with essentials like 
water, food, flashlights, first aid supplies, and medications. A checklist is available on the MU Extension 
website at extension.missouri.edu

• Encourage Every Family to Prepare a Family Disaster Plan and a Family Emergency Communication 
Plan. These are available on the MU Extension website.
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• Pool Resources When Possible – Consider collectively investing in shared items like a generator, satellite 
phone, or community tool kit.

• Create a Community Supply Hub – If feasible, identify a home, church, or local business that could serve 
as a central supply location in a crisis. Might even work with a local business to secure items at a discount.

5. Organize Community Training & Drills

• Encourage CPR and First Aid Training – Partner with local organizations to provide free or discounted 
certification courses.

• Host Disaster Preparedness Workshops – Work with local emergency management, emergency 
responders, and Extension to offer training on search-and-rescue techniques, and even disaster planning.

• Conduct Practice Drills – Simulate emergency scenarios, such as fire evacuation or severe weather 
response, to test readiness.

• Promote CERT (Community Emergency Response Team) Programs: Encourage neighborhoods to 
participate in CERT programs to learn basic disaster response skills, such as fire safety and emergency 
medical assistance.

• Involve Schools and Faith-Based Organizations: Integrate disaster education into schools and encourage 
students to bring their knowledge home to their families.

• Engage Faith-Based Organizations: Partner with nearby churches, synagogues, and mosques to 
coordinate disaster relief and preparedness efforts.

6. Utilize Social Media and Technology

• Create a Neighborhood Group – Use platforms like Facebook, Nextdoor, or WhatsApp for quick updates 
and coordination.

• Follow Local Emergency Alerts – Encourage neighbors to sign up for official notifications from the National 
Weather Service, FEMA, or local authorities.

• Share Resources Online – Post emergency checklists, shelter locations, and recovery tips in the 
neighborhood group.

• Share Success Stories: Publicize inspiring examples neighbors helping each other during past disasters 
to motivate others to get involved

By taking these proactive steps, you can help create a connected, prepared, and resilient
neighborhood—one where neighbors look out for one another before, during, and after a
disaster.
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Adaptive Capacity
The ability of individuals, neighborhoods, or
communities to learn from past emergencies,
adjust behaviors, and modify plans to better
prepare for and respond to future disasters.

Asset-Based Community Development
ABCD - An approach to community
building that focuses on identifying and
mobilizing existing strengths rather than
concentrating on needs or deficits.

Buddy System
A preparedness strategy where neighbors are
paired or grouped to check on one another
before, during, and after emergencies.

Community Emergency Response Team
CERT - A nationally recognized training
program that equips residents with basic
disaster response skills like fire safety, light
search and rescue, and first aid, enabling
neighbors to assist until responders arrive.

Community Resilience
The capacity of a community to withstand,
adapt to, and recover from natural disasters,
power outages, or health emergencies.
Strengthened by trust, local leadership,
shared resources, and social networks.

Emergency Preparedness
Actions taken before a disaster to reduce
risk and improve readiness by relationship
building,emergency planning, training,
drills, and assembling emergency supplies.

First Responders (Informal)
Neighbors and community members who
provide immediate assistance during the
early moments of a disaster—often before
police, fire, or medical professionals arrive.

Glossary of Key Terms
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Mutual Aid
Voluntary, reciprocal support among
neighbors and community members, such as
sharing food, shelter, labor, information, or
care during times of crisis and recovery.

Neighboring
Intentional relationship-building among
people living near one another. Neighboring
functions as a critical layer of preparedness,
response, and recovery.

Preparedness Drills
Practice activities that simulate emergency
scenarios to test readiness, clarify roles, and
improve coordination among neighbors.

Resource Pooling
The practice of sharing tools, equipment, or
supplies among neighbors to reduce
individual burden and improve readiness.

Social Capital
The networks of relationships, trust, and
reciprocity that enable people to work
together effectively. High social capital
increases the speed and effectiveness of
emergency response and recovery.

Social Cohesion
The degree to which community members
feel connected, trust one another, and share
a sense of belonging. Strong social cohesion
enables cooperation, collective action, and
emotional support during crises.

Vulnerable Populations
Individuals that may need additional
assistance during emergencies, including
older adults, people with disabilities,
families with young children, individuals
with medical needs, and those living alone.
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