
Disaster Donations - The Best Ways to Contribute in Times of Crisis 
 
 
In times of crisis, Americans across the country have the immediate reaction of wanting to offer assistance.  This 
is a very positive quality, and it’s one of the things that make this country great.  When the Haiti earthquake hit 
and when the Chilean earthquake followed, people everywhere were organizing drives of various types to get 
some sort of relief on its way. 
 
Now that a cataclysmic series of events have rocked Japan, it seems that scammers are coming out of the wood 
work trying to take advantage of your generous nature and to get you to part company with your funds. 
 
Let’s look at just a few considerations that can make your donation during a disaster a win / win for everyone 
involved.  Let’s look at the best ways for you to G.I.V.E.: 
 

Goods – Donations of clothing and other items are good if done in the right way. 
Income – Sharing your cash is the most efficient way to help, but there are things you should know. 
Volunteers – Some disasters could use some helping hands on the ground, but not others. 
Expertise – In some cases you can help victims get certain areas of their life back on track. 

 
 
Goods 
This is the most common form of donation, especially when a local catastrophe occurs.  If someone’s house 
burns down and the family loses everything, neighbors are usually quick to contribute clothes, household goods, 
etc. to help the family get back on their feet.   
 
The more local the disaster, the more useful is the donation of goods.  However, for large-scale incidents or 
disasters farther away, the donation of tangible items becomes less of a good idea.  This is because physical 
items require sorting, shipping, storage, distribution, warehousing, etc.  So, by the time you send that old pair of 
jeans half a continent away they wind up costing more than a brand new pair. 
 
The best way to donate physical goods is through local organizations that are set up to handle them and who will 
either use them for local disasters or who can sell the goods to raise money to be used in other ways to help.  
Good examples of places to donate include faith based organizations, Good Will, and the Salvation Army. 
 
Income 
When it comes to disaster relief, cash is king.  With cash, relief organizations can pinpoint exactly the type and 
amount of items they need for a particular disaster and purchase accordingly.  Money can be used to supply a 
variety of aid including water, food, and medicine, and is not limited to the items we usually see donated. 
 
One caveat though, is the fact that after any major disaster the scammers come out trying to rip off good hearted 
donors.  If you follow a few safety precautions you can be sure your money is getting to the right folks.  Here are 
some safety tips: 
 

1. First, only donate to a recognized charity and one that will use the money for the purpose for which you 
are donating.  The most recognized group is the Red Cross – www.redcross.org - (and by the way, it’s 
always good to donate blood), and another great group is “Doctors Without Borders”  at 
www.doctorswithoutborders.org.  However, be sure to check out anyone’s recommendation through the 
links below in # 4 to make sure the organization you’re donating to spends the money like you intend.  

2. If you get a call from a group that seems legitimate and you recognize the name, you still shouldn’t whip 
out that credit card to donate over the phone.  Politely thank the caller and then contact the known 
organization directly via their regular website or by calling 1-800-555-1212 to get the toll-free number to 
their headquarters.  A lot of fraud is committed using a real charity name to send you to a false location. 

3. The same goes with email.  If you get an email, make sure the link is legit.  Most email programs will 
either spell out a hyperlink or show the true hyperlink when you hover your mouse cursor over it.  
Legitimate emails will link you to a genuine web page.  If you’re not sure about the link, don’t click on it! 

4. To check the legitimacy of organizations you haven’t heard of take a look at www.guidestar.org, 
www.charitywatch.org, www.bbb.org/us/charity, or www.charitynavigator.org.  These sites can tell you 
who’s for real and how each organization will spend your money. 

http://www.redcross.org/
http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/
http://www.guidestar.org/
http://www.charitywatch.org/
http://www.bbb.org/us/charity
http://www.charitynavigator.org/


 
 
Volunteers 
Neighbor helping neighbor is one of our highest civic duties.  Nothing beats having an extra set of eyes, hands, or 
shoulders when it comes time for local disaster response.  Like “goods” above though, there are certain ways to 
offer your volunteer services. 
 
First, don’t rush to the scene of an active disaster unless you’re a part of local emergency management.  People 
who show up at incidents are called “Convergent Volunteers” and if there are too many, they can actually get in 
the way of the emergency response.  This became something of a problem in Haiti because the airport could 
handle only so much incoming traffic, and local officials could process only so many incoming foreign nationals. 
 
If you’re part of an organized group such as CERT, which is a great thing, please wait until your group is activated 
or called up.   
 
 
Expertise 
The concept of volunteers above conjures up mental images of people making sandbag walls to protect from 
floods, cleaning up debris, setting up food lines, and other physical services.  After a major disaster though, the 
needs of the victims fall into numerous categories, only a few of which would involve physical help. 
 
For example, during any post-event recovery phase, victims will need assistance with insurance, taxes, 
unemployment issues, government grant applications, and with all phases of dealing with the legalities involved 
with injured or deceased loved ones.  If you deal with any of these things in your professional life, you’ll be highly 
valued as a volunteer.   
 
The need for mental and emotional counseling will be just as great.  If your area of expertise includes any sort of 
licensed psycho therapy work, you should consider being a volunteer counselor. 
 
The same rules apply though.  Offer your assistance to local authorities and wait to be called up. 
 
Though we’ve thrown in several “don’ts” in our short discussion, please don’t think that your help is not needed.  It 
is needed, especially in these economic times when simple disasters can hit our friends and neighbors harder 
than usual and when first responders and emergency management groups are under the same financial issues 
the rest of us are. 
 
One of the best ways you can help is to make sure your own family is safe and secure (since security, like charity, 
begins at home).  This will prevent direct hardship, and it will also help others by freeing up the first responder 
assets that won’t need to be expended on you.   
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