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Could virtual volunteerism enhance information resilience in a nuclear 
emergency? The potential role of disaster knowledge workers and virtual 

emergent groups 
 

Abstract – Informal volunteerism in its various forms is on the rise in the safety and security arena. 
This study focuses on a new mode of informal volunteerism, virtual volunteerism. The study uses the 
complex context of a nuclear emergency to explore (1) the extent to which informal volunteerism, in 
the form of virtual volunteerism, can develop information resilience and (2) the problems and 
challenges involved. The study relies on interview data gathered from 18 Finnish public authorities 
and NGO actors working in expert or managerial positions connected to nuclear emergency response. 
The study results suggest that informal virtual volunteerism could play a role in the development of 
information resilience in society. However, as suggested in previous studies, virtual volunteerism 
could be a double-edged sword. There is a real risk of mis- and disinformation because of the volatile 
times in which we live. The identified risk sparked a debate on the inclusion and exclusion of 
unaffiliated disaster knowledge workers and virtual emergent groups in nuclear emergency 
preparedness, response, and recovery. 
 
Keywords: nuclear emergencies / information resilience / informal volunteerism / virtual 
volunteerism / disaster knowledge workers / virtual emergent groups 
 
1 Introduction 
Recent studies have called for greater recognition of the role of informal stakeholder engagement in 
nuclear emergency preparedness, response, and recovery (see, Geysmans et al., 2020; Turcanu et al., 
2020). Informal stakeholder engagement as used here refers to (uninvited) self-organizing bottom-up 
activities such as citizens’ radiation-monitoring networks, the opposite being the forms of (invited) 



formal top-down stakeholder engagement, where authorities decide who is invited and what the 
influence will be on actual decisions. In the broader context of crisis and disaster research, there is a 
connection to the concept of informal volunteerism. Informal volunteerism is understood as “the 
activities of people who work outside of formal emergency and disaster management arrangements 
to help others who are at risk or are affected by emergencies and disasters” (Whittaker et al., 2015). 
 
One mode of informal volunteerism, and the focus of this study, is virtual volunteerism, that is, 
volunteering that relies heavily on online digital technologies (e.g. Whittaker et al., 2015; Lachance, 
2021). Examples of virtual volunteerism are the actions of unaffiliated volunteer disaster knowledge 
workers (Smith et al., 2021) and emergent groups relying on virtual means (Reuter et al., 2012). The 
communicative role of both actors in disaster response has been documented. Whittaker et al. (2015) 
point out that virtual volunteerism is likely to assume a more widespread role in crisis and disaster 
management, which was already evident during the COVID-19-pandemic (Harris, 2021). Ideally, 
virtual volunteerism would play a positive role in strengthening the information resilience of 
societies. Various forms of virtual volunteerism may, among other things, increase the availability of 
data and facilitate the transmission of information for a wide range of actors in crisis and disaster 
management (see Sakurai and Chughtai, 2020; Rantamäki and Jalonen, 2022). 
 
The current study utilizes diverse interview material relating to the complex context of nuclear 
emergency preparedness, response, and recovery (on this complexity, see Geysmans et al., 2020) to 
explore (1) the extent to which informal volunteerism, through the mode of virtual volunteerism, can 
develop information resilience and (2) the problems and challenges involved. The interview data were 
gathered from 18 Finnish public authorities and NGO actors in expert or managerial positions relevant 
to nuclear emergency response. The article begins with a comprehensive definition of the concepts 
central to the research, after which it presents the data and methods used. There follows an analysis 



of the observations of the interviewees on the opportunities and challenges virtual volunteerism 
presents for the development of information resilience. A discussion section connects those results to 
relevant prior research. 
 
2 Sensitising concepts for analysis 
Whittaker et al. (2015) identify two broad types of informal volunteerism: emergent volunteerism 
and extending volunteerism. Emergent volunteerism can occur at any crisis stage, is often short-lived, 
and can be concretized as the action of both group-level (i.e. emergent groups) and individual-level 
actors (i.e. spontaneous volunteers), both comprising unaffiliated volunteers. Prior research reports 
that the emergent and informal actors undertake diverse tasks in preventive work, acute situations, 
and post-crisis recovery. The relevant tasks might involve raising awareness of hazards; opposing 
initiatives the volunteers believe increase security risk; taking part in search and rescue operations; 
providing food, drink, and shelter; collecting and distributing relief supplies; contributing to 
rebuilding efforts; and raising funds for victims (e.g. Stallings and Quarantelli, 1985; Twigg and 
Mosel, 2017). In the context of nuclear emergencies, emergent volunteerism appears to be implicitly 
included in the concept of helpers. For example, the IAEA report on the Fukushima Daiichi accident 
states, “Members of the public, referred to as ‘helpers’, volunteered to assist in the off-site emergency 
response” (IAEA, 2015). 
 
Extending volunteerism, in turn, refers to volunteering in which actors who do not have an official 
role in crisis and disaster management (e.g. sports clubs and community associations) extend their 
activities to the sector (Whittaker et al., 2015). The concept includes private sector involvement (i.e. 
employee or corporate volunteering), which is also on the rise (see McLennan et al., 2016). This 
study, however, focuses more strongly on emergent volunteerism, which emphasizes volunteers’ lack 



of connection to any underlying organized entity (at least initially), which makes them inherently 
unaffiliated. 
 
Whittaker et al. (2015) also define a new mode (i.e. a style or technique) of informal volunteerism: 
virtual volunteerism. The premise of virtual volunteerism is that “the increasing accessibility of 

sophisticated yet simple information and communication technologies [ICT] has enabled citizens to 
participate in emergency and disaster management in new ways” (Whittaker et al., 2015). 
Accordingly, in addition to physical emergent groups, there are also virtual emergent groups, which 
“originate in the Internet and mainly carry out their activities online” (Reuter et al., 2012). Similarly, 
in addition to spontaneous volunteers who converge on the physical site of the disaster, there are 
unaffiliated volunteer disaster knowledge workers who operate “behind the scenes providing 

primarily communicative and coordinating support” (Smith et al., 2021). In addition to “pure online 

volunteering,” there are various combinations of traditional on-the-ground volunteering and virtual 
volunteering (e.g. Lachance, 2021). 
 
Naito et al. (2020) describe the Fukushima nuclear emergency as “the first large-scale nuclear disaster 
to occur in the era of ICT”. The impact of ICT was reflected, among other ways, in how people 
became active on and through social media (see Slater et al., 2012). For example, the emergence of 
various self-organized and informal radiation monitoring networks is well documented (e.g. 
Kuchinskaya, 2019; Kenens et al., 2020). Such loosely connected, low-hierarchy networks are 
described by principles such as open-source, open-data, crowdsourcing, and citizen science (Brown 
et al., 2016). Citizen science here refers to “a form of science developed and enacted by citizens, with 

citizen volunteers collecting or analyzing various kinds of data” (van Oudheusden et al., 2019; see 
also Kenens et al., 2020). 
 



Smith et al. (2019) highlight nine diverse tasks that can be included under virtual volunteerism: (1) 
distributing information, (2) reporting on local conditions, (3) advising others, (4) educating others, 
(5) connecting people and materials and (6) citizen rescuers with those in need of rescue, (7) trust 
building, (8) bolstering community unity and strength, and (9) requesting supplies, donations or 
people to help and assist. 
 
Positive aspects of virtual volunteerism include the fact that participation is often independent of time 
and place, thus can also reduce the barriers to participation in disaster response (McLennan et al., 
2016). Virtual volunteerism also has a communicative role. Ideally, it will support the processes of 
sensemaking and sense-giving and consequently increase situational awareness in crises and disasters 
(e.g. Smith et al., 2021). Virtual volunteerism can then play a positive role in strengthening the 
information resilience of societies. Information resilience can be understood, for example, as the 
availability of good data and meaningful information and the prevention of problems caused by mis- 
and disinformation (Rantamäki and Jalonen, 2022). Consequently, strengthening the information 
resilience of societies could encourage the creation of more mis- and disinformation-resilient societies 
(see, e.g. Filipec, 2019; Sakurai and Chughtai, 2020). 
 
However, virtual volunteerism has its challenges. While disaster knowledge workers and virtual 
emergent groups can provide, for example, rich, contextual information, they may also spread 
misinformation and consequently generate panic or anxiety among citizens (Slater et al., 2012; 
Sakurai and Chughtai, 2020). Attempting to prepare in advance for virtual volunteerism is also 
challenging, and as Whittaker et al. (2015) point out in relation to volunteered geographic 
information, “it cannot be known beforehand how much information will be volunteered and where 

it will come from” and that “the quality of data cannot be guaranteed, with the potential for citizens 
to intentionally or unintentionally contribute erroneous information”. It should also be noted that ICT 



may not only reduce but also create barriers, especially for those with limited internet access or who 
find it difficult to use new digital tools and platforms (see e.g. Radianti and Gjøsæter, 2019). 
 
There is also a tension between the informal, self-organizing nature of virtual volunteerism and “the 

command-and-control culture” in crisis and disaster management (McLennan et al., 2016). The 
challenge is that overly tight coordination or control generally reduces the agility and adaptability of 
informal volunteerism (Schmidt et al., 2018; Raisio et al., 2019; Handmer and Maynard, 2021). For 
example, the Tōhoku earthquake of 2011 sparked debate over the extent to which excessive 
coordination and general talk of “unsolicited volunteers” and “nuisance volunteers” may have 
discouraged spontaneous volunteering in relief activities (see Avenell, 2012; Yūko et al., 2012). 
 
Additionally, gatekeeping presents its own challenges. Rantamäki and Jalonen (2022) consider that 
overly rigorous gatekeeping (of communication) can block the flow of information required to 
support information resilience. In contrast, gatekeeping that is insufficiently rigorous can encourage 
the spread of mis- and disinformation. Efficient gatekeeping is fundamentally a balancing act between 
self-organization and coordination/control (e.g. Simsa et al., 2019; Raisio et al., 2022). 

 
3 Methodology 
This article is part of a larger body of research on the role of the so-called fourth sector in nuclear 
emergencies (limited to nuclear power plant accidents). In Finland, the fourth sector is used as an 
umbrella term to cover various forms of informal volunteerism, such as spontaneous volunteers and 
emergent groups (see Raisio et al., 2019). Eighteen participants were selected via a purposive 
sampling strategy to inform the study (e.g. Robinson, 2014). 
 



The identification of potential interviewees relied on the diverse group of participants and 
stakeholders of the regional preparedness exercise (implemented by the Regional State 
Administrative Agency in the fall of 2021). The scenario of the exercise dealt with an accident at a 
nuclear power plant, and the focus was outside the precautionary action zone. The nature of the 
exercise (a tabletop exercise) determined that the pool of potential interviewees comprised individuals 
who were in expert or management positions relevant to nuclear emergencies. Relevancy thus implies 
here that they have a specific role in nuclear emergency preparedness, response, and/or recovery. 
 
Nine interviewees held expert positions, and nine held managerial positions. Thirteen were men, and 
five were women. Fourteen interviewees worked in the public sector, and four in the third sector. 
Four interviewees worked at a local level, six interviewees at a regional level, and eight interviewees 
at a national level. All interviewees were Finns. The interviewees acted as experts on the subject, not 
as representatives of their organisations. Therefore, to protect their anonymity, the exact background 
organisations of the interviewees are not presented in the study.  However, the interviewees mainly 
represented safety and security authorities and NGOs, as well as social, health, and food sector 
authorities. 
 
Semi-structured interviews (e.g. Kallio et al., 2016) were conducted remotely, mainly via Zoom, 
between January and April 2022. The interview protocol included three sections, all addressing the 
issue of informal volunteerism in general rather than solely focusing on virtual volunteerism (see 
Appendix 1). The first section dealt with the fourth sector as a phenomenon and concept. The other 
sections addressed the role of the fourth sector in the different phases of a nuclear emergency and the 
benefits, problems, and challenges associated with it. Eight of the interviews were conducted after 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, which affected the content of those interviews.  



The average duration of the interviews was 55 minutes. All interviews were transcribed, resulting in 
222 pages of text (Times New Roman 12p, line spacing 1). 
 
The data were analysed with an abductive approach to content analysis that encourages moving back 
and forth between the inductive and deductive approaches during the process of analysis (e.g. 
Graneheim et al., 2017). The analysis began with familiarization with the data, involving reading all 
the transcribed interviews several times. Then, the sections in the text that deal with issues and 
phenomena related to information resilience and virtual volunteerism were identified. This process 
excluded data on activities that take place mainly on the ground (e.g. decontamination activities) as 
well as activities where virtual volunteerism has only a coordinating function and where there is no 
explicit connection to information resilience (e.g. collecting and distributing relief supplies). Next, 
the selected data were coded into third-, second-, and first-level categories. For example, the third-
level categories raising awareness (before the nuclear emergency), contributing to the public’s 

situational picture (during the nuclear emergency), developing a safety culture (after the nuclear 
emergency) formed the second-level category of transmission of information. Correspondingly, the 
second-level categories transmission of information and data generation formed the first-level 
category of the role of virtual volunteerism (in the development of information resilience). 
 
As is typical of a qualitative study, the analysis process was iterative in nature. The authors of the 
article acted as “critical friends” (Sparkes & Smith, 2014) at different stages of the process, 
encouraging each other to reflect on alternative perspectives and interpretations. The aim was to 
increase the reliability of the research by implementing researcher triangulation, that is, to ensure that 
the perspectives of an individual researcher would not be emphasized or produce obvious 
interpretation errors. The results of the study are described in the next section according to the 
resultant structure of the coding process. Anonymized direct quotations (#1–#18) translated from 



Finnish to English are used in the presentation of the results. With regard to direct quotations, 
annotations indicate whether the interviewee in question is a public authority or an NGO actor and 
whether he or she is an actor at the local, regional, or national level. 
 
4 Results 
 
4.1 The role of virtual volunteerism 
 
4.1.1 Transmission of information 
 
The transmission of information was highlighted in the interview data as one of the key roles of virtual 
volunteerism. In the preparedness phase, this role particularly involves raising awareness of potential 
nuclear emergencies and how to act in such situations. Raising awareness includes information on 
the dangers and properties of radiation and the content of home emergency supply kits (including e.g. 
food, water, and iodine pills) and their importance. The challenge for official communication was 
considered to be that “we do not know how to talk about these things in an intelligible way. We easily 
place too much emphasis on either science or technology.” (#12, public authority, local level). Virtual 
volunteerism could facilitate transmitting official information in plain language so that people could 
better understand the issue. 
 
During the emergency response and transition phases, virtual volunteerism can contribute to the 
public’s situational picture. The role of virtual volunteerism would then develop to encompass sharing 
information about the nuclear emergency that has occurred: “[Virtual volunteers] could use social 
media to convey the right information about what people really need to do now, where they should 
go, what pills they should take, and, for example, what is the proper way to handle the sheltering or 



evacuation of pets” (#13, public authority, national level). Social media was considered to be a 
breeding ground for varieties of informal volunteerism, being a place where informal volunteerism, 
“lives, breathes and gains more strength” (#15, public authority, regional level). This is why it was 
considered natural for emergency management organizations to use informal volunteerism – through 
the mode of virtual volunteerism – as a resource to convey information, particularly through different 
social media channels. 
 
Although it was challenging for the interviewees to consider the role of virtual volunteerism in the 
long-term (i.e. the post-accident phase), they pointed out that the importance of the phase should not 
be neglected but should be discussed and valued in society more than currently. For example, one 
interviewee emphasized that in the long-term phase, it would be important to restore things (e.g. 
preparedness planning) to a better level than before the nuclear emergency. In that case, the role of 
virtual volunteers could continue to be to convey information and, alongside that, to raise crisis 
awareness and advance a “public safety culture” (#12, public authority, local level). 
 
4.1.2 Data generation 
 
In the eyes of the interviewees, the role of virtual volunteerism should not be reduced to the mere 
transmission of official information: communication was seen as a two-way exercise. For example, 
our respondents considered that emergent virtual groups and disaster knowledge workers would have 
an important role in reporting local conditions. Virtual volunteers would then generate data for the 
authorities’ situational picture: “But then forming a situational picture, that’s what’s really important. 

After all, we can’t form a comprehensive situational picture except by collecting that local data” (#8, 
public authority, regional level). That data could, for example, include information on the general 
civic mood, persons at risk, and local needs for mental support. Virtual volunteers would then act to 



connect public authorities to what is happening “beneath the visible surface there in the local 
community” (#7, NGO actor, regional level). Such data would otherwise remain hidden, which could 
subsequently have a negative effect, especially in the long-term phase, with situations (e.g. related to 
mental health) potentially escalating over time. 
 
The interviews also covered the production of radiation measurement data. It was considered possible 
that unaffiliated volunteers (for example, self-organizing citizens’ radiation monitoring networks) 
could become involved in radiation measurement activities. This is an example of a combination of 
traditional on-the-ground volunteering (e.g. collecting data) and virtual volunteering (e.g. sharing 
data). Particularly those interviewees who represented public authorities saw such self-organizing 
radiation measurement initiatives as an opportunity if the data collected were reliable and 
complemented the data collected by the authorities. In general, this was also considered a question of 
having access to a sufficiently large workforce. If the nuclear emergency affected a large area, “there 
would soon be more work to be done [in decontamination and radiation monitoring activities] than 
there are workers in the authorities or other trained bodies” (#2, public authority, national level). In 
addition, the interviewees highlighted how the option to contribute during a crisis might have an anti-
traumatic effect. By being active, unaffiliated volunteers could possibly regain even a small part of 
the control that the crisis took away from them. As one interviewee said with regard to radiation 
measurements, “in any case, people would need something to do in this situation, I believe” (#7, NGO 
actor, regional level). The threats, in turn, were related to mis- and disinformation, as described in the 
next section. 
 
4.2 The challenges of virtual volunteerism 
 
4.2.1 Misinformation 



Virtual volunteerism was frequently associated with the risk of misinformation. The interviewees 
meant that virtual volunteers could inadvertently spread false or distorted information. In that case, it 
is possible that “more fear than information would be spread” (#12, public authority, local level). 
One of the interviewees viewed misinformation as likely to expand rapidly as people became tempted 
to blow issues or events out of proportion. Interviewees also reflected on how misinformation spread 
widely during the COVID-19 pandemic, which contributed to their scepticism in the context of a 
nuclear emergency. 
 
As a concrete example of misinformation, the interviewees considered the various risks of self-
organized radiation measurement activities. First, even if the unaffiliated volunteers had good 
intentions, the reliability of the measurements was considered likely to be problematical: “Who 
measures? What do they measure? Are the measurement results commensurate? Are they even true?” 

(#14, public authority, national level). The interviewees representing public authorities identified a 
risk associated with measurement results being published on the internet in the form of open data. 
The data would then be subject to different interpretations, and different conclusions could be drawn 
from them: “If there are even small differences, then people can interpret things differently” (#10, 
public authority, regional level). The worst-case scenario mentioned would be the activities of public 
authorities being driven by false results, leading to a waste of government resources. The respondents 
warned that public authorities would have to consider well in advance of an emergency how the 
potentially large data mass generated by unaffiliated volunteers could be processed and how those 
data should inform conclusions. 
 
4.2.2 Disinformation 
 



In addition to unintentional misinformation, the interviewees also highlighted the risks of intentional 
disinformation, which was seen to be linked to information and hybrid influencing. In general, 
informal volunteerism was seen as more susceptible to the effects of disinformation than, for example, 
formal volunteering. The interviewees identified several factors underpinning that perception. First, 
unaffiliated volunteers do not have access to the same background information (e.g. intelligence) as 
organized actors, making it more difficult for them to build adequate situational awareness. A second 
factor is that informal volunteerism – whether virtual or physical – is inherently spontaneous and 
unstructured. That unstructured nature means that organizers of an emergency response would not 
always know precisely who the involved actors are: “It is a breeding ground for disinformation when 
it is not clear who we are dealing with” (#7, NGO actor, regional level). Third, exposure to 
disinformation was seen to be affected by the fact that not all unaffiliated volunteers may be interested 
in the work of the authorities or the information they disseminate. 
 
The current international situation was seen as entailing a risk that attempts to influence would be 
made: “Apparently, at least in the current tense situation, Finland is on such soil in terms of different 
interests that these attempts to influence would probably come from outside, and through hybrid 
influencing, perhaps an attempt would be made to bring about a movement in the [informal] fourth 
sector, which would then specifically seek to act in the wrong direction” (#5, NGO actor, national 
level). The external actors seeking to influence would seek to undermine people’s trust in the 
authorities and use informal volunteerism as an organized actor’s tool of power to achieve certain 
goals. The respondents also raised the possibility that an external party would try to manipulate the 
open data related to, for example, radiation measurements.  That might be achieved directly by 
manipulating the data through a security breach, or creating scam sites, for example.  
 



Data manipulation would be particularly dangerous in a situation such as a nuclear emergency. The 
interviewees were aware that, for ordinary people, radiation was abstract, uncontrollable, frightening, 
and invisible. Therefore, disinformation could have more serious consequences than in less complex 
situations. As one interviewee stated, “anyone could put any measurement results out there, and it 
could create an uncontrollable panic in some area” (#14, public authority, national level). 
Nevertheless, the informants did see Finland as having an advantage in the high level of public trust 
in the safety and security authorities, which was expected to be maintained in the event of a nuclear 
emergency. 
 
4.2.3 Inclusion versus exclusion 
 
The inclusion and exclusion of unaffiliated virtual and on-the-ground volunteers in nuclear 
emergency preparedness, response, and recovery attracted much attention among those interviewed. 
Instead of straight exclusion, a key response to the challenges raised was to suggest that this variety 
of volunteers is tightly coordinated by emergency management organizations. Including such 
volunteers would require that informal volunteerism be coordinated in some way. Non-government 
organizations (such as The Voluntary Rescue Service) would have to largely bear responsibility for 
that coordination, as the safety and security authorities were not seen to have the resources to do this. 
In addition to the term coordination, the interviewees used terms related to channelling in this 
context: “I would see it as important that this spontaneous action be channelled so that we can check 
that it is accurate and reliable. So that we ourselves would then be aware that there is no state 
influence.” (#17, public authority, national level) Completely excluding unaffiliated volunteers was, 
however, seen as an undesirable option. Such action was perceived as likely to cause, among other 
things, mistrust, reputational harm and, in general, a negative attitude towards the authorities. With 
regard to self-organizing radiation measurement activities, it was also seen as possible that “if the 



results are not exploited in any way by the authorities, it may result in the results of the measurements 
and their exploitation then being captured by that disinformation side” (#2, public authority, national 
level). 
 
The interviewees also reflected on the extent to which informal volunteerism could be purely self-
organizing. However, this reflection remained limited, as the need for coordination predominated. 
Nonetheless, a few comments highlighted the agility of spontaneous volunteers in a positive sense.  
One interviewee, for example, pondered providing unaffiliated volunteers with ready-made virtual 
platforms to which they could deliver measurement data. That same respondent, however, also 
pointed out that “the best thing about the [informal] fourth sector may be that they build [these 
platforms] themselves. In relation to Ukraine, too, it has been seen that suddenly a few innovative 
guys provide their own sit-rep service. It is a challenge for the authorities that if they do not do it, 
then (volunteers) will do it.” (#16, public authority, national level) One of the perceived underlying 
challenges was that the roles of unaffiliated volunteer disaster knowledge workers and virtual 
emergent groups had been seen in a negative light by the emergency management organizations 
during the preparedness activities. For example, the interviewees highlighted how virtual 
volunteerism had been described as a disruptive activity in preparedness exercises, that is, more of a 
threat than a positive opportunity. However, it would be possible to see this differently, “if the 
situation were that there were a group of people willing to disseminate the correct information, then 
I think that the [informal] fourth sector would be a resource in communication and not an enemy” 

(#13, public authority, national level). 
 
5 Discussion 
The results of the study show that informal volunteerism, in the form of virtual volunteerism, is seen 
by the informants of this study as having a role in the development of information resilience in society 



in Finland. This perception is supported by two emerging perspectives in particular. First, unaffiliated 
virtual volunteers such as volunteer disaster knowledge workers and virtual emergent groups (see 
Reuter et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2021) contribute to conveying official information across all phases 
of the nuclear emergency, that is, the preparedness, emergency response, transition, and long-term 
phases (e.g. Bertho et al., 2022). This is a kind of one-way information broker role. Secondly, virtual 
volunteerism also makes it possible to generate new data, thus giving virtual volunteers an active role 
and making communication two-way. 
 
As in previous studies (Slater et al., 2012; Sakurai and Chughtai, 2020), virtual volunteerism was 
seen by the informants as posing challenges that might, in the worst case, outweigh its benefits. The 
informants were particularly wary of mis- and disinformation, to the extent that there was discussion 
of the merits and demerits of the inclusion and exclusion of unaffiliated volunteers in nuclear 
emergency preparedness, response, and recovery (Harris et al., 2017). The debate reflects an attempt 
to balance the extent to which virtual volunteers are included, the extent to which their self-organizing 
nature is accepted or enabled, and the extent to which safety and security authorities and NGOs should 
act as gatekeepers (of communication) or coordinators. 
 
This study also confirms previous research findings in the context of nuclear emergencies establishing 
that coordinated formal volunteer action is favoured by safety and security authorities, while 
spontaneous uncoordinated volunteers are largely considered a nuisance (e.g. Avenell, 2012; Yūko 

et al., 2012). One influencing factor here is the safety and security authorities’ lack of trust in 

unaffiliated volunteers and in the data they provide, for example, because they do not know the 
background of the involved unaffiliated volunteers. Trust is, however, one of the key criteria for 
cooperation between different actors in safety and security work (see Valtonen 2016). In the Finnish 
context, it is interesting that the public’s trust in public authorities is high but that the public 



authorities themselves do not seem to have trust in (uncoordinated) unaffiliated volunteers (Raisio et 
al., 2019). This is partly contrary to the Japanese context, where the impetus for informal virtual 
volunteerism seems to have arisen precisely as a public response to the perceived institutional 
inadequacy and the lack of trust in official information (Brown et al. 2016). 
 
The key dilemma then seems to be how to enable virtual volunteerism in a way that neither stifles 
spontaneous action through excessive coordination or control nor facilitates the dissemination of 
misinformation and disinformation but helps develop high levels of information resilience within 
society. One possible way to balance self-organisation and coordination/control could be structured 
self-organization, that is, “to give space to self-organized processes but enable their efficiency by 
basic structures, clear (although often very short time) goals, and organization” (Simsa et al., 2019). 
Accordingly, this would not then be an either-or issue, as there would be value in both 
coordination/control (preventing risks and avoiding inefficiency) and self-organisation (creating 
agility and adaptivity) (see also Raisio et al., 2022). 
 
This research also has its limitations. First, the wider research project behind the study dealt with 
informal volunteerism at a general level rather than focusing on virtual volunteerism. Further studies 
should focus more exclusively on the mode of virtual volunteerism within informal volunteerism, 
which should support obtaining more detailed research results. Second, the study concerned Finland, 
which has its own country-specific characteristics (i.e. being a small country with a high level of trust 
in safety and security authorities), which limits the generalisation of the research results. Third, the 
study’s informants represented a limited number of public authorities and NGOs, meaning self-
organizing citizen networks (see Brown et al., 2016; Kenens et al., 2020), for example, were excluded 
from the study. That is an issue that should be addressed in future studies. 
 



6 Conclusions 
Recently, the invasion of Ukraine by the Russian Federation has shown that informal volunteerism 
and the mode of virtual volunteerism is a permanent and growing phenomenon that warrants more 
attention in research on nuclear emergencies (see Jacoby 2022). Instead of seeing virtual volunteerism 
as a threat, its potential should also be considered, for example, in preparedness exercises. Doing so 
early in the preparedness phase could increase associated benefits and reduce risks. The authorities 
must accept that nuclear emergencies are taking place in the era of ICT, which inevitably affects 
human action, for better or worse. To conclude, one interviewee reflected this as follows: 

I’ve been thinking a bit about that when the Chornobyl accident was – I am so old that I 
really lived through that time – that if there had been such social media channels as there 
are now, then what would have gone differently then or if nothing would have. (#13, 
public authority, national level) 
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Appendix 1. The interview protocol 
Section 1. The fourth sector as a concept and phenomenon 



1. Do you think the fourth sector is a useful concept? Please provide reasons for your answer. 
2. How would you describe the fourth sector as a phenomenon in general terms? 
3. Have you noticed an increase in the activities of the fourth sector in Finland? Please provide 

reasons for your answer. 
Section 2. The role of the fourth sector in nuclear emergency preparedness, response, and 
recovery 

4. How do you see the role of the fourth sector in the preparedness phase of a nuclear 
emergency? 

5. How do you see the role of the fourth sector in the emergency response phase of a nuclear 
emergency? 

6. How do you see the role of the fourth sector in the transition phase of a nuclear 
emergency? 

7. How do you see the role of the fourth sector in the long-term phase of a nuclear 
emergency? 

Section 3. Benefits, problems and challenges related to the operation of the fourth sector in 
the context of nuclear emergency 

8. What benefits can the fourth sector provide in the context of a nuclear emergency? 
9. What problems can the functioning of the fourth sector pose in the context of a nuclear 

emergency? 
10. How can one prepare for the presence of fourth-sector actors and working with them in the 

context of a nuclear emergency? 
11.  Do you have any further comments on the topic of the study? 

 
References 
 



Avenell S. (2012) From Kobe to Tohoku: The Potential and the Peril of a Volunteer Infrastructure. 
In: Natural Disaster and Nuclear Crisis in Japan (J. Kingston, Ed.) pp. 53–77, Routledge, London. 
 
Bertho J.-M., Gabillaud-Poillion F., Reuter C., Riviere O. (2022) Comparative study of nuclear post-
accident management doctrines in Europe and North America, Radioprotection 57(1), 9–16. 
 
Brown, A., Franken, P., Bonner, S., Dolezal, N., Moross, J. (2016) Safecast: successful citizen-
science for radiation measurement and communication after Fukushima, Journal of Radiological 
Protection 36(2), S82 –S101. 
 
Filipec O. (2019) Towards a Disinformation Resilient Society? The Experience of the Czech 
Republic, Cosmopolitan Civil Societies: an Interdisciplinary Journal 11(1), 1–26. 
 
Geysmans R., Zeleznik N., Abelshausen B., Duranova T., Schieber C., Schneider T., Crouail P., 
Turcanu C., Liutsko L., Cantone M.C. (2020) Broadening and strengthening stakeholder engagement 
in emergency preparedness, response and recovery, Radioprotection 55(HS2), S219–S225. 
 
Graneheim U.H., Lindgren B.M., Lundman, B. (2017) Methodological challenges in qualitative 
content analysis: A discussion paper, Nurse Education Today 56, 29–34. 
 
Handmer J., Maynard P. (2021) Civil society mobilisation after Cyclone Tracy, Darwin 1974, 
Environmental Hazards 20(1), 23–44. 
 



Harris M., Shaw D., Scully J., Smith C.M., Hieke G. (2017) The involvement/exclusion paradox of 
spontaneous volunteering: New lessons and theory from winter flood episodes in England, Nonprofit 
and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 46(2), 352–371. 
 
Harris, M. (2021) Familiar Patterns and New Initiatives: UK Civil Society and Government Initial 
Responses to the COVID-19 Crisis, Nonprofit Policy Forum 12(1), 25–44. 
 
IAEA (2015) The Fukushima Daiichi Accident: Report by the Director General. IAEA, Vienna, 
Austria. 
 
Jacoby, T. (2022) The Volunteers Who Rushed to Help Ukrainians: People from the U.S., Europe 
and elsewhere have felt compelled to travel to Poland to help refugees displaced by the war, Wall 
Street Journal (online) 14.4.2022. 
 
Kallio H., Pietilä A.M., Johnson M., Kangasniemi M. (2016) Systematic methodological review: 
Developing a framework for a qualitative semi-structured interview guide, Journal of Advanced 
Nursing 72(12), 2954–2965. 
 
Kenens J., Van Oudheusden M., Yoshizawa G., Van Hoyweghen I. (2020) Science by, with and for 
citizens: Rethinking ‘citizen science’ after the 2011 Fukushima disaster, Palgrave Communications 
6(article 58), 1–8. 
 
Kuchinskaya O. (2019) Citizen Science and the Politics of Environmental Data, Science, Technology 
& Human Values 44(5), 871–880. 
 



Lachance, E.L. (2021) COVID-19 and its Impact on Volunteering: Moving Towards Virtual 
Volunteering, Leisure Sciences 43(1–2), 104–110. 
 
McLennan B., Whittaker J., Handmer J. (2016) The changing landscape of disaster volunteering: 
Opportunities, responses and gaps in Australia, Natural Hazards 84(3), 2031–2048. 
 
Naito W., Uesaka M., Kuroda Y., Kono T., Sakoda A., Yoshida H. (2020) Examples of practical 
activities related to public understanding of radiation risk following the Fukushima nuclear accident, 
Radioprotection 55(4), 297–307. 
 
Van Oudheusden, M., Kenens, J., Yoshizawa, G., Mizushima, N. (2019) Probing the Role and 
Potential of Citizen Science in Nuclear Science and Technology Governance in Japan and Belgium.  
SCK CEN, Brussels. 
 
Radianti, J., Gjøsæter, T. (2019) Digital Volunteers in Disaster Response: Accessibility Challenges. 
In: Universal Access in Human-Computer Interaction: Multimodality and Assistive Environments 
(M. Antona, and C. Stephanidi, Eds.) pp. 523–537, Springer, Cham. 
 
Raisio H., Puustinen A., Norri-Sederholm T., Jalava J. (2019) “Those who agree to play on our terms 

will be taken in”: A qualitative study of the perceptions of public authorities and NGO representatives 
regarding self-organizing fourth-sector activity, Public Administration Quarterly 43(3), 4–44. 
 
Raisio H., Puustinen A., Lindell J. (2022) #StrongTogether? Qualitative sentiment analysis of social 
media reactions to disaster volunteering during a forest fire in Finland, Sustainability 14(7), 3983. 
 



Rantamäki A., Jalonen H. (2022) Hallinnan informaatioresilienssiä etsimässä – Tutkimusmatka 
käsitteen juurille [Searching for the information resilient governance: A journey to the roots of the 
concept], Hallinnon Tutkimus [Administrative Studies Journal] 41(1), 35–51. 
 
Reuter C., Heger O., Pipek V. (2012) Social Media for Supporting Emergent Groups in Crisis 
Management. Proceedings of the CSCW 2012 Workshop on Collaboration and Crisis Informatics 
9(2), 84–92. 
 
Robinson O.C. (2014) Sampling in Interview-Based Qualitative Research: A Theoretical and 
Practical Guide, Qualitative Research in Psychology 11(1), 25–41. 
Sakurai M., Chughtai H. (2020) Resilience against crises: COVID-19 and lessons from natural 
disasters, European Journal of Information Systems 29(5), 585–594. 
 
Schmidt A., Wolbers J., Ferguson J., Boersma K. (2018) Are you Ready2Help? Conceptualizing the 
management of online and onsite volunteer convergence, Journal of Contingencies and Crisis 
Management 26(3), 338–349. 
 
Simsa R., Rameder P., Aghamanoukjan A., Totter M. (2019) Spontaneous Volunteering in Social 
Crises: Self-Organization and Coordination, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 48, 103S–

122S. 
 
Slater D.H., Keiko N., Kindstrand L. (2012) Social Media in Disaster Japan. In: Natural Disaster and 
Nuclear Crisis in Japan (J. Kingston, Ed.) pp. 94–108, Routledge, London. 
 



Smith R., Robertson B., Stephens K., Murthy D. (2021) A different type of disaster response digital 
volunteer: Looking behind the scenes to reveal coordinating actions of disaster knowledge workers, 
Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management 29(2), 116–130. 
 
Sparkes, A.C. & Smith, B. (2014) Qualitative research methods in sport, exercise and health: From 
process to product. Routledge, London. 
 
Stallings R.A., Quarantelli E.L. (1985) Emergent Citizen Groups and Emergency Management, 
Public Administration Review 45(special issue), 93–100. 
 
Turcanu C., Van Oudheusden M., Abelshausen B., Schieber C., Schneider T., Zeleznik N., Geysmans 
R., Duranova T., Perko T., Pölzl-Viol C. (2020) Stakeholder engagement in radiological protection: 
Developing theory, practice and guidelines, Radioprotection 55(HS2), S211–S218. 
 
Twigg J., Mosel I. (2017) Emergent groups and spontaneous volunteers in urban disaster response, 
Environment & Urbanization 29(2), 443–458. 
 
Valtonen, V. (2010) Turvallisuustoimijoiden yhteistyö operatiivis-taktisesta näkökulmasta 
[Collaboration of Security Actors: An Operational-Tactical Perspective]. National Defence 
University, Helsinki, Finland. 
 
Whittaker J., McLennan B., Handmer J. (2015) A review of informal volunteerism in emergencies 
and disasters: Definition, opportunities and challenges, International Journal of Disaster Risk 
Reduction 13, 358–368. 
 



Yūko K., Pekkanen R., Yutaka, T. (2012) Civil Society and the Triple Disasters: Revealed Strengths 
and Weaknesses. In: Natural Disaster and Nuclear Crisis in Japan (J. Kingston, Ed.) pp. 78–93, 
Routledge, London. 


