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Thriving Communities Partnership is
a cross-sector collaboration with the
goal that everybody has fair access
to the modern essential services
they need to thrive in contemporary
Australia, including utilities, financial
services, telecommunications and
transport. Thriving Communities
Partnership aims to build more
resilient communities and stronger
organisations.

We proudly acknowledge the Traditional Custodians
of the land on which we work and live, and pay
respect to their Elders past and present. We
recognise and value the continuing rich culture
and the contribution of Aboriginal people and
communities to the Australian community.
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We believe the best results for individuals,
organisations and the community occur when
we have a movement of organisations working
collaboratively within and across sectors to provide
holistic support. The challenge is not to ‘fix’ people,
rather to unite and shape a system around what
works better for people. We aim to create a fair and
connected system, so that everyone in Australia can
achieve an adequate standard of living, and live free
from discrimination.
The Thriving Communities Partnership secretariat
thanks our Partners for their ongoing support without you all, this work would not be possible.

For further information
on this research:
contact@thriving.org.au
thriving.org.au
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A MESSAGE FROM
THRIVING COMMUNITIES
PARTNERSHIP CEO

It was late January, 2019, when heavy rain
first started falling in North Queensland.
It was the wet season, so not that
unusual, and people continued to go
about their everyday lives. But the rain
continued over the next week in and
around Townsville, people grew more
concerned, and water levels in the town
dam rose dangerously high. The dam
gates progressively opened as the water
level rose until the gates were fully open
in the evening of Sunday 3rd February
and massive amounts of water flooded
into town, inundating areas that many
believed ‘would never go under’.
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“A year on from the monsoon,
and in the first few months
of 2020 alone, we have been
impacted by catastrophic
bushfires, heatwaves, floods
and drought. And then came
the coronavirus (COVID-19)
pandemic - its impacts and
fallout are yet to be fully
understood. “

Ciara
Sterling
Over the difficult days, weeks and months that
followed, people hit hard by the flooding were
forced into making many decisions that impacted
their families, homes and businesses. Should they stay
home or evacuate to an emergency shelter? Should
they send staff home from work? Could they afford
rebuilding costs? When could they return home?
What about their children? Should they keep kids
in their familiar childcare centre - even if it meant
an extra hour of travel - or move them to one closer
to their emergency accommodation?
The North Queensland Monsoon affected 3,300
households and 54,000 businesses. The economic
and social cost was estimated at $5.68 billion1.
This not only includes impacts to buildings and
infrastructure, but also people’s mental and physical
health. It was deemed a ‘one in a thousand year’2
event, but across Australia we are experiencing these
destructive disasters more and more frequently. A year
on from the monsoon, and in the first few months of
2020 alone, we have been impacted by catastrophic
bushfires, heatwaves, floods and drought. And then
came the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic - its
impacts and fallout are yet to be fully understood.
For those of us not directly affected by the North
Queensland Monsoon, we might remember it as
‘something that happened last year’. It might be easy
to assume everyone has recovered and moved on. But
this research highlights that the community is still very
much feeling the impacts one year on. Many houses
and businesses still need to be rebuilt, people are still
facing significant financial burden and hardship, and

the psychological and mental health impacts
of trauma continue to emerge.
What gives us hope, however, is the strength and
resilience of the people of North Queensland. The
stories we heard from people about the support
they received from neighbours, friends, family and
even strangers were inspiring. As organisations,
we need to consider our role within communities,
particularly during disasters or challenging times.
This research highlights the importance of clear
communication, universal design principles and
effective coordination between organisations
during times of need.
Building trust with the people we serve and with
each other starts with a genuine desire to stand
for our community and be there for people when
they need us most. It’s about understanding their
experience, being flexible, working collaboratively
across sectors and across organisations and putting
people at the centre of everything we do. We hope
this research will support the learning and collective
actions we take in responding to any future disasters.
We are grateful to everyone who has been involved
in this research – especially the courageous, generous
and inspiring people of Townsville. The research
participants were committed to sharing their
experiences - no matter how difficult - in the hope
they could help make a positive difference for others
facing similar challenges in the future. They epitomise
what “better together” means. Let’s use this research
to make our organisations better together too.
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A MESSAGE FROM

our Partners

Thriving Communities Partnership
(TCP) is thankful to our Founding
Partners who made this project
possible. This phase was supported
by Energy Queensland, Suncorp and
Symplicit, driven by a desire to use
design for good.

As a Founding Partner of the Queensland Chapter
of TCP, we saw this as a unique and valuable
opportunity to collaborate with a variety of
organisations to improve our capability to support
Queenslanders in times of need.

As a Founding Partner of TCP we have always seen
the benefit of cross industry thought leadership.
When it comes to natural disasters and Townsville in
particular, Suncorp understands the need to invest in
mechanisms to support community resilience.

As an essential service, our power restoration efforts
have often led the way in Queensland’s major
disaster response efforts. However, while we are
well-versed in emergency response and already
have strong relationships with our councils and
emergency service providers, we believed we could
do more for our customers by better understanding
the holistic experience of a community in a disaster
and by working together with others from across the
community more broadly. This has never been more
important. The insights in this report and our collective
response will make a difference to how effective we
all are now, with the widespread impact of COVID-19,
and in any of our future disaster recovery efforts, and
in building community resilience more broadly.

This is why when presented with the opportunity to
participate in this research, we felt it was an important
step in enhancing our understanding of community
needs; and the impact that insurance can have on
building and maintaining financial resilience and
wellbeing.

Sara Collins
Manager Community Strategy
THE ENERGY QUEENSLAND GROUP

Whilst we always strive to understand our customers’
needs and have worked hard with community
partners during these events, we know that there is
always more work that can be done to better support
those affected. We hope that the insights from this
research provide opportunities to work with other
TCP partners in supporting both financial and mental
wellbeing and resilience.
Nicole Wishart
Manager Group Customer Advocate
SUNCORP

It was an honour to be selected by TCP to conduct
human-centred design research to understand the
experiences of the individuals and small to medium
size enterprises negatively impacted by the North
Queensland Monsoon disaster in Townsville in
February 2019.
As a design consultancy specialising in innovation
and human-centred design, Symplicit helps to bridge
the gap between people and their experience with
products, services and their environment. In the
context of this project, this included complex, largescale, cross-organisational experiences during a
natural disaster event. By putting people at the centre
and understanding the human experience, we are able
to design to address challenges on all scales, from
developing new products and services to transforming
the ways organisations do business.
We spent a week in Townsville, gathering stories and
learning all we could from the communities there. By
mapping their stories and experiences visually, we
were able to identify opportunities to provide real
cross-sector, people-centred improvements for our
partners. Symplicit are proud that this research can
contribute to supporting communities with disaster
prevention, long-term recovery and community
resilience. As Founding Partners, we look forward
to continued work with TCP to support the most
vulnerable in our communities.
Alex Ramsay
Client Engagement Manager
SYMPLICIT
Keith Diamond
Director
SYMPLICIT
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Executive
summary
During a natural disaster, people interact
with different organisations from across
community, business and government
sectors. Some experiences will be
positive, others negative, but all will
be interconnected. As organisations,
we need to understand how these
experiences collectively impact on
people and communities so we can avoid
unintended negative consequences.
If not, we will miss the opportunity
to provide holistic support to people,
earn their trust and build our collective
resilience to future disaster events.

Project Purpose

About the Project

Research Insights

This project involves mapping the experiences
of people in the Townsville community who were
negatively impacted by the 2019 North Queensland
Monsoon. By asking people directly, and mapping
this journey from their perspectives, the project seeks
to understand the various organisations people
interact with during severe weather events and their
experiences in dealing with them. This project aims to
identify opportunities to provide tangible, actionable,
cross-industry and cross-sector improvements to
support people impacted by disaster - from disaster
preparedness through to long-term recovery and
resilience.

‘Achieving real transformation requires
a willingness to critique, to reflect and
to envision new possibilities.’ 3

The following research insights were generated
from interviewing 12 residents and eight small and
medium sized business owners in Townsville who
were impacted by the monsoon. These individuals all
lived through the same event, but each had unique
experiences and insights to share. We are grateful to
them, and also to others in the community, who took
the time to share their stories with us. For many it was
their first time speaking about the impact of
the event.

This project was born from a need identified by
Energy Queensland following the 2019 North
Queensland Monsoon and soon embraced by
Suncorp and the Queensland Chapter of the Thriving
Communities Partnership (TCP). It recognises the
complexity and interconnectivity of the ecosystem in
which we live and the need for organisations to work
collectively, rather than individually, to support people
in our community during challenging times.
If we want to make sustainable positive change, we
must recognise that we all have a co-responsibility
to act. We must come together to reflect, learn
and test new responses. We need to work together
with stakeholders, including community members
directly impacted by the work we do, to develop
transformational partnerships that move us away
from doing business as usual.4
This project has been divided into two phases:
• Phase 1 - understand the experience of individuals
and small businesses from their perspectives.
• Phase 2 - understand the experiences of first
responder and frontline service providers from
their perspectives.
A small working group worked collaboratively on
Phase 1 over 2019 and 2020, which culminated in
Symplicit and the TCP secretariat visiting Townsville
in February 2020 to interview people to better
understand their experiences.
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The research insights represent common themes
and findings that aim to create a collective community
voice. The insights are split into two main categories,
which reflect the two end-to-end journeys uncovered
in the research:
• Residential and Whole-of-Community Insights –
these pertain to residents impacted by the disaster
event.
• Small and Medium Size Business Insights - these
pertain to local business owners impacted by the
disaster event. It should be noted that a business
owner is also likely to be a resident, which means
the insights in both journeys are relevant to a local
business owner context.
The insights highlight the complexity and
interconnectivity of the service and support
ecosystem when responding to a disaster event.
As such, it should be noted that the following
insights are highly interrelated, and that every
action and interaction has flow-on effects for
other organisations, individuals and communities.
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RESIDENTIAL AND WHOLE-OF-COMMUNITY
RESEARCH INSIGHTS
Communications across the journey
influence response and recovery
• Community word-of-mouth and the ‘street
presence’ of organisations and emergency services
were identified as a prevalent, accessible and
effective means of communicating.
• Digital exclusion, a lack of social connection and
geographic location were identified as barriers to
accessing information and timely communications.
• There was an overall lack of awareness of the
assistance programs and support available from
essential services, highlighting an opportunity to
improve proactive communication to promote
services.

Connections and community
networks are key
• There was a clear link between a person’s level of
community connectedness and their resilience to the
disaster.
• Community organisations were key in actively
connecting with people throughout their journey,
particularly those without strong social and support
networks.
• Strong referral pathways within the community
sector and across sectors were key to simplifying
people’s journey and proactively facilitating access
to relevant support, services and programs.

There is a need for universal design
• During a disaster event, an environment that
is not universally designed (one that considers
the accessibility and usability of an environment
- building, product, service, space, etc) creates
additional challenges, stressors and potentially
serious health implications for people with a
disability or needs that are not considered.

Electricity is a gatekeeper
during a disaster
• Access to electricity is a key factor in decisionmaking during a disaster event as it is so crucial to
safety and liveability.
• Whether or not they have electricity is a major
consideration for people. when considering
evacuation leading up to a disaster event, and
for those returning home to a damaged or
uninhabitable home in the aftermath.
• For some people, particularly those from culturally
and linguistically diverse backgrounds, a lack of
simple, accessible and relevant communications
around managing electricity during a disaster event
were identified as barriers to safe and timely access
to power.

Recovery is often a ‘financial maze’
for residents
• The way an organisation supports a person during
the recovery process can greatly influence their
experience and their trust in that organisation.

• People who are impacted by policies and processes
that lack flexibility to adapt to a disaster event, may
be more vulnerable to financial hardship.

• People face many financial decisions as they
navigate through the aftermath of a natural disaster
event and take steps towards recovery.

Trauma and mental health can
subconsciously be deprioritised

• A person’s financial capability and their ability
to self-advocate, along with their knowledge
or relevant technical expertise (ie construction,
architecture, etc), may influence their ability to
make decisions.

• In the wake of a disaster, personal and family safety
takes immediate priority, and people are inundated
with tasks and decisions necessary to regain stability
and a sense of normality.

• Limited capacity to engage in complex processes
and protracted discussions with financial
institutions, and a lack of awareness around
available resources and financial products, were
identified as barriers to recovery.

Flexibility within the system supports
individual resilience
• Organisations that take a flexible, innovative
approach and work with community members
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to understand and respond to their unique
circumstances are perceived to better contribute
to positive community outcomes.

• Emotional wellbeing is often overlooked, and the
true emotional impact and need for psychological
support may not be realised until six to 12 months
after the event.
• Organisations that did not have trauma-informed
processes or appropriately trained staff were
recognised as a barrier to community members
engaging with support services.
• Difficult interactions with service providers were
often traumatic and had a significant impact on
people’s experience.
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SMALL AND MEDIUM SIZE BUSINESS
RESEARCH INSIGHTS

The employer is a pillar in the
community

There is an aversion
to accepting ‘charity’

• The recovery and operation of local businesses after
a natural disaster are instrumental to community
resilience.

• There is some reluctance among business owners
to accept assistance, often seen as ‘charity’.

• Businesses not only support the local economy, but
provide the goods, services and support required for
community recovery.
• Employers often played a significant role in the
recovery journey of their employees by providing
financial security through consistent income,
flexible working arrangements and other supports.

Family safety is the priority
• If a local business owner finds their home and family
impacted or at risk during a disaster event, this takes
priority and they are likely to have limited capacity
to address the needs of their business until the
wellbeing of their loved ones is assured.
• Business recovery may be delayed, potentially
compounding property damage, impacting staff
and delaying the availability of goods and services
for community recovery.

• Feelings of pride in self-sufficiency, shame and the
perception that ‘someone else is worse off’ were
common barriers to seeking financial assistance.
• Implications include a tendency for business owners
to draw on their personal finances which may
impact their family and leave them more vulnerable
to longer-term financial hardship.

Business insurance was a pain
point for many
• Many businesses rely on insurance to provide
security in times of crisis, but some felt let down
by their policy.
• Barriers to businesses having appropriate cover
for the impacts of the flood included complex
and inaccessible contracts and policy documents,
a lack of awareness of the financial and insurance
products available to suit their business needs
and the perceived unaffordability of flood
insurance options.
• Business insurance was purchased through a broker
and some small business owners were frustrated to
discover that the policy they had purchased upon
the recommendation of their broker did not provide
cover for what they had requested.
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Government grants and support are
a welcome relief, but there was some
red tape
• The financial assistance for small businesses
made available by the government was beneficial
and well received, but some of the processes
and conditions for accessing grants created
unintended challenges for applicants.
• Barriers to access included the length and
complexity of some applications and a lack of
alignment between financial assistance and
insurance offerings which complicated decisionmaking or caused lengthy delays.
• Many businesses, from micro-enterprises to notfor-profit and small businesses, benefited from the
support provided by the Small Business Recovery
Centre, a one stop hub where businesses could
access advice and services during immediate
recovery and in the longer term.

Macroeconomics influence
community resilience
• After a disaster event, there are significant ripple
effects through the service and supply chain that
may impact negatively on the local economy and
longer-term community recovery.
• These financial effects may include: limited stock;
inability to pay suppliers; the availability of local
suppliers and local human resources; transport
challenges; difficulty keeping up with staff wages;
failure to meet return on investment and other
business goals.
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Emerging opportunities
A number of emerging opportunities to improve
community outcomes and address key barriers and
pain points were identified throughout this project.
These were identified both in conversation with
community members during contextual interviews, and
through ideation on research findings in a cross-sector
workshop.
Some of these opportunities include exploring how
we might take a collaborative cross-sector approach
to disaster preparedness, response and recovery, and
address challenges by:
• Investigating ways to increase disaster awareness
and preparedness amongst communities in disasterprone areas.
• Applying Universal Design Principles to disaster
preparedness and response to ensure environments
and services are accessible and inclusive to all.
• Exploring opportunities to better support
communities through the long-term and enduring
phases of disaster recovery.
• Providing accessible, coordinated and clear
communication before, during and after a disaster
event.
• Fostering community connection and reducing digital
and social exclusion.
• Supporting safe access to electricity and other
essential services as quickly as possible following a
disaster.
• Increasing awareness, training and capacity building
for organisations and front-line staff responding
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Next steps
to a disaster event.
• Ensuring timely access to appropriate financial
information, advice, programs and assistance
before, during and after a disaster event.
• Supporting the immediate and sustainable
recovery of businesses following a disaster to
better contribute to the local economy and wholeof-community recovery.
• Increasing community awareness of trauma and
the psychological impacts of a disaster event and
improving access to mental health services.
• Designing human-centred responses that identify
the importance of community advocacy and
recognising community members as experts
in their own lives.
We encourage organisations to continue to
ideate on the findings of this research and explore
opportunities to better support community
members and contribute to community
preparedness, recovery and resilience. Opportunities
may include those relating to internal organisational
operations and collaborative,
cross-sector approaches.

While the scope of this research focused on the
North Queensland Monsoon, the insights and
opportunities may be relevant across regions and
disaster events, particularly as we deal with the
immediate and longer-term impacts of COVID-19.
We recommend that organisations engage with
local community members and organisations to
better understand what would be most relevant
when looking to apply these learnings in different
contexts.
A key driver for all participants involved in this
research was the hope that sharing their story
would help others in future disasters. This
responsibility is one that the TCP community
takes seriously. We are committed to ensuring
that research is not created to sit on a shelf, but
is used to bring about real and meaningful change.
This research will be shared with the broader
community both through the TCP Queensland
Chapter and with organisations on the ground in
Townsville. It will also be shared with organisations
across Australia currently exploring opportunities
for effective and aligned responses in other disaster
events.
We will also explore opportunities for TCP to
undertake Phase 2 of the Disaster Planning and
Recovery Collaborative Research Project. This would
provide greater understanding of the relationship
between the experiences of individuals and frontline service providers and first responders, to expand
our insight and opportunities for positive change.
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