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About This Guide 

This guide is built by BuildSOS to help homeowners prepare for, 

respond to, and recover from disasters of any kind. The steps apply no 

matter what hazards your area faces, whether that is a hurricane, 

flood, wildfire, tornado, earthquake, or winter storm. Work through it at 

your own pace. Every step you finish is one less thing to figure out 

under pressure later. 

Use it alongside the free BuildSOS RESILIENCE Game and Disaster 

AIDvisor apps, which guide you through the same steps on your phone 

and give you one trusted place to keep the photos, documents, and 

plans you build along the way. 

 

 

About BuildSOS 

BuildSOS is a membership platform that helps homeowners prepare 

for, respond to, and recover from disasters. It guides members through 

getting ready, staying safe, and navigating insurance and rebuilding 

afterward, and gives them one place to keep the documents they will 

need when it matters most. Working through a community of builders 

and tradespeople, BuildSOS helps connect homeowners with verified, 

trustworthy contractors. Its aim is simple: to be a steady resource and 

a force multiplier for families and their communities. 
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Two Free Tools to Get You Started 

Alongside this guide, BuildSOS offers two free tools that make 

readiness easier. The RESILIENCE Game turns getting ready into a 

series of short, satisfying missions across Prepare, Respond, and 

Recover. Disaster AIDvisor lets you ask plain-language questions any 

time, day or night, including help understanding your insurance and 

claims. Both are free. 

 

Search “BuildSOS” in the App Store or Google Play to download both, free. 

 

How to use this guide 

1. Keep it somewhere easy to find, with your important 
documents. 

2. Work through the steps at your own pace. You do not have 
to do them all at once. 

3. Resource links are underlined. Open them on a phone or 
computer when you are ready. 
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STEP 1   Download the BuildSOS RESILIENCE App and 
Disaster AIDvisor 

What this step is.  Getting the two free BuildSOS apps onto your 

phone. The RESILIENCE Game walks you through these same 

preparedness steps as short, easy missions. Disaster AIDvisor is an AI 

assistant you can ask anything, day or night. 

Why it matters.  The apps turn this handbook into something you 

carry in your pocket. They give you one trusted place to store the 

photos, documents, and plans you build as you work through the 

steps, plus a guide you can ask in the moments you need one most. 

Did you know?  Households that organize their important documents 

and household information in one secure place before a disaster tend 

to have a measurably easier and faster path through the claims and 

assistance process if something happens. 

What to do 

• Search “BuildSOS” in the App Store or Google Play and 

download both apps. Both are free. 

• Open the RESILIENCE Game, create your account, and 

complete the short homeowner profile. 

• As you work through this handbook, use the app to save your 

photos, insurance details, contractor list, and evacuation plan. 

The same steps are inside the app as missions, on any device. 

• Open Disaster AIDvisor and try a question. Anything about 

preparing, responding, or recovering is fair game. 
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STEP 2   Determine Your Risk Factor 

What this step is.  Finding out how exposed your home is to flooding, 

wildfire, wind, poor air quality, and extreme heat. 

Why it matters.  Once you know which hazards are most likely where 

you live, you can focus your time and money on the protections that 

actually move the needle for your home and family. 

Did you know?  Flood risk in the United States is more widespread 

than many people think, and independent research has found that far 

more homes face meaningful flood risk than older federal flood maps 

capture.1 A large share of Americans also live in coastal areas 

exposed to hurricanes and tropical storms, many communities face 

growing wildfire risk, and extreme heat events are becoming more 

frequent and severe. Depending on where you live, you may also face 

earthquakes or severe winter storms, so check your local hazard 

guidance as well. 

What to do 

• Go to riskfactor.com (now part of First Street) and enter your 

address for a free risk profile. 

• Write your scores where you keep your home records: 

Flood ___ / 10      Wind ___ / 10      Fire ___ / 10      Air ___ / 

10      Heat ___ / 10 

• Want to go further? Check your community rating at the FEMA 

National Risk Index, and order free FEMA preparedness 

publications. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  riskfactor.com   google: “Risk Factor First Street”   ·   https://riskfactor.com 
•  FEMA National Risk Index   google: “FEMA National Risk Index”   ·   https://hazards.fema.gov/nri/ 
•  FEMA preparedness publications   google: “Ready.gov publications”   ·   https://www.ready.gov/publications 

https://riskfactor.com/
https://hazards.fema.gov/nri/
https://hazards.fema.gov/nri/
https://www.ready.gov/publications
https://www.ready.gov/publications
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STEP 3   Get Emergency Preparedness Apps 

What this step is.  Downloading the free, useful disaster apps from 

FEMA and the Red Cross. 

Why it matters.  These apps push critical alerts and information to 

your phone during an emergency, when minutes matter. 

Did you know?  Having preparedness apps on your phone before a 

disaster makes it far easier to get timely warnings and act on good 

information when it counts. 

What to do 

• Download the FEMA app. 

• Download the Red Cross Emergency app, plus their First Aid 

and Pet First Aid apps. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  FEMA app   google: “FEMA mobile app”   ·   https://www.fema.gov/about/news-multimedia/mobile-products 
•  Red Cross Emergency app   google: “Red Cross Emergency app”   ·   https://www.redcross.org/get-help/how-to-

prepare-for-emergencies/mobile-apps.html 

https://www.fema.gov/about/news-multimedia/mobile-products
https://www.redcross.org/get-help/how-to-prepare-for-emergencies/mobile-apps.html
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STEP 4   Assess Your Household’s Needs 

What this step is.  Thinking through the specific needs of everyone in 

your home. 

Why it matters.  It makes sure every member of your household, 

including children, older relatives, people with disabilities, and pets, is 

accounted for in your plans. 

Did you know?  Research shows people with disabilities are 

disproportionately affected by disasters and face higher risks during 

emergencies, which is why planning for specific needs matters. 

What to do 

• List everyone in your household and note their specific needs. 

• Account for mobility, medical, communication, dietary, and pet 

needs. Cover medications and equipment, communication for 

anyone with impairments, comfort items for children, and pet-

friendly shelter options. 

• Practice the plan together. 

• Save your plan to your BuildSOS profile. 
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STEP 5   Document Your House with Pictures and a 3D 
Model 

What this step is.  Recording your home’s current condition with 

photos and, if you can, a 3D model. 

Why it matters.  It gives you clear proof of your home’s pre-disaster 

condition, which helps your insurance claim later. 

Did you know?  Homeowners with good documentation of their 

property’s condition before a disaster tend to have an easier, more 

successful claims process. 

What to do 

• Take 8 photos at 45-degree angles: all four sides and all four 

corners. 

• Use a tool like Hover.com to turn those photos into a 3D model. 

• Save the photos and model to your BuildSOS profile. 

• Consider buying the full report for a complete record. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  Hover.com   google: “Hover home 3D model”   ·   https://hover.com 

https://hover.com/
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STEP 6   Document Your Assets 

What this step is.  Creating a record of your belongings. 

Why it matters.  Detailed documentation helps your claim go smoothly 

and helps make sure you are fairly compensated. 

Did you know?  People often underestimate the value of their 

belongings when filing a claim, which is why a detailed inventory is 

worth the effort. 

What to do 

• At a minimum, build an inventory in a spreadsheet with item 

names, purchase dates, model numbers, and prices. 

• If you can, create a full interior scan using a phone app such as 

Canvas or magicplan. 

• Take photos or a video walkthrough of your home’s contents. 

• Upload your photos, inventory, and model to your BuildSOS 

profile. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  Canvas   google: “Canvas io 3D scanning app”   ·   https://canvas.io/ 
•  magicplan   google: “magicplan app”   ·   https://www.magicplan.app/ 

https://canvas.io/
https://www.magicplan.app/
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STEP 7   Find a Verified Contractor 

What this step is.  Finding a reliable contractor before you need one, 

so you already know who to call. 

Why it matters.  A trusted, pre-vetted contractor protects you from the 

fraud and high-pressure door-knockers that are common after a storm. 

Did you know?  Agencies such as the Federal Trade Commission 

and the Better Business Bureau regularly warn that home-repair and 

contractor scams spike after major storms, with fraudsters targeting 

homeowners and then doing shoddy work or disappearing. 

What to do 

• Research local contractors and check their backgrounds, 

reviews, licensing, and insurance using sites like BBB, 

Thumbtack, and BuildZoom. 

• Contact a few and let them know you may want to work with 

them after a disaster. Keep a list with their contact info. 

• Save the contractor details to your BuildSOS profile. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  BBB   google: “Better Business Bureau”   ·   https://www.bbb.org/ 
•  Thumbtack   google: “Thumbtack find contractors”   ·   https://www.thumbtack.com/ 
•  BuildZoom   google: “BuildZoom contractors”   ·   https://www.buildzoom.com/ 

https://www.bbb.org/
https://www.thumbtack.com/
https://www.buildzoom.com/
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STEP 8   Create Your Friends and Family Communication 
Circle 

What this step is.  Setting up a communication plan with the people 

closest to you. 

Why it matters.  It keeps you connected to loved ones during a 

disaster, when normal communication can break down. 

Did you know?  Many people expect to rely on neighbors and loved 

ones in the first hours after a disaster, yet that is exactly when phone 

and internet service can fail, so a plan set up in advance helps you 

stay connected. 

What to do 

• Agree on a communication plan, including meeting points and 

backup ways to reach each other. 

• Pick a group messaging app everyone can use, such as 

WhatsApp, Telegram, Signal, or GroupMe. 

• Use the FEMA and Habitat for Humanity family communication 

plan templates. 

• Highly recommended: download What3Words so you can 

share your exact location, down to a small area, when it 

matters. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  WhatsApp   google: “WhatsApp”   ·   https://www.whatsapp.com/ 
•  Telegram   google: “Telegram messenger”   ·   https://telegram.org/ 
•  Signal   google: “Signal messenger”   ·   https://signal.org/ 
•  GroupMe   google: “GroupMe app”   ·   https://groupme.com/ 
•  FEMA   google: “FEMA”   ·   https://www.fema.gov/ 
•  Habitat for Humanity   google: “Habitat for Humanity family communications plan”   ·   https://www.habitat.org/our-

work/disaster-response/disaster-preparedness-homeowners/family-communications-plan 
•  What3Words   google: “what3words”   ·   https://what3words.com 

https://www.whatsapp.com/
https://telegram.org/
https://signal.org/
https://groupme.com/
https://www.fema.gov/
https://www.habitat.org/our-work/disaster-response/disaster-preparedness-homeowners/family-communications-plan
https://what3words.com/
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STEP 9   Fortify Your Residence 

What this step is.  Taking practical steps to make your home better 

able to stand up to severe weather and other local hazards. 

Why it matters.  Strengthening your home now reduces the damage 

you are likely to face later, which can mean a safer household and a 

faster, less costly recovery. 

Did you know?  According to the National Institute of Building 

Sciences, hazard mitigation funded through federal grant programs 

saves about $6 for every $1 spent, and building to modern codes can 

save even more.2 

What to do 

• Read up on preparing your home for extreme weather. A 

couple of starting points: Family Handyman and the FEMA 

Building Codes Toolkit. 

• Explore the IBHS FORTIFIED program at fortifiedhome.org. 

• Pick at least one improvement and get it done. Even a single 

upgrade, like reinforcing a garage door or sealing the roof deck, 

makes a difference. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  Family Handyman   google: “Family Handyman prepare home for extreme weather”   ·   

https://www.familyhandyman.com/list/prepare-your-home-for-extreme-weather/ 
•  FEMA Building Codes Toolkit   google: “FEMA Building Codes Toolkit”   ·   https://www.fema.gov/emergency-

managers/risk-management/building-science/building-codes-toolkit 
•  fortifiedhome.org   google: “FORTIFIED Home IBHS”   ·   https://fortifiedhome.org/ 

https://www.familyhandyman.com/list/prepare-your-home-for-extreme-weather/
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/risk-management/building-science/building-codes-toolkit
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/risk-management/building-science/building-codes-toolkit
https://fortifiedhome.org/
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STEP 10   Create Your Community Emergency Contacts and 
Resources Page 

What this step is.  Learning and recording the local contacts and 

resources that matter before, during, and after a disaster. 

Why it matters.  Knowing where to turn before a disaster strikes 

means faster help when you need it. 

Did you know?  Knowing your local emergency contacts and 

resources ahead of time helps you get assistance and support more 

quickly during and after a disaster. 

What to do 

• Enter your zip code on FEMA’s site to pull up local resources. 

• Look at Emergency Response Resources and Disaster 

Recovery Centers. This is also where declared disasters 

appear later. 

• Find your local NOAA weather radio station and save it to your 

BuildSOS profile. 

Note:  You may not need all of these now. The point is knowing they 
exist and where to find them. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  FEMA’s site   google: “FEMA disaster locations”   ·   https://www.fema.gov/locations 
•  NOAA weather radio station   google: “NOAA weather radio station finder”   ·   https://www.weather.gov/nwr/ 

https://www.fema.gov/locations
https://www.weather.gov/nwr/
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STEP 11   Gather and Review Your Insurance Policies 

What this step is.  Organizing and reviewing your insurance policies 

and coverage. 

Why it matters.  It makes sure you have the right coverage and that 

you can actually get to your policies when you need them. 

Did you know?  A large share of homeowners are underinsured for 

their property’s full value, often without realizing it, so a review now 

can save a lot of stress later. 

What to do 

• Get, review, and take digital photos of your policies. A scanner 

app such as Adobe Scan makes this easy (CamScanner, 

Genius Scan, SwiftScan, and Tiny Scanner work too). 

• Upload digital copies to your BuildSOS profile. 

• Review your coverage using your insurer’s site or a comparison 

site like Policygenius or Insure.com, and talk with your agent to 

confirm it is adequate. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  Adobe Scan   google: “Adobe Scan app”   ·   https://acrobat.adobe.com/us/en/mobile/scanner-app.html 

https://acrobat.adobe.com/us/en/mobile/scanner-app.html
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STEP 12   Complete Your Emergency Financial First Aid Kit 

What this step is.  Organizing and securing your important financial, 

medical, and household information using FEMA’s EFFAK. 

Why it matters.  It gives you a single, secure record of critical 

documents so you can move quickly, apply for assistance, and recover 

with less friction. 

Did you know?  Federal Reserve surveys have repeatedly found that 

a large share of American adults would struggle to cover an 

unexpected expense of a few hundred dollars, which is one reason 

building financial readiness ahead of a disaster matters.3 

What to do 

• Read FEMA’s Emergency Financial First Aid Kit (EFFAK). 

• Fill out the EFFAK checklists and forms. 

• Upload your completed EFFAK to your BuildSOS profile. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  Emergency Financial First Aid Kit (EFFAK)   google: “FEMA EFFAK Emergency Financial First Aid Kit”   ·   

https://www.ready.gov/emergency-financial-first-aid-kit 

https://www.ready.gov/emergency-financial-first-aid-kit
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STEP 13   Find Emergency Products 

What this step is.  Putting together the supplies you and your family 

would need to get through a disaster. 

Why it matters.  The right supplies on hand can keep you safe and 

self-sufficient when help may be hours or days away. 

Did you know?  After a major disaster it can take time, sometimes 

days, for responders to reach everyone, so having food, water, first 

aid, and other essentials ready makes a real difference. 

What to do 

• Review a trusted emergency kit checklist from Habitat, 

Ready.gov, or the Red Cross. 

• Buy and assemble your kit, and store it somewhere accessible 

and dry. Big retailers like Amazon, REI, Walmart, and The 

Home Depot carry the items. 

• Keep kits where everyone can find them: a main-floor closet, a 

labeled waterproof bin, a grab-and-go bag near an exit, and a 

smaller kit in your car. Check and refresh it regularly. 

Note:  If you keep a generator, never run it indoors, in a garage, or 
near windows. Generators and other fuel-burning equipment give off 
carbon monoxide, which is invisible, odorless, and deadly. Keep them 
well away from the house and use a battery-powered carbon monoxide 
alarm. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  Habitat   google: “Habitat disaster supply kit”   ·   https://www.habitat.org/our-work/disaster-response/disaster-

preparedness-homeowners/disaster-supply-kit 
•  Ready.gov   google: “Ready.gov emergency kit”   ·   https://www.ready.gov/kit 
•  Red Cross   google: “Red Cross emergency store”   ·   https://www.redcross.org/store 

https://www.habitat.org/our-work/disaster-response/disaster-preparedness-homeowners/disaster-supply-kit
https://www.ready.gov/kit
https://www.redcross.org/store
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STEP 14   Create Your Emergency Evacuation Plan 

What this step is.  Building a personal evacuation plan with routes, 

meeting points, and transportation. 

Why it matters.  A clear plan means everyone knows what to do and 

where to go, which reduces panic and gets you out faster and safer. 

Did you know?  Disasters affect millions of Americans every year, 

and evacuations are common across many kinds of emergencies, so 

having a plan ready pays off. 

What to do 

• Download and fill out a family evacuation plan template. 

• Save it to your BuildSOS profile and print copies for your 

emergency kit. 

• Map primary and alternate routes, plan for obstacles, and 

include emergency contacts. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  family evacuation plan template   google: “Habitat family evacuation plan”   ·   https://www.habitat.org/our-

work/disaster-response/disaster-preparedness-homeowners/family-evacuation-plan 

https://www.habitat.org/our-work/disaster-response/disaster-preparedness-homeowners/family-evacuation-plan
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STEP 15   Pet Preparedness 

What this step is.  Making sure your pets are cared for during a 

disaster. 

Why it matters.  It protects animals that depend entirely on you in an 

emergency. 

Did you know?  Many pet owners are not fully prepared to evacuate 

and care for their animals during emergencies, which can lead to 

heartbreaking outcomes. 

What to do 

• Build a pet emergency kit: food, water, medications, leash, ID 

collar, vet records, carrier or crate, and comfort items. 

• Identify pet-friendly shelters, hotels, or boarding along your 

route as backups. 

• Microchip your pets and keep ID tags current with your contact 

info. 

• Plan transportation, and keep vaccinations and records up to 

date. 

• Write down care instructions for each pet, and practice 

evacuation drills with them. 
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PRACTICE   Pre-Event Preparedness 

What this step is.  A quick, roughly 30-minute exercise to confirm 

your preparations are in place before a storm. 

Why it matters.  It builds confidence and surfaces any gaps while you 

still have time to fix them. 

Did you know?  Securing your home before a disaster and sharing 

your plans with family and neighbors can meaningfully reduce damage 

and help you get assistance faster. 

What to do 

• Review your emergency plan: routes, meeting points, and what 

to take. (15 points) 

• Locate essential supplies: food, water, clothing, medication, 

documents, cash. (30 points) 

• Plan to secure property: windows and doors, outdoor furniture, 

loose objects, electrical equipment. (20 points) 

• Communicate your plan to family, friends, and neighbors. (15 

points) 

• Prepare vehicles: fuel, tires, supplies. (15 points) 

• Stay informed: identify weather sources and plan to follow local 

authorities. (10 points) 

• Protect valuables: waterproof containers and secure storage. 

(10 points) 

• Plan for vulnerable household members: elderly, disabled, 

children, pets. (15 points) 

Note:  Score out of 100. 90 to 100 is excellent, 75 to 89 is good, 50 to 
74 is fair, and below 50 means focus on the steps you missed. 
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GO TIME   Respond to a Disaster 

What this step is.  The immediate actions to take as a disaster 

approaches. 

Why it matters.  Acting decisively now keeps your household as safe 

and prepared as possible. 

Did you know?  Securing your home and communicating your plans 

before a disaster strikes can significantly cut your risk of major damage 

and help loved ones reach you. 

What to do 

• Review your emergency plan: routes, meeting points, what to 

take. 

• Photograph your home inside and out, at least 8 exterior shots 

plus a video walkthrough, for your insurance claim. 

• Gather essentials: food, water, clothing, medication, 

documents, cash. See this evacuation checklist. 

• Secure your property: reinforce windows and doors, bring in 

furniture, secure loose objects. Unplug electronics but leave 

fridges and freezers on unless flooding is a risk. 

• Tell family, friends, and neighbors your plans and whereabouts. 

• Fuel and ready your vehicles, stay informed, and follow local 

authorities. 

• Protect valuables in waterproof containers, and help vulnerable 

household members and pets. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  evacuation checklist   google: “Cake evacuation checklist”   ·   https://www.joincake.com/blog/what-to-take-when-

evacuating-your-home/ 

https://www.joincake.com/blog/what-to-take-when-evacuating-your-home/
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EVACUATION   During an Evacuation 

What this step is.  Carrying out your evacuation plan safely. 

Why it matters.  A calm, practiced evacuation keeps everyone safe 

and moving. 

Did you know?  Communities with well-developed evacuation plans 

see far fewer injuries and deaths during disasters. 

What to do 

• Use the FEMA app for a list of open shelters. 

• Grab your emergency kits, including pet kits and records. 

• Stay informed through local news, the FEMA and Red Cross 

apps, and NOAA weather radio. 

• Follow your planned routes and meeting points. Leave early, 

stay together, and watch for hazards like flooding, washed-out 

roads, and downed power lines. 

• Use your community resources page if you need shelter or 

assistance. 

• Keep in touch through your communication circle, and use 

What3Words to share exact locations. 

• Take your pets, lock up your home, and tell neighbors. If you 

have time and it is safe, check on those who may need help. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  FEMA app   google: “FEMA mobile app”   ·   https://www.fema.gov/about/news-multimedia/mobile-products 

https://www.fema.gov/about/news-multimedia/mobile-products
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THE RECOVERY JOURNEY 

After Returning 

The steps that follow walk you through coming home, working 
with insurance, rebuilding stronger, and caring for your 

household after the disaster. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 1   Be Aware of Fraud Post-Disaster 

What this step is.  Recognizing and protecting yourself from the fraud 

that follows disasters. 

Why it matters.  It helps you avoid scams that target people when 

they are most vulnerable. 

Did you know?  Fraud and scams surge after major disasters. 

Agencies such as the FBI, FTC, and Better Business Bureau warn 

about impersonation scams, identity theft, and door-to-door 

“contractors” who take money and disappear. 

What to do 

• Be alert to impersonation scams, identity theft, and door-to-

door “contractors.” 

• Federal workers never ask for or accept money. If in doubt, ask 

for official government photo ID. A logo on a shirt is not proof. 

• Guard your Social Security number, bank details, and other 

personal information. 

• Do not give financial information or sign anything, especially 

about your insurance policy, to anyone who shows up 

uninvited. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 2   Find Out If You Can Get Back to 
Your House 

What this step is.  Checking whether it is safe to return home. 

Why it matters.  It protects you from the hazards that linger in 

evacuated areas. 

Did you know?  Returning before an area is safe has historically been 

a major cause of post-disaster injuries and deaths, so wait for the all-

clear. 

What to do 

• Check your city or county emergency management website for 

re-entry guidance. 

• Follow FEMA and use your FEMA and Red Cross apps. 

• Sign up for local emergency alerts. 

• Call local emergency hotlines if you are unsure about re-entry. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 3   Tips for Entering a Disaster Area 

What this step is.  Re-entering and moving through a disaster area 

safely. 

Why it matters.  It helps you avoid hazards like floodwater, 

contaminated water, and unstable structures. 

Did you know?  Weather events cause hundreds of deaths and many 

injuries in the U.S. each year, and a lot of harm comes from unsafe re-

entry, so take precautions. 

What to do 

• Review FEMA’s tips for returning home safely. 

• Follow CDC guidance for entering a flooded home. 

• Review EPA resources on debris and damaged buildings and 

flood cleanup. 

• If you had a fire, review the after-the-fire guide. 

• For damaged documents and photos, see the National 

Archives salvage guide. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  FEMA’s tips for returning home safely   google: “FEMA tips returning home safely after disaster”   ·   

https://www.fema.gov/fact-sheet/tips-returning-home-safely-after-disaster 
•  CDC guidance for entering a flooded home   google: “CDC entering flooded home”   ·   https://www.cdc.gov/floods/ 
•  debris and damaged buildings   google: “EPA debris and damaged buildings”   ·   https://www.epa.gov/natural-

disasters/dealing-debris-and-damaged-buildings 
•  flood cleanup   google: “EPA flood cleanup indoor air quality”   ·   https://www.epa.gov/indoor-air-quality-

iaq/resources-flood-cleanup-and-indoor-air-quality 
•  after-the-fire guide   google: “USFA after the fire guide”   ·   

https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/publications/fa_46.pdf 
•  National Archives salvage guide   google: “National Archives flood damage salvage”   ·   

https://www.archives.gov/preservation/conservation/flood-damage.html 

https://www.fema.gov/fact-sheet/tips-returning-home-safely-after-disaster
https://www.cdc.gov/floods/
https://www.epa.gov/natural-disasters/dealing-debris-and-damaged-buildings
https://www.epa.gov/indoor-air-quality-iaq/resources-flood-cleanup-and-indoor-air-quality
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/publications/fa_46.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/preservation/conservation/flood-damage.html
https://www.archives.gov/preservation/conservation/flood-damage.html
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 4   Determining the Damage to Your 
Residence 

What this step is.  Assessing the damage and starting safe cleanup. 

Why it matters.  An accurate assessment supports your insurance 

claim, your repairs, and your safety. 

Did you know?  A thorough, well-documented assessment of your 

home’s condition supports a fair and timely insurance settlement. 

What to do 

• Learn how to identify common damage from storms, fires, 

floods, and other events from a neutral source such as the 

Insurance Information Institute or your state’s department of 

insurance, rather than a contractor referral site. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  Insurance Information Institute   google: “Insurance Information Institute storm damage”   ·   https://www.iii.org/ 

https://www.iii.org/
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 5   Document Your House Post-
Disaster 

What this step is.  Recording your home’s condition after the disaster. 

Why it matters.  It supports your claim and your recovery. 

Did you know?  Thorough photos and videos of the damage can 

speed up your claim and lead to more accurate assessments. 

What to do 

• Take another 8 exterior photos, matching your pre-disaster set, 

and a new 3D model if you made one before. 

• Photograph and video the interior and exterior thoroughly. 

• Update your pre-storm inventory with the post-disaster 

condition. 

• Use this documentation in your claim, and upload it to your 

BuildSOS profile. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 6   Connect with Your Contractor 

What this step is.  Bringing in your contractor for repairs. 

Why it matters.  Reliable, timely repairs depend on connecting early 

with someone you trust. 

Did you know?  Contractor fraud is common after disasters, so using 

a contractor you vetted in advance lowers your risk. 

What to do 

• Do not accept work from door-knockers, and do not sign 

anything from them. You could be signing away your rights as a 

policyholder. 

• Contact the contractor or contractors you identified earlier. 

• Schedule an assessment and repair plan. 

• Make sure your contractor knows about your insurance claim. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 7   Review Insurance Policies 

What this step is.  Understanding your coverage as you enter the 

claims process. 

Why it matters.  Knowing your coverage saves time and makes 

communication with your insurer clearer. 

Did you know?  Many homeowners are surprised by what their policy 

does and does not cover after they file a claim, so a review up front 

helps set expectations. 

What to do 

• Review your policies for coverage limits and deductibles. You 

should have copies from your earlier preparation steps. 

• Contact your insurer with any questions. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 8   Make a Claim with Your Insurance 
Company 

What this step is.  Starting the claims process. 

Why it matters.  A prompt, well-documented claim helps you recover 

faster. 

Did you know?  Filing promptly and with thorough documentation 

tends to lead to faster, fairer settlements, while delays and gaps can 

drag the process out. 

What to do 

• Review the NAIC Post-Disaster Claims Guide. 

• See Consumer Reports on filing a claim after a disaster. 

• Call your insurer to start the claim, using your pre- and post-

disaster documentation for an accurate, detailed claim. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  NAIC Post-Disaster Claims Guide   google: “NAIC Post-Disaster Claims Guide”   ·   

https://content.naic.org/sites/default/files/publication-post-disaster-claims-guide.pdf 
•  Consumer Reports on filing a claim after a disaster   google: “Consumer Reports file homeowners insurance claim 

disaster”   ·   https://www.consumerreports.org/money/homeowners-insurance/how-to-file-a-homeowners-insurance-
claim-after-an-emergency-weather-natural-disaster-a4792985733/ 

https://content.naic.org/sites/default/files/publication-post-disaster-claims-guide.pdf
https://www.consumerreports.org/money/homeowners-insurance/how-to-file-a-homeowners-insurance-claim-after-an-emergency-weather-natural-disaster-a4792985733/
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 9   Know Your Rights 

What this step is.  Understanding your rights as a policyholder. 

Why it matters.  It helps you advocate for fair treatment and the 

benefits you are owed. 

Did you know?  Many policyholders are unaware of the rights and 

protections their policies and state laws provide, which can leave them 

at a disadvantage. 

What to do 

• Find and review your state’s insurance policyholder bill of 

rights. 

• Search online with your state name, or visit your state 

Department of Insurance website under consumer resources. 

• Contact your state Department of Insurance directly if you 

cannot find it or have questions. 

• Read it carefully so you understand your protections. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 10   Working with a Claims Adjuster 

What this step is.  Working effectively with your insurance adjuster. 

Why it matters.  Good communication and documentation lead to a 

fair, accurate settlement. 

Did you know?  Homeowners who keep open communication and 

provide thorough documentation are more likely to reach a fair 

settlement. 

What to do 

• Request an adjuster visit and be ready to provide access and 

answer questions. 

• Ask your contractor to join the inspection if possible, so 

everyone agrees on the damage. 

• Be present during the inspection and point out all damage. 

• Provide documentation: estimates, receipts, invoices. 

• Keep records of every call, email, and letter, with dates. 

• Ask questions, review the settlement offer carefully, and 

negotiate if it falls short. 

• If you hit disputes, consider a public adjuster or an attorney 

who specializes in insurance claims. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 11   Refer to Your FEMA Financial First 
Aid Kit 

What this step is.  Using your EFFAK during recovery. 

Why it matters.  It puts the financial information you need for recovery 

at your fingertips. 

Did you know?  People with an organized financial kit tend to recover 

more smoothly, while others can face delays getting assistance. 

What to do 

• Find your EFFAK, possibly stored in your BuildSOS profile, and 

review it. 

• Pull the materials you need now: out-of-area contacts, 

insurance policies, bank details. 

• If your area is a federally declared disaster, apply at 

disasterassistance.gov, or call 1-800-621-3362 (TTY 1-800-

462-7585). 

• Visit a FEMA Disaster Recovery Center once they open in your 

area. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  disasterassistance.gov   google: “DisasterAssistance.gov”   ·   https://www.disasterassistance.gov 
•  FEMA Disaster Recovery Center   google: “FEMA Disaster Recovery Center”   ·   

https://www.fema.gov/disaster/recovery-centers 

https://www.disasterassistance.gov/
https://www.fema.gov/disaster/recovery-centers
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 12   Rebuild Smarter 

What this step is.  Learning what to build in as you rebuild, to protect 

yourself next time. 

Why it matters.  Rebuilding to a higher standard makes your home far 

more resilient. 

Did you know?  Homes built or retrofitted to modern building codes 

hold up much better in severe storms. 

What to do 

• Review FEMA’s twelve rebuilding tips that cost less than $50. 

• Explore FEMA Building Science resources. 

• Use IBHS resources to strengthen your home, and see NAHB 

and Ready.gov rebuilding resources. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  twelve rebuilding tips that cost less than $50   google: “FEMA twelve rebuilding tips less than 50 dollars”   ·   

https://www.fema.gov/press-release/20230425/twelve-disaster-rebuilding-tips-less-50 
•  FEMA Building Science resources   google: “FEMA Building Science”   ·   https://www.fema.gov/emergency-

managers/risk-management/building-science 
•  IBHS resources   google: “IBHS Insurance Institute Business Home Safety”   ·   https://ibhs.org/ 
•  NAHB   google: “NAHB National Association of Home Builders”   ·   https://www.nahb.org/ 
•  Ready.gov rebuilding resources   google: “Ready.gov safer stronger homes communities”   ·   

https://www.ready.gov/safer-stronger-protected-homes-communities 

https://www.fema.gov/press-release/20230425/twelve-disaster-rebuilding-tips-less-50
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/risk-management/building-science
https://ibhs.org/
https://www.nahb.org/
https://www.ready.gov/safer-stronger-protected-homes-communities
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 13   Review and Update Evacuation 
Plan 

What this step is.  Refining your evacuation plan based on what you 

just experienced. 

Why it matters.  Lessons learned now make your next evacuation 

faster and safer. 

Did you know?  Households that review and update their plans after 

an event are better prepared and tend to evacuate more quickly and 

safely next time. 

What to do 

• Ask what worked and what did not. Did everyone understand 

the plan? Were routes clear? Any obstacles, delays, or supply 

gaps? Trouble reuniting with family or pets? 

• Make the changes and save your updated plan to your 

BuildSOS profile. 
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 14   Explore Available Support Services 

What this step is.  Finding national, state, and local support: relief 

programs, financial aid, counseling, and community resources. 

Why it matters.  These services provide real help, from temporary 

housing to financial aid and emotional support. 

Did you know?  People who use support resources after a disaster 

tend to have better mental health outcomes and a stronger sense of 

resilience. 

What to do 

• Use FEMA’s location-based resources, or your FEMA app, to 

find support services near you. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  FEMA’s location-based resources   google: “FEMA disaster locations”   ·   https://www.fema.gov/locations 

https://www.fema.gov/locations
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RECOVERY  ·  STEP 15   Maintain Communication with 
Friends and Family 

What this step is.  Staying connected with loved ones through 

recovery. 

Why it matters.  Ongoing connection supports your wellbeing and 

helps you share resources and information. 

Did you know?  Staying in regular contact with your support network 

after a disaster is linked to lower stress and an easier recovery. 

What to do 

• Keep family and friends updated on your situation. 

• Stay connected by phone, text, and social media, using the 

communication circle you set up earlier. 



BuildSOS       ·       Page 39 

 

RECOVERY  ·  STEP 16   Access Mental Health Support 

What this step is.  Getting mental health support after a disaster. You 

do not have to go it alone. 

Why it matters.  Support helps you cope with the emotional impact 

and recover more fully. 

Did you know?  A significant share of people affected by disasters 

experience serious mental health challenges such as PTSD, 

depression, and anxiety, and many never seek help, even though 

timely support makes a real difference. 

What to do 

• Seek counseling, support groups, and stress-management 

tools. 

• Call or text the SAMHSA Disaster Distress Helpline at 1-800-

985-5990 for free, confidential support, available 24/7. 

• If you or someone you know is in crisis, call or text 988 to reach 

the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  SAMHSA Disaster Distress Helpline   google: “SAMHSA Disaster Distress Helpline”   ·   

https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/disaster-distress-helpline 

https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/disaster-distress-helpline
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References 

1.  First Street Foundation flood risk research, which found that its 
model identifies substantially more U.S. properties at meaningful flood 
risk than FEMA flood maps. See firststreet.org. Figure stated 
directionally; confirm exact wording against the current source before 
publication. 

2.  National Institute of Building Sciences, Natural Hazard Mitigation 
Saves (2017 and 2019 study), which found federal mitigation grants 
save about $6 per $1 spent and modern building codes save more. 
See nibs.org. 

3.  Federal Reserve, Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S. 
Households (SHED), which has repeatedly found that a large share of 
adults would struggle to cover an unexpected expense of a few 
hundred dollars. See federalreserve.gov. 

A note on the statistics.  Every retained figure above is tied to a 
named source. Throughout the rest of the guide, claims that originally 
carried specific percentages without a verifiable source have been 
reworded as directional statements rather than dropped, so the 
guidance stays useful without overstating precision. All resource links 
should be given a final click-through before printing; some federal 
pages may be temporarily out of date. 

LINKS ON THIS PAGE 
•  First Street Foundation   google: “First Street Foundation”   ·   https://firststreet.org/ 
•  NIBS Natural Hazard Mitigation Saves   google: “NIBS Natural Hazard Mitigation Saves”   ·   

https://www.nibs.org/projects/natural-hazard-mitigation-saves-2019-report 
•  Federal Reserve SHED report   google: “Federal Reserve SHED report”   ·   

https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/shed.htm 

https://firststreet.org/
https://www.nibs.org/projects/natural-hazard-mitigation-saves-2019-report
https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/shed.htm
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Be ready before the next one. 

 

Disasters are striking more often and hitting harder, and the 

households that come through them best are the ones that prepared 

before the sky turned. This guide is built by BuildSOS to leave you with 

practical, lasting tools so the next event finds you steadier than the 

last. 

Document your home, organize your insurance, fortify what you can, 

and know exactly what to do when it is time to leave and when it is 

time to come back. Work through it at your own pace. Every step you 

finish is one less thing to figure out under pressure. 

Start today. 

Download the free RESILIENCE Game and Disaster AIDvisor. Search 
“BuildSOS” in the App Store or Google Play. 

BuildSOS Inc. 
21212 Smith Road, Covington, LA 70435   ·   985-260-0284   ·   info@buildsos.com 

 

BUILDSOS.COM 
Built on collective experience in construction, disaster preparedness, response, and recovery. 

 


