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ABSTRACT 

Business Continuity Planning (BCP) is well established as a key plank in an organisation’s risk 

management process.  But how effective is BCP when disaster strikes?   This paper examines 

the experiences of organisations following the 2010-2011 Canterbury, New Zealand 

earthquakes.  The study finds that BCP was helpful for all organisations interviewed but more 

attention is needed on the management of societal and personal impacts; development of 

employee resilience, identification of effective crisis leaders; right-sizing plans and planning 

to seize opportunities post-disaster. 

INTRODUCTION 

Business Continuity Planning (BCP) is well established as a key plank in an organisation’s risk 

management process.  However, study on its actual efficacy in the context of a wide-spread 

major disaster is limited.   This paper examines the experiences of a number of Canterbury 

organisations who had established business continuity plans prior to the Canterbury 

earthquakes.  We examine how effective their plans were, what worked well and least well 
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about their plans, whether there was any link between effectiveness and their processes in 

preparing the plan, and any key lessons learnt that may be applicable to other organisations 

plans and processes. This study aims to inform future practice by examining organisations’ 

actual experiences of utilising these plans in a disaster situation.  

Christchurch, the largest city in the south island of New Zealand, experienced a 15 month 

period of powerful seismic activity in 2010-2011. A sequence of earthquakes commenced on 

September 4, 2010, when a MM7.1 earthquake occurred 40km west of the Christchurch CBD.  

No lives were lost in this early morning event.  While this initial earthquake did cause 

significant damage in some areas of the region, there was a sense that the damage was 

manageable.  A local (rather than national) state of emergency was declared; this declaration 

was lifted 12 days later (1).  The most devastating earthquake, still technically classified as an 

aftershock, occurred on 22 February 2011.  This MM 6.3 quake centred 13km south east of 

the CBD caused 185 deaths and resulted in enormous damage to the central business district 

as well as many residential areas.   A national state of emergency – the first in New Zealand’s 

history was declared and was in place for almost two months (2).  A further two major 

aftershocks above magnitude 6 occurred in June 2011 and December 2011.  This heightened 

period of seismicity, with large numbers of earthquakes above magnitude 41 has continued 

with a MM 5.7 quake occurring on 14 February 2015 (3). 

Organisations faced enormous pressures to continue operating while simultaneously 

experiencing major business disruption which threatened their survival.  This ongoing 

sequence of major events also offered a rare opportunity to learn from the first earthquake 

in September 2010 and implement those lessons only 6 months later in February 2011. 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

In recent work on organisational resilience,  the question of what enables some organisations 

to not only survive but thrive despite adversity, suggests a need for both planned and 

adaptive resilience (4, 5).  Business Continuity Planning fits within the planned resilience 

 
1 Commonly the threshold at which earthquakes are ‘felt’ 



3 
 

component as a long established mechanism intended to enable organisations to manage the 

impacts of a disaster.   

Business Continuity Management (BCM) has developed rapidly in the last two decades.  From 

an initial core focus of sustaining critical operations in the event of disruption, BCM is 

increasingly argued as relevant to the overall long term competitiveness of an organisation 

(6).  This is congruent with calls for resilience to be a strategic initiative which enables 

performance in any turbulent environment (7, 8).    Business Continuity Planning (BCP) is one 

part of this broader framework and includes measures intended to address both reduction, 

readiness, response and recovery (9, 10). 

The growing costs of natural disasters world-wide has led to many governments and supra-

government bodies increasingly promoting the benefits of a Business Continuity Plan to 

organisations as a part of building societal resilience (see for example adpc.net, apec.org, 

resilientbusiness.co.nz).    While the concept of, and process for preparing, a BCP is very well 

established, there is rather less literature examining the actual experiences of organisations 

utilising their BCP’s in a disaster setting.   Some research indicates that the benefits of a BCP 

may be somewhat over-estimated.  A Resilient Organisations survey of 269 businesses 

impacted by the Canterbury earthquake sequence, found that 60% of respondents stated that 

a BCP was not a great aid  (11).  An Inland Revenue survey of over 1000 small and medium-

enterprises (SMEs) asked an open question of what helped businesses to respond and 

recover.  Pre-planning did not feature at all in the open text answers (12).   This differs from 

Japan where from 286 companies in the Tohuku region, over 70% found a BCP very or partly 

effective (13).  

This research adds empirical evidence from real organisations in real crises to understand the 

value of a BCP in the context of a major urban disaster. 

METHODOLOGY 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with senior representatives of five organisations 

severely impacted by the 2010-11 earthquakes.  Interviews were carried out in person and 

lasted 45-90 minutes.  Two participating organisations also provided internal documentation 
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for review.  Interviews were recorded with the respondent’s permission and later transcribed 

and analysed alongside notes made by the interviewer immediately following the interview. 

 Participating organisations included three large and two small (fewer than 20 FTE employees) 

organisations.  Participants were selected as offering the  case studies that represent a wide 

variety of forms, sectors and purposes – that provide the greatest opportunity to learn (14-

16).    

RESULTS  

Table 1 summarises the organisations sector, size, BCP experience and process and their 

findings regarding the most and least effective aspects to their plan and missing elements. 

Org. Sector Size Prior BCP 
Activation 

BCP Process Most Effective Least 
Effective 

Essential for 
recovery but 
not in BCP 

1 Utility Large No CEO/GM 
driven 

Back-up IT and 
Voice 
Communication 
Systems 
 

Lack of detail 
on 
immediate 
actions 
 
Prioritisation 
of activities 
 

Consideration 
of impacts of 
societal and 
personal 
disruption 

2 Financial Large No – but 
twice yearly 
exercises 

Regulatory 
driven, 
Business Unit 
coordinators 

Call Tree 
 
Specified 
recovery sites 

Non user 
friendly 
presentation 

 

3 Utility Large BCP newly 
developed 
post Sept 
earthquake 
to replace 
prior high 
level only 
plan 

BCP Manager Call trees and 
multiple 
communication 
channels 

Lack of 
thoroughness 
in plan 
 
Clear 
directions on 
escalation of 
information 
 
No 
alternative 
locations 
identified 

Supporting 
Staff 

4 Health Small No – but 
reviewed 
monthly 

Regulatory 
impetus but 
team effort 

Insurance 
review 
prompted by 
plan 
preparation 
Prior training in 
emergency 
procedures 

 Supporting 
Staff 
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Move of IT to 
cloud 

5 Service Small No Conceptual – 
not written 

Data back-up Ability to 
scale-up to 
meet 
increased 
demand 

Good 
relationships 
with supply 
chain 

Table 1- Organisation Size, Sector, BCP experience and plan effectiveness 
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BCP PROCESS 

All of the organisations interviewed referred to both compliance and a desire to be prepared 

as rationales for their BCP process. In New Zealand, critical infrastructure providers and 

government organisations are required under the Civil Defence and Emergency Management 

Act (2002), to have a plan for functioning during or after an emergency. However, there is no 

certification or inspection regime. The extent of planning was varied with three organisations 

having extensive and detailed plans, one with a top-level only outline, and one smaller 

organisation with a conceptual rather than written plan.   All of the BCP’s were driven by a 

top-down management led approach complemented by employee engagement through staff 

inductions, orientation, discussion at meetings along with exercises and reviews.  All of the 

organisations used a consequence focused approach in preparing their plans with a focus on 

impacts such as loss of utilities, premises or people rather than a disaster based approach 

looking at specific hazards.   

MOST EFFECTIVE PARTS OF PLANS 

Organisations identified the following elements as the most effective aspects of their plans: 

 Identification of critical functions – the importance of understanding critical functions 

was particularly illustrated by Organisation 3 which found its high-level plan 

inadequate to assist following the first earthquake.  They identified their efforts to 

address this after the September 2010 event, but prior to the more damaging 

February 2011 earthquake, as a key aid to direct resources and people in the most 

effective way. 

 Communication Plan – the existence of up to date call trees, multiple copies of key 

contacts in paper and electronic form and the inclusion of next of kin contact details 

were essential in managing the immediate response.   Accompanying the ability to 

contact people was clear guidance on who should be called.  The larger organisations 

set up emergency hotlines and web forums, call trees and contact lists were activated 

to inquire as to employee wellbeing and provide a link to the organisation. 
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 Information back-ups – All of the organisations had effective back-up procedures 

which allowed for the resumption of ICT systems to support response and recovery. 

This may reflect the long emphasis on ICT systems within the business continuity field. 

 Training and Testing – Interviewees referenced regular training as providing the 

employees the practice needed to know almost instinctively what to do during the 

events and take actions that saved both themselves and the organisations. 

LEAST EFFECTIVE PARTS OF PLANS 

Two of the organisations found their plan lacking in important detail, particularly for 

immediate actions following the earthquake.  Additionally, while the plan stated that an 

alternative location would be used; there was no further detail on finding or setting up this 

alternate location.  This led to what one organisation described as a “mad scramble” to find 

any available property in an extremely competitive market.  Organisation 2 found that while 

their plan was quite thorough, too much of the detail was presented and this made it very 

difficult for employees on the ground to quickly find the relevant information.  The large 

amount of information presented actually hindered employee’s ability to access the 

information they needed. 

WHAT WAS MISSING 

Respondents were asked to consider what responses following the disaster were important 

but not considered within their BCP.   The key theme of the responses from the larger 

companies was the lack of any consideration of the impacts of societal and personal 

disruption.  Plans dealt with physical resources and included very little consideration of 

human resources.  Plans assumed that all staff would turn up to work after a disaster and that 

the rest of society would continue to run as normal.  This is a result of a planning focus on the 

impacts of any event on the organisation, and particularly its physical resources, rather than 

the broader system within which it is embedded.  Many plans assumed that the rest of society 

will continue as normal.  This element also applied to supply chain considerations which had 

not always been fully thought through.  Organisation 5 identified the ability to scale-up 

operations as a shortcoming in their planning with their thinking around crisis events focused 

on operability, rather than opportunity 
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DISCUSSION 

While all of these companies found their BCP an aid in the response and recovery period, they 

identified a large number of lessons learnt both with regard to the process, content, and 

presentation of BCPS.  Some of the lessons are already reflected in best practice guides to 

Business Continuity Planning.   These lessons include:  

 A BCP is only one part of resilience – “plans are meaningless if people do not have the 

capacity to achieve them” (Organisation 1). 

 Good relationships with both employees and suppliers are crucial. 

 Plan to be adaptable – in some circumstances, and in parts of the plan, general 

principles may be more useful than detailed plans. 

 Keep BCP up to date, understood and practiced. 

 Communication internally and externally is key to achieving continuity. 

 Training is essential for all staff. 

 Make sure you have your critical functions right – this may be harder than it first 

appears. 

 Look after staff and they will look after you. 

 Incorporating learning and maintaining relevancy – respondents expressed a need to 

incorporate learning more quickly following an event.  The Christchurch earthquake 

sequence illustrates that the next disaster may be sooner than expected and having 

more fully implemented and tested the lessons learned from the first September 

earthquake would have been beneficial. 

There were a number of key lessons that are not routinely discussed in BCP literature. 

First, societal and personal disruption effects need to be included in BCP.  Many of the 

companies interviewed, invested significant time, energy and resources, post-earthquake, 

into ensuring the capability of their employees to perform their duties.  The majority of the 

actions taken were unplanned and included initiatives such as providing water, food and 

showering facilities in the initial response stage.  In the early recovery period, actions related 

more to psychological wellbeing and included flexible working to allow employees time to 

address their residential housing issues, as well as counselling, support and wellbeing 
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activities.  An organisation is nothing without its people.  To maintain this asset, organisations 

need to invest significantly in supporting employees, in order that employees are able and 

willing to support the organisation.  An effective BCP needs to consider the wellbeing of 

human resources as a key aspect of operability. 

Second, employee resilience needs to be developed pre-event.  This builds the base for when 

a crisis occurs: resilient employees will already have developed healthy levels of adaptive 

capacity and confidence which boosts their chances of coping well through a disaster event.  

Resilience is a learnable capacity that can be developed (17). A corporate culture that 

supports and encourages development of this is critical to developing a resilient workforce 

that is more likely to survive disruptive events (18). 

Third, organisations need to identify leaders that will be effective in a crisis.  Respondents 

noted that those who stepped up and led were not always those designated in their plans. 

Current day-to-day managers could be excellent leaders in routine environments, but put 

under the stress and chaos of a crisis where they must make important decisions rapidly and 

on the move, they may crumble.  Consideration of individual’s personal circumstances and 

the obligations they may have to their families or communities are also important.  Important 

considerations in designated crisis leaders include: 

 Can they stay calm under pressure and be flexible in non-routine environments? 

 Are they able to reassure and empower others to keep clam and to catalyse the 

actions necessary for business recovery? 

 Do they have the self-confidence and optimism to face their own challenges and those 

of the wider organisation? 

 Do they have sufficient knowledge of the organisation and each business unit to be 

able to see the whole picture? 

Fourth, plans need to be right-sized.  Two of the larger organisations found that their plan 

was not detailed enough to meet their needs.  In contrast, the smaller organisation that had 

spent time planning, but had not documented those plans, found that was sufficient given 

the needs of their business. Planning for a crisis does not mean writing a plan.  For small 

companies, right sizing a process of BCP may mean on-going discussions on how to resume 

critical operations and ensuring all understand the key parts of that. 
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Last, organisations need to plan past survival and look for opportunities post-disaster.  

Organisation 5 faced a strong upsurge in demand following the earthquake.  This demand 

surge has also been noted in quantitative surveys after the disaster, particularly in relation to 

the Information and Communication Technology sector (19). This presented both an 

opportunity, but also a threat as if they were not able to respond to that demand, customers 

may be lost in the long-term to competitors who were able to supply.  Consideration in 

advance of how to rapidly upscale operations would benefit many industries that are likely to 

face demand surges following a crisis.  As well as capitalising on the potential opportunities 

in a disaster, this kind of planning is needed to counter the potential customer loss and 

reputational risk that may ensue if established players are unable to meet demand.  

IMPLEMENTATION OF CHANGES 

Organisations 2, 3 and 4 have all made significant changes to their BCP content and process 

as a result of their lessons learned.  Organisation 2 have created a ‘snap-shot’ of information 

that is easy to access and read, along with visual examples of escalation processes. 

Additionally their processes for updating content have been streamlined to enable ease of 

personalisation by local offices but still within head office oversight.  Organisation 3 have 

updated their content and now also hold annual mock outages.  Organisation 4 have amended 

their plan in line with the learnings from these events and discuss aspects of the plan at 

monthly meetings.  Organisation 1 has recorded their learnings in a separate document but 

have not yet transferred these learnings to their formal plan.  Organisation 5 is content with 

remaining reactive to situations as they arise and feel no need to plan more formally. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 
Key Learnings 

 

This study provided a rare opportunity to capture lessons learnt by organisations applying 

their Business Continuity Plans to respond to a major disaster.     All of the organisations in 

this study found the business continuity planning process helpful in assisting them recover 

after the Canterbury earthquakes. It is clear that right-sizing the process is important with the 

smallest of SME’s forgoing a structured written process, but following many of the ideas and 

one of the largest up-sizing the extent of their plans following learning’s from the September 

earthquake.   It is possible that this right sizing of the planning process may in part explain 

some of our earlier survey findings where Business Continuity Planning was not mentioned as 

helpful.  Without a written plan, organisations may not perceive themselves to have ‘planned’ 

despite them obviously having paid attention to many aspects including a communication 

plan, information systems back-ups and consideration of alternative methods of working.  

• Foster employee resilience 
- do people have the capacity to 
achieve the plan?

• Good relationships and 
communication are essential

• Look after staff
• Consider carefully who crisis leaders 

should be

People
• Right size your plan

to match your business needs
• Consider personal and societal 

disruption impacts
• Plans must be up to date, understood 

and practiced
• Plan to be adaptable and capitalise on 

opportunities
• Get your critical functions right

Process

Incorporate learning quickly
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As well as providing empirical support for many traditional aspects of the BCP process, our 

study also identified the crucial nature of human resources, and need for development of the 

personal side of disaster response and recovery in the BCP.    
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