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Take time now to gather important papers and create an escape  
plan so you’ll have everything you need if the unexpected happens.

LAURIE TEAL  An emergency 
preparedness kit is the information that a 
family, individual, or couple would need 
to get through the next two to five days 
should something unexpected happen. It 
includes all those specific papers that 
you need if your house burns down or 
your child ends up in the emergency 
room. What you include has to do with 
the kinds of disasters that may happen in 
your area. 

ANDREW MELLEN  This is the kit that 
you will grab when you are running out 
of your home when an emergency 
occurs—whether a natural disaster like a 
flood, earthquake, or fire or something 
more specific like an intruder. It includes 
the essential documents you want to take 
with you if you need to leave. 

JANINE ADAMS  As hard as it is to 
think about a disaster happening, 
making some effort to be prepared is a 
good idea. If your house is destroyed by 
a natural disaster, your recovery will be 
easier if you have insurance and other 
important documents in a safe spot.

ANNETTE ADAMSKA  If you have 
only a few minutes to get your loved 
ones and basic essentials out, would you 
be able to do that? Think about how you 
can organize important information, 
whether that be in the cloud, on your 
phone, or in a hard copy to keep it as 
safe and secure as possible.

PREPARING FOR AN



THIS SEEMS LIKE A 
BIG JOB. HOW DO I 
START TO CREATE 
THIS KIT? 

WHAT TYPES OF 
DOCUMENTS SHOULD I 
INCLUDE IN MY KIT?

OUR EXPERTS
JANINE ADAMS, Professional 
Organizer, Peace of Mind 
Organizing; St. Louis

ANNETTE ADAMSKA,  
Life and Legacy Support 
Organizer, Back Up Your Life; 
Durham, North Carolina 

ANDREW MELLEN, 
Professional Organizer;  
New York City

LAURIE TEAL , Professional 
Organizer, Organized 
Solutions; Indianapolis

KATHY VINES, Professional 
Organizer, Clever Girl 
Organizing; Melrose, 
Massachusetts

Please see “Meet the Pros,” 
page 90, for more information.

JANINE ADAMS  You’ll want 
documents that prove you’re insured and 
prove your identity. Documents might 
include vital records (birth, marriage, 
divorce, and adoption certificates), 
identification documents like passports, 
proof of residence, and your 
homeowners insurance policy.

ANDREW MELLEN  Include 
documents that will identify you, that will 
identify your important accounts, and 
that will identify your assets: cars, trucks, 
boats, homes, recreation vehicles—along 
with the keys that correspond to those 
things. I would prepare a thumb drive 
with copies of my social security card, 
birth certificate, and all major IDs. It’s 
hard to predict where you are going to 
end up, but I like to believe I will end up 
somewhere I can print these documents. 

ANNETTE ADAMSKA  If you were to 
lose everything, what would make it 
easier to rebuild? Include certificates 
(birth, marriage, etc.), deeds to your 
home, social security cards, and titles to 
vehicles. Most can be replaced, but it’s 
easier if you don’t have to do that. I like 
to think of a Benjamin Franklin quote:  
“An ounce of prevention is worth a 
pound of cure.”

LAURIE TEAL  Include medical 
histories for every family member, 
including a list of all medications and 
primary care doctors. Include a copy of 
your current prescriptions or medical 
insurance card so if you lose your purse 
you will have something to go by. Also 
include a list of important contacts. If 
someone in your family is in the hospital 
and all you want to do is be with that 
person, you can hand this list to a friend 
and they’ll know who to call.

KATHY VINES  Paper AND electronic 
copies of items (on a flash drive) can 
help you stay connected with your most 
important documents. Also consider 
including photos of valuable items in 
your home and any appraisals related to 
those items.

LAURIE TEAL  It’s going to take a 
lot of effort. I kid you not. But if you 
take it in small bites, it will be much  
less overwhelming.

ANDREW MELLEN  Just start. Don’t 
let your feelings or your fear prevent 
you from starting. Make a commitment 
to assemble one or two parts of the 
kit. Action will lead to action. It’s better 
to have an imperfect kit than a perfect 
plan with no kit. 

JANINE ADAMS  Anything you 
gather and put in a safe place is 
better than having nothing. Your kit 
doesn’t have to be a gorgeous, 
indexed binder. It can be a few zipper 
bags full of important papers.

ANNETTE ADAMSKA  
Acknowledge that it’s OK to be 
overwhelmed, but figure out how to 
start anyway. People underestimate 
the power of a small step. Just do it. 
Just start somewhere.
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ANNETTE ADAMSKA  I have a First 
Alert fire safe, and I use the Smead 
Life Documents Organizer Kit. It 
features ready-to-use folders and 
labels. You can grab it, put it in a tote 
bag, and go. As far as where to put 
the safe, consider a closet in the guest 
room that isn’t used much.

WHAT TYPE OF CONTAINER  
DO YOU RECOMMEND FOR AN 
EMERGENCY KIT? WHERE  
SHOULD I STORE IT? 

KATHY VINES  How and where you 
store your emergency kit can be critical 
factors for making sure it does its job. 
When possible, identify waterproof or 
water-resistant containers (even a zipper 
plastic bag will help). A grab-and-go bag 
or box should be large enough to hold 
what you need but not so heavy and 
large that you can’t easily carry it. I also 
recommend keeping things in 
see-through containers so you can find 
things in a hurry. Make sure your kit is in a 
space that is easily accessible and not 
blocked by other furniture.

LAURIE TEAL  There are a lot of 
organizers who like to use a three-ring 
binder, but I prefer an accordion file so 
everything has tabs. It’s a little less bulky, 
and it has a flap so it’s more secure.  
Your kit needs to be in a safe place but 
accessible so you can find it and grab  
it easily. I keep mine in my home. You 
don’t need to have a safe, but if you 
have one on site, absolutely keep your 
kit in there. (Just be sure to have the key 
or code nearby so you can easily access 
it.) A filing cabinet or a dresser drawer 
would also work. Definitely let at least 
one other person—your spouse or 
another trusted family member—know 
where it is. I also recommend keeping  
a copy of all the documents in a 
safe-deposit box. 

JANINE ADAMS  You want the items 
to be portable but also protected in the 
event you’re not home when disaster 
strikes. A portable file box or binder that 
you keep inside a fireproof and 
waterproof box or safe is ideal. Consider 
putting the paper documents in a zipper 
bag to further protect them from water. 
Don’t store these items in the basement if 
you’re in a flood-prone area. You can 
also consider storing all this information 
electronically in a password-protected 
cloud environment, in addition to your 
paper versions.

ANDREW MELLEN  The kit should be 
near the front door of your home in a 
closet or in the garage on a shelf or in a 
backpack on a hook. A backpack is the 
preferred carrier of these things since 
it’s the easiest thing to strap on your 
body and still be able to carry a child or 
a pet. Hang it on a hook above waist 
high so if water starts to rise, you can 
still get to it. If you live in a tornado 
area, keep it on a high hook in the 
basement or on a floor joist or at the 
top of a concrete or cinder block 
foundation so it is below grade.  
I recommend using a soft binder rather 
than a hard binder so it’s lighter on your 
back and more pliable. 

ONLINE 
RESOURCES FOR 
EMERGENCY 
PLANNING
FEDERAL EMERGENCY 
MANAGEMENT AGENCY 
(FEMA)  
ready.gov 
You’ll find information on how 
to prepare for natural 
disasters and tips for creating 
a kit with important financial 
and medical documents. 

AMERICAN RED CROSS 
redcross.org 
Download a free family 
disaster plan template. And, 
in the event of an emergency, 
this website can help you locate  
a shelter and loved ones. 



WHAT SHOULD BE INCLUDED IN A FAMILY 
EMERGENCY PLAN?

LAURIE TEAL  If your family rolls 
their eyes when you suggest creating 
an emergency plan, you need only 
point to everything that’s been going 
on the last few years. Develop your 
plan and then practice it, and do it as 
soon as possible—not in six months. 
Teach your kids to not panic and 
follow the plan. 

ANNETTE ADAMSKA  Think about 
your family and what their needs are. 
Is there a meeting place? Is there 
someone to call in another part of the 
country to say, I’m OK and this is 
where I am? Let your kids know these 
are the three people they should try to 
get in touch with. No matter what you 
decide, let your family know what the 
plan is. Recap it each year and make 
sure it still makes sense. Plans might 
change if a parent has a long-term 
illness or kids get older. Do a check-in 
at the first of the year and the fourth 
of July—or perhaps at the start of the 
school year. Different times of the year 
work for different people. 

KATHY VINES  Your planning should 
consider these key questions: How will 
you know there is an emergency? How 
will family members get in touch and 
share that they’re safe or they need 
help? If you have to evacuate, how will 
you do that? Consider scenarios that 
include daytime events (parents are at 
work, kids are at school), nighttime 
events (everyone is asleep), and 
weekend events (people are spread 
out all over town).

JANINE ADAMS  Designate a 
meeting place in the event you’re not 
together when disaster strikes. It’s a 
good idea to have a couple of 
locations, one very near the home 
and a more distant one within your 
community in case your whole 
neighborhood is affected by disaster. 

WHAT DO PEOPLE 
FORGET TO THINK 
ABOUT UNTIL THEY 
ARE IN THE MIDST OF 
AN EMERGENCY?

JANINE ADAMS  Most people have 
contact information for family members 
and other important people in their 
phones, but what if your phone breaks or 
runs out of power and charging is 
impossible? It’s a good idea to have a 
paper copy of important contacts. Also 
have a plan to grab irreplaceable items, 
such as small family heirlooms, when you 
evacuate. Store those items near your 
important documents in a fireproof, 
waterproof safe. They’ll be easy to grab 
yet still protected if you’re not home.

ANNETTE ADAMSKA  People forget 
about what I call the invisible 
threads—all those things that we do 
everyday to make our lives easier. 
Automatic payments, for example, will 
keep going until we tell them to stop. If 
you are not available, are there people 
who know the codes to access these 
accounts? If your family travels and 
needs documents, are there other 
people who have that information?  
It’s important to share this type of 
information with some trusted folks. I say 
the magic number is at least three: two 
who are local and one who is not local. 
If there is a natural disaster in your 
area, then someone in another area will 
have the information.  

KATHY VINES  Be sure you know your 
home well and how to manage it. How 
do you shut off the water and gas? If 
your power goes out, do you know how 
to open your garage door without 
electricity? If you have a generator, do 
you know how to turn it on and operate 
it safely? It’s also a good idea to have 
some amount of cash on hand, 
especially smaller bills.

LAURIE TEAL  People often don’t 
think about their pets. If you can’t take 
your pets with you, don’t chain or cage 
them. Let them roam free. If your pets 
are microchipped, you will recover 
them. If you can take your pets, include 
3–5 days worth of their food. 

ANDREW MELLEN  Plan an annual 
family gathering to talk about exit 
routes and emergency meeting 
places. You want to do it in a way that 
doesn’t make it seem scary. 
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