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How Do We Know 
Whether Federal Disaster 
Programs Are Equitable?
An Initial Methodology for Evaluating 
Social Equity Performance of the 
Building Resilient Infrastructure and 
Communities Mitigation Grant Program

T
wenty weather and climate 
disasters with losses of more 
than $1 billion each occurred 
in the United States in 2021. 

Together, these disasters cost about 
$148 billion (Consumer Price Index 
[CPI] adjusted) and caused at least 
724 direct or indirect fatalities. The 
disasters included tornadoes, floods, 
wildfires, and hurricanes, many 
of which were made more severe 
by human-induced climate change 
(National Centers for Environmental 
Information, 2022). 

Some communities, such as low-
income or minority communities, 
are disproportionately affected by the 
impact of disasters, in part because 
they have fewer financial resources 

Research Report

KEY FINDINGS
	■ Existing equity-related data and tools may provide useful 

resources to the Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communi-
ties (BRIC) grant program, but none addresses all of the BRIC’s 
equity evaluation needs.

	■ Project- versus program-level evaluation methods and motivations 
likely differ, and the motivations and needs at the project level 
require further investigation, especially to avoid additional burden 
on implementing communities.

	■ There is no readily available dataset combining information about 
risk, sociodemographics, and BRIC subapplications. 

	■ The research identified the following characteristics related to par-
ticipation in the BRIC program: Participation is greater among com-
munities at risk for some hazards (wildfire, ice storm, hurricane, and 
riverine flooding) but lower for other hazards (drought); participation 
is lower for communities with lower incomes and greater propor-
tions of older adults or children but greater for communities with 
higher proportions of minorities or people without vehicles.

	■ Applying to BRIC is more difficult for communities with limited 
staff, time, expertise, or comparative perspective.
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available to prepare for or recover from damages 
to property or livelihoods (Markhvida et al., 2020). 
Empirical evidence demonstrates that racial, ethnic, 
and political power, and gender stratifications drive 
disparate disaster experiences before, during, and 
after a catastrophic event (Cutter, Boruff, and Shirley, 
2003; Cutter et al., 2008; Flanagan et al., 2011; Gar-
rett and Sobel, 2003; Howell and Elliott, 2018; Howell 
and Elliott, 2019; Morrow, 1999; Muñoz and Tate, 
2016; Peacock and Bates, 1982; Peacock, Morrow, and 
Gladwin, 1997; Tierney, 2009).

Predisaster mitigation is meant to reduce the 
damaging effects of future storms and to reduce 
losses to both infrastructure and communities. 
Mitigation includes a complex array of practices of 
protection, preparedness, and resilience (de Vet et al., 

2019). The federal government has established several 
grant programs that provide funding to support miti-
gation before a disaster and recovery after a disaster 
hits. However, distribution of both mitigation and 
recovery funding has not been equitably applied to 
all communities, with disadvantaged communities 
receiving less of both. Research shows that policies 
and programs intended to benefit communities in 
areas with higher environmental burdens tend not 
to significantly reduce risk or enhance community 
capabilities (Bryant and Mohai, 1992; Craemer, 2010; 
Daley and Layton, 2004; Domingue and Emrich, 
2019; Gotham and Campanella, 2011; Hooks and 
Miller, 2006; Petrie, 2006). 

A key hypothesis for explaining differences in 
various groups’ disaster outcomes is that there are 
differences in the processes they need to navigate to 
obtain support (Alisjahbana et al., 2022; Greer and 
Trainor, 2021; Markhvida et al., 2020). U.S. federal 
agencies, including the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS), recognize that inequitable funding 
systems impede progress toward socioeconomic well-
being for Americans of all sociodemographic back-
grounds (U.S. Department of Education, undated; 
Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 
2011a; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment, 2020) and are making efforts to ensure that 
federal grant programs are distributed equitably. 

In January 2021, President Joseph Biden, Jr., 
signed two Executive Orders (EOs) directing federal 
agencies to achieve greater equity and fairness in 
allocating federal resources and to identify barriers 
that underserved communities face accessing federal 
programs. EO 14008 established the Justice40 initia-
tive, which aims to ensure that 40 percent of the ben-
efits of certain federal investments flow to disadvan-
taged communities (Biden, 2021b). EO 13985, which 
focused on advancing racial equity and support for 
underserved communities, provided a blueprint for 
a whole-of-government approach to identifying the 
barriers underserved communities face accessing 
federal programs (Biden, 2021a).

Interim Implementation Guidance for the Jus-
tice40 initiative (Young et al., 2021) selected the 
Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communities 
(BRIC) grant program to pilot the Justice40 effort and 
directed the BRIC program to develop a methodol-

Abbreviations

AET application evaluation tool

BRIC Building Resilience Infrastructure 
and Communities

CPI Consumer Price Index

DHS U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security

EALM equity action-logic model

EO Executive Order

FEMA Federal Emergency Management 
Agency

FEMA GO Federal Emergency Management 
Agency Grants Outcomes

FY fiscal year

HMP hazard mitigation plan

HSOAC Homeland Security Operational 
Analysis Center

NOFO Notice of Funding Opportunity

NRI National Risk Index

NTR National Technical Review

PAPR Pre-Award Programmatic Review

SHMO State Hazard Mitigation Office

SVI Social Vulnerability Index 

TEC technical evaluation criteria  
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ogy and use currently available data to measure the 
distribution of benefits and report on the 40-percent 
goal. BRIC is a competitive grant program, autho-
rized by Congress in 2018 and administered by the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), 
that makes federal funds available ($500 million in 
2020, $1 billion in 2021, and $2.3 billion in 2023) for 
natural hazard risk mitigation activities that promote 
climate adaptation and resilience. An explicit guiding 
principle of BRIC is to “promote equity, including by 
helping members of disadvantaged groups and pri-
oritizing 40 percent of the benefits to disadvantaged 
communities as referenced in Executive Order (EO) 
14008” (FEMA, 2021a).

Assessing Social Equity Performance

Ensuring that policy responses, such as BRIC, 
address societal needs in an equitable way requires 
assessment of the program’s social equity perfor-
mance (Siders, 2019). In the context of extreme 
events, social equity means that sociodemographic 
characteristics predict the distribution of aid for 
disaster preparation, response, or recovery to the 
extent that these characteristics are related to the 
need for aid (Berke et al., 2019; Lawrence et al., 2009; 
Martin and Lewis, 2019; Muñoz and Tate, 2016). 
Social equity comprises the interrelated dimensions 
of how benefits and costs are distributed; which 
stakeholders are recognized and included in deci-
sionmaking processes; and which preexisting condi-
tions influence access to decisionmaking procedures 
and resources (Finucane, May, and Chang, 2021). 
Procedural equity, as defined by Bullard (2005), is 
the degree to which policies and programs reflect fair 
treatment of impacted groups. 

Assessing whether the highest areas of need are 
being adequately targeted by BRIC funding requires 
appropriate equity evaluation indicators and metrics, 
which is complex because equity is a multifaceted 
concept and the causal pathways linking observed 
measures of performance and funding are hard to 
determine (Finucane, May, and Chang, 2021). To 
ensure that the BRIC program supports progress 
toward resilient infrastructure and communities in 
an equitable way, an evidence-based understanding 
of the program’s social equity performance is needed. 

Study Objective

This study supports the development of a methodol-
ogy for equity performance evaluation for the BRIC 
program, examines the community characteristics 
that lead to participation in BRIC and success in 
receiving a grant, and makes recommendations for 
how BRIC might advance progress toward equitable 
program outcomes. The study was conducted by the 
Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center 
(HSOAC), a federally funded research and develop-
ment center operated by the RAND Corporation. 
This short report summarizes findings for policy-
makers and communities; detailed methods and 
findings are reported in Finucane et al. (2023).

To carry out this study, the HSOAC team devel-
oped the following research questions:

•	 What is the logical chain of reasoning for how 
BRIC will support equitable predisaster miti-
gation and what measures are appropriate for 
capturing equity performance of BRIC? 

•	 What natural hazard risk and social vulner-
ability factors facilitated or impeded disad-
vantaged communities’ ability to participate 
and succeed in the fiscal year (FY) 2020 BRIC 
program? 

•	 What options might improve the participation 
and success of disadvantaged groups in future 
years of BRIC? 

Approach

Our methodology comprises multiple components 
(see Figure 1), including developing a logic model, 
selecting indicators and metrics, implementing data 
collection and analysis (quantitative and qualitative), 
and interpreting findings to inform understanding 
of whether the program performs differently across 
underserved versus other participants and how any 
disparities could be addressed.

Equity action-logic model (EALM). To assist 
BRIC in establishing an equity evaluation method-
ology, we reviewed approaches by other federal agen-
cies and engaged program staff in drafting an EALM 
for BRIC. We also reviewed a set of equity assessment 
tools for compatibility with BRIC needs. We then 
developed an initial draft equity evaluation meth-



4

viewees included FEMA staff members working in 
Washington, D.C., and one region in the Midwest and 
non-FEMA personnel working in local and state-level 
hazard and emergency management positions. We also 
refined the BRIC application evaluation tool (AET), 
which visualizes the geographic distribution and fre-
quency of benefiting counties, to continue support for 
BRIC’s exploration of natural hazard risk and sociode-
mographic characteristics of communities associated 
with subapplications in the FY 2020 competition. 

Limitations

One limitation of this study’s approach is that 
although we could make progress on the first two 
components of a methodology for equity perfor-
mance evaluation, the BRIC program has not final-
ized its selection of outcome metrics—therefore, data 
collection and analyses of those metrics were not 
possible. A second limitation is that the statistical 
analyses are limited to data from FEMA GO about 
subapplications in the FY 2020 national competi-
tion category. Third, there is a lag in analyses of 
BRIC selections because data are only available after 
selections are made public (thus, some of the recom-
mendations may have already been addressed by 
FEMA by the time this report is published). Fourth, 
an underlying challenge is the paucity of funds com-
mitted to the BRIC program in FY 2020 relative to 
the large number of applications, resulting in a small 
sample of applications that were ultimately selected 
for award. Additionally, analyses do not reflect 
changes that might occur over time in processes or 
outcomes. Finally, given the focus of this study of 
developing a methodology for equity performance 
evaluation, more-nuanced considerations of equity 
effects across space and time (e.g., investing in flood 
mitigation projects upstream from disadvantaged 
communities) were not addressed.

Organization of This Report

The remainder of this report consists of three sec-
tions in which we (1) provide a brief overview of 
the BRIC program and describe the equity evalua-
tion methods we developed; (2) discuss community 

odology that would guide BRIC’s examination of its 
equity performance. 

Indicators and metrics. We identified an initial 
set of program-level equity evaluation metrics. To do 
so, we updated an earlier scoping literature review 
(Finucane, May, and Chang, 2021) on equity indica-
tors and metrics for assessing racial equity in disaster 
preparation, response, and recovery and searched for 
conceptual frameworks that highlight sociopolitical 
and economic processes that shape differing disaster 
experiences. We assessed data availability because 
of the BRIC program’s stated preference for using 
existing data or data collection mechanisms wherever 
possible. We solicited feedback from BRIC program 
staff about to various trade-offs (e.g., between the 
resources required to collect data and the spatial 
coverage desired). 

Data collection and analysis. We constructed 
an integrated dataset comprising information from 
the National Risk Index (NRI), Social Vulnerability 
Index (SVI), and FEMA Grants Outcomes (FEMA 
GO) related to FY 2020 subapplications, and con-
ducted statistical analyses to explore factors associ-
ated with participation and success in the national 
competition category. 

We also conducted interviews with stakehold-
ers to better identify hurdles faced by disadvantaged 
communities when applying for BRIC funding. Inter-

FIGURE 1

Overview of Components of Methodology 
for Equity Performance Evaluation

Methodology 
for equity 

performance
evaluation

Collect
data

Analyze 
data

Interpret 
findings

 and modify 
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Develop 
EALM

Select
indicators and 

metrics
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indirect costs associated with a specific mitigation 
activity, up to 15 percent of the total amount of the 
grant award). FEMA will also help communities 
through nonfinancial direct technical assistance 
(which is not a funding category) as communities 
attempt to build their capacity to increase resilience 
and implement successful mitigation programs.

Organization of the Program

As with all FEMA grants, applicants are the states, 
tribes, and territories and are the primary receiv-
ers of the grant funding. Subapplicants are local 
government entities or consortia that apply for 
BRIC funding via the states. The Notice of Funding 
Opportunity (NOFO) is essentially the instructions 
for applicants and subapplicants to apply for BRIC 
funding.

The BRIC grant program allocates funds to  
different categories of grants: A set amount is based 
on a formula and the remainder is distributed 
through a national competition. The focus of the 
analysis in this report is only on the national compe-
tition portion of the FY 2020 grant program, which 
totaled $446,400,000 in the NOFO.

As is typical for FEMA grants, there is a cost-
share requirement. FEMA provides up to 75 percent 
of eligible costs, while the applicant or subapplicant 
must provide the other 25 percent using nonfederal 
sources. In FY 2020, small impoverished commu-
nities were an exception and could receive up to 

characteristics related to participation and success in 
BRIC, using data from FY2020 applications; (3) and 
provide our recommendations. 

Supporting the BRIC Program 
to Establish Social Equity 
Evaluation Methods 

To assist the BRIC program in establishing an equity 
evaluation methodology, we reviewed approaches 
by other federal agencies, engaged program staff in 
drafting an EALM for BRIC, identified an initial set 
of program-level equity evaluation metrics, and iden-
tified transferrable lessons learned from existing data 
and tools.  

A central concern in equity performance evalu-
ation is the differences between groups’ access to 
disaster resources and mitigation outcomes. Like 
all other federal agencies, DHS is in the process of 
reviewing alternative approaches for identifying 
underserved groups, and these decisions will inform 
future evolutions of the BRIC EALM, choices about 
relevant indicators and metrics, and analytic meth-
ods for assessing equity performance.

In this section, we describe the draft EALM 
developed for BRIC and provide examples of sug-
gested metrics. To establish the context for this dis-
cussion and subsequent sections, we first provide a 
brief overview of the BRIC program and the FY 2020 
subapplication review process.

Overview of the BRIC Hazard 
Mitigation Program and FY 2020 
Review 

The BRIC hazard mitigation grant program is the 
federal government’s largest predisaster mitiga-
tion program. The program funds capability- and 
capacity-building activities (i.e., activities that allow 
the applicant or subapplicant to improve its ability to 
administer mitigation assistance), mitigation projects 
(i.e., activities intended to reduce damage to prop-
erty, critical services, and infrastructure and reduce 
injuries and loss of life by increasing infrastructure 
and community resilience), and management costs 
(reimbursement of administrative expenses and other 

A central concern in 
equity performance 
evaluation is the 
differences between 
groups’ access to 
disaster resources and 
mitigation outcomes.



6

Results of FY 2020 National Competition

In FY 2020, 568 subapplications were received for the 
national competition category valued over $5 billion 
in total costs and narrowed to 22 subapplications 
Selected for Further Review valued at just under 
$738 million in total project costs. Selected subap-
plications went on to a Pre-Award Programmatic 
Review (PAPR) process for further review and work 
before obligations were awarded. 

The competitive subapplications were first 
received by the BRIC program via the State Hazard 
Mitigation Offices (SHMOs) and then passed 
through a series of review tasks by different entities 
to ensure eligibility, feasibility, and relevance to the 
technical and qualitative criteria. Of the 568 com-
petitive subapplications, 40 were designated as Not 
Selected; 501 did not pass hazard mitigation assis-
tance requirements, and five were withdrawn before 
the review process. The overall competitive process 
that resulted in these statuses occurred in five review 
tasks: (1) an Eligibility and Completeness task, (2) the 
National Technical Review (NTR) task, (3) the TEC 
Scoring task, (4) the Qualitative Panel Scoring task, 
(5) the Competitive Ranking task. 

The Eligibility and Completeness task and NTR 
task are intended to evaluate subapplications for 
eligibility and then feasibility—the former to ensure 
that subapplications meet logistical criteria set by the 
NOFO and the latter to ensure that subapplications 
are technically sound and implementable. The TEC 
and Qualitative Panel Scoring tasks are the competi-
tive review processes, and the Competitive Ranking 
process is a final process that considers all of the pro-
cesses to cumulatively rank competitive subapplica-
tions for final selection. The review tasks were unique 
processes that sometimes happened in parallel with 
the same subapplication because of some technical 
limitations with the grant management software.

At each selection stage, subapplications are 
narrowed by the selection status designation. At 
the  considered stage, subapplications that were not 
considered are designated as Withdrawn. After that, 
subapplications go through two selection stages to 
determine if they meet hazard mitigation assistance 
requirements. Those that do not meet HMA require-
ments are designated as Ineligible in the eligible 

90 percent of costs from FEMA. Similarly, FEMA 
may waive all or part of the nonfederal cost share for 
insular areas (American Samoa, Guam, the North-
ern Mariana Islands, and the U.S. Virgin Islands) 
(FEMA, 2020a). 

Evaluation Criteria

All subapplications in the national competition are 
reviewed for eligibility and completeness. Subapplica-
tions deemed eligible for the national competition are 
subject to two sets of evaluation criteria—technical 
and qualitative. The technical evaluation criteria 
(TEC) are used as a program priority screening tool. 
A project that meets all criteria would receive a score 
of 100. A qualitative review is a subjective assessment 
based on the narrative submission in which the appli-
cant makes the case for the proposed project. A proj-
ect fully meeting all criteria would receive 100 points. 
BRIC selected the highest-scoring activities up to the 
year 1 funding amount of $500 million.

All subapplications 
in the national 
competition are 
reviewed for eligibility 
and completeness. 
Subapplications 
deemed eligible for the 
national competition 
are subject to two 
sets of evaluation 
criteria—technical and 
qualitative.
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tional pathways may be developed as the BRIC pro-
gram evolves. Some of the short- and medium-term 
outcomes in the pathways may already be occurring, 
whereas the long-term outcomes are intended to be 
more aspirational.

Identifying Metrics

Focusing on the short-, medium-, and long-term 
outcomes depicted in the BRIC EALM, we identified 
an initial set of example indicators and metrics for 
the BRIC EALM (see Table 1).1 Guided by the report 
of the National Research Council’s Committee on 
Metrics for Global Change Research (2005), the main 
considerations in choosing the initial set of metrics 
are that they

•	 include qualitative and quantitative measures
•	 capture short-, medium-, and long-term 

outcomes
•	 foster future progress
•	 are useful for independent, transparent peer 

review.

Each indicator potentially has more than one 
metric. Tracking program progress by monitoring 
multiple metrics will provide comprehensive under-
standing of the impacts of the BRIC program and 
support adaptive responses by leadership to continue 
encouraging success and address changes needed to 

stage and then Not Selected Not Reviewed in the 
review stage. Subapplications that do not make it to 
the selected stage receive a status designation of Not 
Selected, while subapplications that reach the selected 
stage receive the status designation of Selected for 
Further Review. These are the subapplications that 
go on to the PAPR process before being obligated and 
receiving funding.

Developing a Draft EALM for 
BRIC

An EALM helps to conceptualize, identify, and 
implement a variety of relevant evaluation metrics at 
multiple steps along the reasoning chain (inputs, out-
puts, and outcomes). The examination of processes, 
outputs, and outcomes is important for demonstrat-
ing the faulty assumptions or the weaknesses in the 
possible reasoning for failing to realize expected 
outcomes. Establishing an EALM creates potential 
for the monitoring and adaptive management of the 
different aspects of the BRIC program, to improve 
performance over time. 

Working collaboratively with BRIC program 
staff, we drafted an EALM for BRIC to communicate 
the equity-oriented motivations underlying the pro-
gram and the steps needed to address BRIC priorities 
and social equity goals. Figure 2 illustrates compo-
nents of the draft EALM, which consists of a problem 
statement; the context in which BRIC sets priorities 
for funding; inputs that include the resources needed; 
outputs which describe what the program does (the 
activities and participants); outcomes (changes) that 
are expected to be achieved over the short, medium 
and long term; and intermediate and end goals. The 
end goal is large in scope and cannot be achieved 
by BRIC alone, so the intermediate goal shows how 
BRIC contributes to the end goal. 

The EALM also depicts the pathways by which 
outputs and outcomes lead to the goals. The EALM 
includes one main pathway (funding projects) and 
several supporting pathways (engaging stakeholders, 
empowering agents of change, evaluating equity per-
formance). The pathways are not intended to be pre-
scriptive or mutually exclusive. They are not the only 
mechanisms for achieving equity goals and addi-

An EALM helps to 
conceptualize, identify, 
and implement a variety 
of relevant evaluation 
metrics at multiple steps 
along the reasoning 
chain (inputs, outputs, 
and outcomes). 
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FIGURE 2

Draft BRIC Program Equity Action-Logic Model

Furnish disadvantaged 
communities with 
support to undertake 
projects that reduce 
natural hazard risk and 
future loss

BRIC Equity Goal (per 
NOFO 2021):
Promote social equity by 
helping disadvantaged 
communities invest in 
projects and activities 
that reduce natural 
hazard risk and future 
loss

Shorter term
(1–2 years)
Increase awareness, 
knowledge

Medium term
(3–4 years)
Change behavior

Longer term
(5+ years)
Change conditions

Activities
• Funding mitigation 

projects
• Partnering
• Networking
• Capability and capacity 

building
• Soliciting stakeholder 

feedback
• Evaluating impacts

Participation
• DHS/BRIC workforce
• State, local, territorial, 

and tribal applicants
• Benefiting communities

• Federal funds
• Research and 

assessment base
• External technical 

assistance

• Incentivize natural 
hazard risk reduction

• Mitigate risk to 
community lifelines

• Incorporate 
nature-based solutions

• Enhance climate 
resilience and 
adaptation

• Increase funding to 
applicants who adopt 
latest building codes

• Stafford Act
• Disaster Recovery and 

Reform Act
• Presidential Policy 

Directive-8: National 
Preparedness

• DHS Strategic Plan 
2020–2024

• FEMA Strategic Plans, 
2018–2022 and 
2022–2026

• National Mitigation 
Investment Strategy

• National Mitigation 
Framework

• EO 14008
• EO 13986

working through these

pathways…

to support the

intermediate goal…
to achieve these

outcomes…

to conduct these activities with
these groups to produce

outputs…
and utilizes these

inputs…
BRIC sets these

priorities…
in this

context…
 

and end goal.

Pathway 1

Supporting Pathway 1.1 Supporting Pathway 1.3Supporting Pathway 1.2

Funding projects to implement measures

      Supports FEMA Strategic Plan Objective 1.3

Engage stakeholders
Evaluate equity performance 
and revise approach based 

on lessons learned
Empower agents of change

Supports FEMA Strategic 
Plan Objectives 1.1 and 1.2

Supports FEMA Strategic 
Plan Objective 1.2

Supports FEMA Strategic 
Plan Objectives 1.2 and 1.3

Overview of BRIC Program EALM
Problem statement: The BRIC program recognizes the growing natural hazards associated with the changing climate. Some communities are more vulnerable and disadvantaged 
than others. Communities need support for hazard mitigation activities to promote climate adaptation and resilience. The BRIC program needs to include natural hazard risk and 
equity considerations in program grant-making processes. Different mitigation activities are needed to build resilience in communities with differing needs.

NOTE: FIMA = Federal Insurance and Mitigation Administration.
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TABLE 1

Subset of Example Equity Performance Evaluation Indicators and Metrics for  
Pathway 1 (Fund Projects) in the BRIC EALM

Indicator Example Metric
Type of 

Measure
Existing or 
De Novo Data Source

Short-term time frame (change in awareness, knowledge)

Increased knowledge of 
projects vital to community 
resilience in underserved  
areas

Stakeholder descriptions of example 
projects that include co-benefits that 
increase resilience (e.g., green infrastructure) 
in underserved areas

Qualitative De novo BRIC stakeholder 
feedback initiative

Increased knowledge about 
underserved communities with 
lowest coping capacity and 
projects that increase coping 
capacity

Stakeholder descriptions of projects that 
could increase coping capacity (e.g., building 
codes, early warning systems, social capital/
networks) in underserved areas

Qualitative De novo BRIC stakeholder 
feedback initiative

Increased communications 
to identify de minimus 
workarounds

Proportion of views (or downloads) of docs 
from BRIC website identifying de minimus 
workarounds

Quantitative De novo BRIC website 
analytics (e.g., views)

Medium-term time frame (change in behavior)

Increased number of 
pre-qualified projects that are 
most needed for natural hazard 
risk mitigation in underserved 
areas

Proportion of subapplications or total dollars 
requested for prequalified projects (e.g., 
storm or wastewater management projects, 
ecosystem restoration projects, flood control 
measures, cooling stations, emergency 
shelter) in underserved areas

Quantitative De novo FEMA GO

Increased number of 
pre-qualified projects that are 
most needed for natural hazard 
risk mitigation in underserved 
areas

Proportion of subapplications or total dollars 
requested for prequalified projects (e.g., 
storm or wastewater management projects, 
ecosystem restoration projects, flood control 
measures, colling stations, emergency 
shelter) in underserved areas

Quantitative De novo BRIC program 
documents (e.g., 
NOFO)

Increased percentage of 
subapplications addressing 
disadvantaged community 
mitigation needs

Proportion of subapplications or total dollars 
requested for underserved areas

Quantitative Existing FEMA GO

Long-term time frame (change in conditions)

Reduced flood disaster risk in 
disadvantaged communities

Decrease in percentage (pre-post project) 
of benefiting areas with residential parcels 
within the 100-year flood plain and/or 
predicted to experience inundation during a 
100-year storm surge event given a 2-meter 
rise in sea level

Quantitative Existing National Flood 
Insurance Program, 
National Flood 
Hazard Layer, 
National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric 
Administration data

Increased community coping 
capacity 

Decrease in three-year average annual 
cost of energy as percent of the median 
household income

Quantitative Existing U.S. Department of 
Energy Low-Income 
Energy Affordability 
Data Tool

Increased community coping 
capacity

Disaster-related unemployment filings Quantitative Existing Internal Revenue 
Service Disaster 
Unemployment 
Assistance
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are tailored accordingly. BRIC may, however, find 
useful methods and data sources to draw from 
among these tools. In addition, although many tools 
claim to measure equity, a common definition across 
existing tools and programs appears to be lacking; 
many tools focus on distributional outcomes or mea-
sures of community vulnerability, which are easier to 
measure with existing data.  

Interviews with SHMOs suggest that equity 
evaluation methods for individual projects will likely 
differ from the program-level evaluation methods, 
and the motivations and needs at the project level 
need further investigation, especially to avoid addi-
tional burden on implementing communities.

According to our review of equity-related tools, 
lessons for BRIC consist of the following:

•	 Having a clear definition of what equity 
means in the program’s operational context.

•	 Identifying the indicators and measures most 
useful for evaluating the equity of the pro-
gram’s processes and decisions.

•	 Providing data that could be useful for popu-
lating some of the example equity outcome 
metrics for the BRIC EALM.

•	 Disaggregating, where possible, and compar-
ing indicators across different demographic 
dimensions that drive disadvantage, including 
race and ethnicity, gender, age, education, and 
income level.

•	 Providing thorough and transparent docu-
mentation of datasets, methodology, and vali-
dation processes.

•	 Considering, where possible, the potential 
for interoperability with existing tools and 
measures that states, municipalities, and other 
federal agencies might already be using to ease 
adoption, limit confusion, and provide oppor-
tunities for collaboration.

•	 Introducing local context and engagement to 
understand the needs of the communities—
not relying on a small set of national indica-
tors to tell a complete story.

Now that we have described our evaluation 
methods, we will examine whether natural hazard 
risk and social vulnerability factors facilitated or 

be more effective. Tracking the same metrics across 
time will allow for comparisons that indicate change. 
Adding new metrics (as resources permit) will allow 
for more comprehensive assessments of impacts. 

Existing Equity-Related Tools

In searching for established equity-related data and 
tools that may provide useful resources for BRIC, we 
found diverse approaches, but none addresses all of 
BRIC’s equity evaluation needs. We reviewed eight 
existing tools, each of which focuses on a different 
domain or set of domains as it relates to equity (e.g., 
socioeconomics, health, environment) and uses a 
different conceptual framework to select and present 
various indicators. No single tool provides everything 
the BRIC program may need to identify and analyze 
data related to progress in equity performance for 
disaster mitigation over time. Tools are developed 
with specific use cases in mind and their measures 

Equity evaluation 
methods for individual 
projects will likely differ 
from the program-level 
evaluation methods, 
and the motivations 
and needs at the 
project level need 
further investigation, 
especially to avoid 
additional burden 
on implementing 
communities.
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•	 SVI data: County-level data from the SVI 
(Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry, undated) specify 15 vulnerability 
indicators, with higher numbers indicating 
greater vulnerability.

•	 OpenFEMA hazard mitigation plans 
(HMPs) data: We also drew from Open-
FEMA data on the presence and status of 
HMPs within jurisdictions within the United 
States (FEMA, 2022). Having an approved 
HMP within the county is a requirement for 
participation within the BRIC program. How-
ever, this planning process can be resource-
intensive, so it is possible that lower-resourced 
communities have a harder time satisfying 
this requirement.

Community Characteristics 
Related to Participation

We used the combined dataset to determine whether 
counties that are participating in at least one BRIC 
subapplication (i.e., by being designated as a ben-
efiting county) are different from nonparticipating 
counties in terms of sociodemographic or natural 
hazard risk characteristics. 

Of particular interest is whether nonpartici-
pating and participating counties differ in natural 
hazard risk and social vulnerability. We might expect 
communities at higher natural hazard risk to par-
ticipate at a higher rate, given a greater need to build 
resilience to those natural hazards. Conversely, we 

impeded disadvantaged communities’ ability to par-
ticipate and succeed in the FY2020 BRIC program.

Understanding Community 
Characteristics: Challenges 
Seem to Lie in the Application 
Process Rather than the 
Selection Process

In this section, we report findings that suggest that 
the main challenge for the BRIC program seems to 
be in supporting communities to apply rather than 
the selection process itself. To identify any structural 
barriers that make it more difficult for some commu-
nities to build resilience, we needed first to identify 
exactly which communities are not participating or 
succeeding in the BRIC program. There is no readily 
available dataset that combines information about 
natural hazard risk, sociodemographic variables, and 
BRIC subapplication data. Therefore, we used the fol-
lowing five data sources to build these datasets: 

•	 FY 2020 BRIC subapplication data: The 
FY 2020 BRIC program data use subapplica-
tion as the unit of observation. As described 
in the “Establishing BRIC Equity Evaluation 
Methods” section, of the 568 competitive 
subapplications, 40 were designated as Not 
Selected; 501 did not pass hazard mitigation 
assistance requirements, five were withdrawn 
before the review process, and 22 were ulti-
mately selected for full funding consideration. 

•	 NRI data: County-level data from the NRI 
specify risk from 18 natural hazard categories 
(e.g., flooding, severe storm) (FEMA, 2021b, 
2021c). We focused on NRI annualized fre-
quency data, as this component is relatively 
independent of community wealth, which is a 
critical element of social vulnerability.

•	 OpenFEMA federal disaster declarations 
data: Historical data from OpenFEMA on 
federal disaster declarations were used to 
determine whether a disaster declaration was 
made within each county or county equivalent 
during the past seven years (FEMA, 2022).

The main challenge 
for the BRIC program 
seems to be in 
supporting communities 
to apply rather than the 
selection process itself.
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likely to participate than were those with the lowest 
rate of low income. 

On the other hand, communities with greater 
proportions of minorities or residents without vehi-
cles were more likely to participate in BRIC subap-
plications, a finding not simply explained by urban 
or rural distinctions. For example, counties with 
the highest rate of residents having no vehicles were 
14.4 percentage points more likely to participate than 
were those with the lowest rate of no vehicle. 

The geographic distribution and frequency of 
benefiting counties, linked with indicators of social 
vulnerability, is visualized by the BRIC AET (see 
Figure 3). For example, we can see that Connecticut 
and Florida have similarly divergent social vulner-
ability patterns at the county level but have disparate 
numbers of their counties benefiting from submitted 
subapplications. 

Many FY 2020 Subapplications Appear 
to Benefit Subcounty Regions Rather 
Than Counties or Larger; Community 
Characteristics May Vary at the County 
Versus Subcounty Level 

Benefiting counties provide an unambiguous unit of 
analysis. However, given that natural hazard risk and 
social vulnerability may meaningfully vary within 
a county, evaluation of equity may depend on finer 
geographic resolution. Examination of narrative and 
image data within the subapplications suggests that 
some projects have benefiting areas smaller than a 
county. Less than one-third of these subapplications 
were unambiguously at the county level or above, 
whereas almost two-thirds were clearly subcounty 
(the remaining, tribes and undetermined, were less 
clear), suggesting that the issue of county versus sub-
county may be nontrivial.

An analysis of a subset of subapplications did not 
find strong social vulnerability differences between 
subcounties and counties, although there were some 
natural hazard risk differences. Review of a subset 
of benefiting areas in subapplications suggested the 
descriptions applied to other related areas (e.g., infra-
structure systems themselves) rather than the actual 
benefiting areas.

might expect more-socially vulnerable communities 
to participate at a lower rate if greater resource con-
straints in such communities are a barrier to com-
pleting the BRIC application. 

This analysis resulted in the following findings.

Participation Was Greater for 
Communities at Risk for Some Hazards 
(Wildfire, Ice Storm, Hurricane, and 
Riverine Flooding), but Lower for Other 
Hazards (Drought) 

Using the BRIC FY2020 data, participation is greater 
among communities at risk for wildfire, ice storm, 
hurricane, and riverine flooding. There was no 
greater participation for other disaster types that 
would seem like good candidates for BRIC funds, 
such as coastal flooding, tsunami, and tornado. 
Drought would seem a good candidate for BRIC 
grants, which often focus on building infrastructure, 
but was significantly associated with lower BRIC par-
ticipation. Understanding these discrepancies may 
help inform the program priorities.

After accounting for natural hazard risk, having 
a fully approved HMP (which might indicate com-
munities with greater resources) was strongly associ-
ated with greater BRIC participation, accounting for 
an 8.6 percentage point greater rate of participation.

Participation Was Lower for 
Communities with Lower Income and 
Greater Proportions of Older Adults or 
Children, but Greater for Communities 
with Higher Proportions of Minorities or 
Residents Without Vehicles 

Several indicators of social vulnerability significantly 
predicted BRIC participation. Communities with 
lower income and greater proportions of older adults 
and children participated in BRIC significantly less 
compared with other communities. These results 
suggest that areas’ lack of resources (e.g., due to low 
income) may be inhibiting BRIC participation. For 
example, counties with the highest rate of population 
with low incomes were 28.2 percentage points less 
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FIGURE 3

Example Visualization from the AET Comparison of Benefiting Counties and Social Vulnerability Index Scores

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of data from FY 2020 BRIC program and CDC’s SVI.
NOTES: The AET’s hazard and sociodemographic data rely on best-available federal government resources, but appropriate-use cases may come with caveats. Likewise, the tool is 
intended as a guide for exploration and visual associations may not imply a correlation or causal relationship. Although communities are displayed above for consistency with the 
report narrative, the spatial variation of the data is better represented at the subcounty, or tract, level.
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between subapplications that do versus do not clear 
each stage of the BRIC review process?

Success in Moving Through the BRIC 
Review Process

Subapplications in the FY 2020 competition category 
tended to reflect large, local government flooding 
projects. Generally speaking, local governments 
made up a larger proportion of subapplications 
among those exiting the competition at early stages, 
but they still constituted 73 percent of those ulti-
mately selected. Private nonprofits made up 18 per-
cent of those selected, whereas 9 percent were special 
governmental districts. Small impoverished com-
munities made up just 9.1 percent of subapplications 
selected. In terms of cost and federal share, a broad 
range was maintained throughout the competition, 
but small projects (less than $1.5 million)  did not 
make it to the final stage. 

Success in the review-and-selection process was 
not well predicted by either natural hazard risk or 
social vulnerability. For example, our assessment 
found that very few natural hazard risk predictors 
were significant predictors of eligibility or review. 
Specifically, avalanche and tsunami are associated 
with a lower likelihood, while earthquake is associ-
ated with a higher likelihood, of being deemed Eli-
gible. Only one social vulnerability predictor (age 17 
or younger) was significant, and only for review.

Among the 62 subapplications that made it 
through the eligibility and initial review phases, a 
more-restricted set of predictors was used to predict 
whether a subapplication was Selected for Further 
Review. The small sample size makes it infeasible to 
include many predictors in the model, so we focused 
on (1) recent disasters, (2) approved HMP, and (3) the 
eight natural hazard risk and social vulnerability pre-
dictors with the greatest pairwise relationships with 
selection. None of these predictors was significant in 
the full model.

We ran a similar linear probability regression 
model for eligibility (versus ineligibility) for alloca-
tion and Tribal Set-Aside subapplications (as this 
is the only part of the review-and-selection process 
they receive). Out of all predictors in the model, only 

SVI Indicators Computed with Different 
Methods Are not Comparable Across 
Geographic Scales 

When using the SVI indicators, especially when com-
paring communities at different geographic scales, it is 
critical to understand and account for how SVI indica-
tors are computed differently. Context dependencies 
mean that different computational methods may lead 
to unreliable estimates of vulnerability, which in turn 
could lead policymakers to different decisions.

Specifically, SVI has distinct formulas for com-
puting (1) tract-level estimates for a given state, 
(2) tract-level estimates for the entire United States, 
and (3) county-level estimates for the entire United 
States. Each of these formulas includes a step in which 
geographic divisions are ranked within a specific state 
or the entire United States. So, for example, a given 
census tract could rank high in the low-income indi-
cator within its state but (if the state were relatively 
wealthy compared with other states) rank low in that 
same indicator within the United States as a whole.

Community Characteristics 
Related to Success 

We next considered two questions related to applica-
tion success. First, do the benefiting counties of the 
subapplications that successfully clear each stage of 
the BRIC review process differ from those that do 
not clear each stage, in terms of sociodemographic 
and natural hazard risk characteristics? Second, do 
the TEC scores and Qualitative Panel scores differ 

Success in the review-
and-selection process 
was not well predicted 
by either natural 
hazard risk or social 
vulnerability.
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typical range for subapplications. There was little evi-
dence that high scoring but less successful subappli-
cations came disproportionately from more socially 
vulnerable communities.

These findings imply that the primary challenges 
may lie in supporting communities to apply rather 
than challenges within the selection process itself. 
Eligibility screening appears to be a critical point that 
is weeding out many subapplications that otherwise 
could have fared quite well in the national competi-
tion review process. 

It should be noted that these results are based 
on a single year’s worth of data. Adding more years, 
once available, will both improve the ability of these 
models to detect effects and help capture changes in 
the BRIC program that have happened over time.

Barriers and Opportunities in 
the Subapplication Process

We conducted 14 in-depth interviews with FEMA 
staff members and community officials who have 
direct experience with the BRIC subapplication 
process. This included ten one-on-one interviews 
and one group interview with FEMA staff from a 
region in the Midwest. Interview questions focused 

subapplications that included riverine flooding were 
more likely to be deemed Eligible.

In total, the limited pattern of significance in 
predicting success is likely not more than would be 
expected by chance, leading us to conclude that nei-
ther natural hazard risk nor social vulnerability is a 
strong predictor of success of a subapplication once 
it is submitted. This factor implies that the primary 
challenges may lie in supporting communities to 
apply rather than challenges within the selection pro-
cess itself. However, inclusion of future year data will 
strengthen the ability to detect associations. 

Technical Evaluation and Qualitative 
Panel Scores: Eligibility Screening 
May Be Weeding Out High-Quality 
Applications

Examination of the distribution of successful sub-
applications (i.e., those designated as Selected for 
Further Review) showed that 75 percent had a TEC 
score at or above 70 and a Qualitative Panel score at 
or above 66.8. All 22 successful subapplications fell 
within at least one of these ranges. Scores generally 
increase across the three later stages of review, but 
many subapplications deemed Ineligible scored com-
parably with those subapplications that were eventu-
ally Selected for Further Review. Of those deemed 
Ineligible, 42 out of 56 (75 percent) had at least one of 
TEC or Qualitative Panel scores within these target 
ranges. 

Among high-scoring subapplications, socially 
vulnerable communities were not less successful. 
Among those deemed Ineligible, three (7.1 percent) 
were from small, impoverished communities, com-
pared with two (9.1 percent) among those Selected 
for Further Review. The benefiting communities for 
these subapplications, compared with those Selected 
for Further Review, were actually lower on key SVIs, 
including below poverty level, low-income, and 
minority communities. Hence, a substantial number 
of ineligible subapplications had TEC and Qualita-
tive Panel scores that fell within the typical ranges 
for successful subapplications. In contrast, many 
fewer subapplications designated as Not Selected Not 
Reviewed had Qualitative Panel scores within the 

Eligibility screening 
appears to be a 
critical point that is 
weeding out many 
subapplications that 
otherwise could have 
fared quite well in the 
national competition 
review process.
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communities include creating a separate assessment 
category (set aside), providing support in the form of 
sustained, hands-on, grant-writing assistance, and 
providing more transparent subapplication feedback.

Recommendations

We make near- and long-term recommendations 
related to the three research questions. Specifically, 
recommendations address (1) how the BRIC program 
could evolve to track social equity performance in a 
meaningful way; (2) the value of integrated datasets 
and analytic methods for understanding the charac-
teristics of communities that are applying for BRIC 
funding and the ones that are successful in doing so; 
and (3) the barriers disadvantaged communities face 
when applying for BRIC funding. We acknowledge 
that since this research was conducted, the BRIC 
program has already made progress toward some of 
the recommendations, such as expanding the scope 
and nature of nonfinancial direct technical assistance 
and regional support.

Near-Term Recommendations

Refine the draft EALM as knowledge and data 
evolve. As future funding cycles are implemented 
and patterns of participation and success become 
clearer, BRIC will need to refine the EALM to ensure 
that it reflects the mechanisms by which BRIC 
expects to reduce inequities and provide access 
to the funding and mitigation projects needed in 
underserved areas. A regular schedule of reviews and 
updates to the EALM is recommended.

Refine the outcome indicators and metrics and 
define target groups most relevant to BRIC equity 
considerations. As BRIC determines how it plans 
to affect the process of change, it will need to ensure 
that the indicators and metrics being collected as part 
of its equity evaluation are providing relevant and 
useful information. Moreover, as BRIC determines 
its approach for defining target groups to support 
underserved communities, new or different (e.g., 
more-specific) indicators and metrics may be needed.

Monitor emerging approaches to inform 
BRIC’s equity evaluation efforts. To ensure that 

on respondents’ views about the strengths and weak-
nesses of the BRIC subapplication process and their 
thoughts about how the subapplication process could 
be improved. 

Several important themes emerged. Many 
respondents view BRIC as a program that can have 
an important impact on communities. However, 
most respondents—both inside and outside FEMA—
believe that the subapplication process should be 
made more equitable to improve the number and 
quality of subapplications from communities with 
limited resources. Applying to BRIC is more difficult 
for communities with limited staff, time, expertise, 
or comparative perspective. The most-frequently 
discussed problems in completing the subapplication 
are lack of community capacity for grant writing, 
a challenging subapplication process, and a lack of 
helpful assistance from FEMA. Small communities 
also struggle to demonstrate impact through the 
benefit-cost assessment and to meet cost-sharing 
requirements, given their small tax base. The defini-
tion of disadvantage is perceived to unfairly exclude 
some communities and the subapplication process 
is perceived as more political than expected. Sugges-
tions to improve participation among disadvantaged 

Most respondents—
both inside and outside 
FEMA—believe that the 
subapplication process 
should be made more 
equitable to improve 
the number and quality 
of subapplications 
from communities with 
limited resources.
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related to lower participation, whereas being part of a 
community with a higher proportion of minorities or 
people without vehicles was associated with greater 
participation. Understanding the mechanisms at play 
will help encourage greater participation from under-
resourced communities.

Where lack of participation reflects resource 
constraints, develop approaches to support those 
communities so that they can participate in BRIC. 
Some socioeconomic indicators (e.g., low income) 
may reflect some communities’ challenges, such as a 
lack of resources available to develop an application 
or set aside the cost-sharing requirement. Once the 
reasons for nonparticipation are better understood, 
BRIC can work to develop resources and strategies to 
better support participation. 

Explore options for improving the definition 
of benefiting areas within the NOFO and the geo-
graphic specifications of benefiting areas’ request 
in the subapplication details. Our review of the ben-
efiting area narrative and PDF data within the subap-
plications raised a number of concerns, many of them 
associated with an inconsistent (or inconsistently 
applied) definition of benefiting area. Improved defi-
nitions, along with technical support and technologi-
cal resources may help provide data to better evaluate 
the impact on specific benefiting areas.

BRIC’s equity evaluation efforts are aligned with 
and informed by the broader federal approach, itera-
tive review of lessons learned from other Justice40 
pilot programs will likely yield valuable information. 
Additionally, existing data and tools will continue to 
be advanced for different equity evaluation purposes. 
Leveraging relevant assets could support BRIC’s 
equity evaluation efforts.

Establish community needs and resources for 
project-level equity evaluation. To ensure an effi-
cient approach, a deeper understanding of the goals 
of project-level equity considerations and associated 
measurement implications needs to be established. 
Entities implementing projects will need consider-
able support to determine what metrics are relevant, 
where or how relevant data can be sourced, and how 
to analyze and interpret these data.

Continue refining the AET as a user-friendly 
tool for integrating diverse data to support analyses 
of BRIC equity performance. Integrating diverse 
data about environmental and social conditions 
related to participation and success in the BRIC 
program requires significant technical capacity to 
identify and collate datasets from multiple sources. 
Additional refinements are needed to make the tool 
a more user-friendly experience for less technically 
sophisticated individuals.

Explore whether and how BRIC might priori-
tize or incentivize participation from communi-
ties at risk for such hazards as drought or coastal 
flooding. There appear to be reliable connections 
of certain natural hazard risks and BRIC participa-
tion. For example, we see greater participation from 
communities facing widespread risks, such as wild-
fire and hurricanes, but this is not always the case. 
Increased participation may reflect greater utility of 
BRIC grants related to certain hazards, but there may 
also be other barriers. Understanding these potential 
barriers may help promote participation from com-
munities facing other disasters, such as drought or 
coastal flooding. 

Explore whether and how BRIC might priori-
tize or incentivize participation from communities 
characterized by particular sociodemographics. 
We observed complex relationships between BRIC 
participation and sociodemographic characteristics, 
with some characteristics (e.g., low income and age) 

Entities implementing 
projects will need 
considerable support to 
determine what metrics 
are relevant, where or 
how relevant data can 
be sourced, and how 
to analyze and interpret 
these data.
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would provide BRIC with a broader set of promis-
ing projects, all through the review-and-selection 
process.

Simplify the BRIC application. BRIC could 
work to simplify the subapplication by explor-
ing models used by other programs—particularly 
programs that target communities with limited 
resources. Possible revisions could include expanding 
nonfinancial direct technical assistance or regional 
support, reducing the number of documents that 
subapplicants need to upload, or providing clearer 
instructions for answering required questions. 

Connect communities to subapplication assis-
tance. Nonfinancial direct technical assistance or 
regional support could be expanded to enhance 
subapplicants’ access to resources that help with the 
completion of subapplications. These resources could 
include a more-comprehensive guide to sources of 
assistance, such as grant-writing workshops and 
funding to help with different elements of the subap-
plication (e.g., as a benefit-cost analysis). 

Clarify the definition of disadvantage. BRIC 
might consider including a tool for applicants that 
more easily helps determine whether they qualify 
as disadvantaged before the applicants complete the 
application. This tool could include a set of multiple-
choice screening questions that help determine what 
criteria applicants should meet to be categorized as 
disadvantaged. 

Develop a separate review process for under-
served communities. BRIC could separate the review 
process for underserved communities so that review
ers do not compare their subapplications with subap-
plications from communities with more resources, 
although the trade-offs of the additional complexity 
this might create need to be considered.

Reduce perceived politicization of the subap-
plication process. The respondent for our Midwest 
case study expressed concern about the impact that 
political officials may have on the subapplication pro-
cess. Although this is a complex issue, BRIC should 
be transparent about how the program reduces the 
consideration of any external influences in the sub-
application review process, including any advocacy 
from political officials.

Improve feedback on rejected subapplications. 
This effort could include direct feedback to rejected 

If the SVI is used in the NOFO or requested 
in the subapplication, specify how it should be 
calculated at the county and census-tract levels. 
Details of metric construction may not be apparent 
to all stakeholders and users, so specifying how such 
metrics are calculated within subapplications and the 
BRIC program will be critical for valid procedures.

Prioritize support for addressing barriers to 
subapplications from underserved areas. On the 
surface, the lack of association between social vul-
nerability and BRIC subapplication success suggests 
that such barriers operate more on participation than 
success within the review-and-selection process. That 
said, this is limited by measurement data availability, 
and BRIC should continue to prioritize the identifi-
cation and addressing of barriers to subapplication by 
underserved areas. 

Identify and address eligibility barriers for 
otherwise high-scoring subapplications. One of the 
most-striking findings was how the distribution of 
TEC and Qualitative Panel scores among those sub-
applications deemed Ineligible completely overlapped 
with those subapplications that were eventually 
selected and recommended for funding. This aspect 
was in stark contrast to eligible subapplications that 
were weeded out earlier in the process (and scored 
much lower). This finding suggests that eligibil-
ity barriers are limiting access to many otherwise 
worthy projects, and that addressing these barriers 

BRIC could work 
to simplify the 
subapplication by 
exploring models used 
by other programs—
particularly programs 
that target communities 
with limited resources.
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role of FEMA grants. Additional research is needed to 
understand the barriers facing subapplicants for some 
types of hazards compared with others.  

Evaluate the effectiveness of approaches 
designed to support communities with resource 
constraints. Understanding whether and why the 
BRIC program is effectively supporting underserved 
communities requires regular, updated evaluation 
of the impacts of different activities with different 
target audiences. The EALM provides a framework 
for depicting the chain of reasoning by which BRIC 
expects to address resource constraints among 
potential subapplicants, and this framework can be 
updated as new approaches are designed and imple-
mented. Additional metrics may need to be identified 
to capture the impacts of the new approaches.

Continue to track and refine measures of social 
vulnerability, as they are used within the BRIC pro-
gram, working as necessary with data-generating 
institutions. In recent years, the proliferation of 
social vulnerability metrics has increased as science 
and practice have rapidly grown in the face of rising 
social and policy interest in equity. Understanding 
and adapting to these developments on an ongoing 
basis will keep BRIC aligned with its longer-term 
equity goals.

applicants and de-identified information about 
rejected applications that is available to all applicants. 
Providing more-detailed feedback will make the 
review process more transparent for subapplicants 
and provide them with the opportunity to improve 
future submissions and increase the chances of being 
funded. 

Increase community outreach. BRIC needs 
to engage in more outreach to potential applicants, 
particularly disadvantaged communities. This effort 
could include direct outreach to communities by 
FEMA staff members and partnerships with commu-
nity organizations that can disseminate information 
about the program. Outreach should provide infor-
mation about the application process and highlight 
projects in disadvantaged communities that have 
received BRIC funding.

Long-Term Recommendations

Communicate updates about BRIC’s equity evalua-
tion methods and findings widely. To ensure BRIC’s 
efforts to evaluate its equity performance are appro-
priately understood and contextualized, a concerted 
effort is needed to engage and communicate with key 
stakeholders. Effective communication will require 
a detailed plan about which information is relevant 
to which audiences (e.g., underserved communities; 
state, local, territorial, and tribal governments; fed-
eral policymakers; researchers) and the appropriate 
modalities and frequencies for communications. 

Examine whether findings about BRIC equity 
impacts differ with alternative approaches to 
defining underserved groups. There are diverse 
approaches to defining underserved groups, and 
different approaches may lead to different conclu-
sions about BRIC’s equity performance. An analysis 
of the sensitivity of findings to alternative definitions 
is needed to ensure robust conclusions about which 
communities continue to struggle to participate or 
succeed in the BRIC program and why. 

Explore whether participation rates vary with 
longer-term versus shorter-term hazards or differ-
ences in risk perceptions and responses related to 
different types of hazards. Understanding why par-
ticipation rates vary with type of hazard may require 
investigation of community perceptions of risk and the 

Understanding whether 
and why the BRIC 
program is effectively 
supporting underserved 
communities requires 
regular, updated 
evaluation of the 
impacts of different 
activities with different 
target audiences.



20

the outcome of the review process could be disincen-
tivized with penalties.

Develop a comprehensive community outreach 
program with cultural sensitivity training for staff. 
BRIC could develop a comprehensive community 
outreach program to target disadvantaged commu-
nities, particularly those that have received limited 
FEMA funding in the past or that have been excluded 
from FEMA programs. This effort could include a 
specific set of strategies for working with American 
Indian tribes. BRIC should also ensure that staff 
members receive comprehensive diversity training 
before interacting with potential BRIC applicants.

Concluding Thoughts

The work presented in this report supports the initial 
steps toward developing a methodology for equity 
performance evaluation for the BRIC program. This 
methodology can be used by BRIC to both commu-
nicate the pathway to building community resilience 
in an equitable way and track BRIC’s progress toward 
achieving the social equity outcomes it has identified. 

This work also analyzed the subapplication data 
from the first year of the BRIC competition along 
with census and natural hazard risk data to conduct 
a preliminary assessment of factors associated with 
subapplications participation and success. Adding 
more years of BRIC data, once available, will improve 
the ability of the models to detect effects and help 
the BRIC program adjust priorities and criteria to 
achieve its stated equity goals. Overall, we found that 
disadvantaged communities faced significant barri-
ers to participation in the first year of the BRIC pro-
gram. These communities require more assistance 
to alleviate procedural burdens and barriers moving 
forward.

Continue to re-examine predictors of success 
with subapplication data from future competition 
cycles to determine the reliability of these find-
ings. Prioritizing support for addressing barriers 
will depend on tracking and further exploring these 
issues within and across future competition cycles.

Develop a comprehensive subapplication assis-
tance program. The BRIC program could continue 
expanding direct technical assistance and regional 
support to develop a more comprehensive program 
focused on providing subapplication assistance to 
communities with limited resources, in particular by 
developing long-term strategies for improving capac-
ity in these communities. This effort could include 
providing more training for staff members in com-
munities that have limited grant writing experience, 
providing information technology training, creating 
a searchable database of successful subapplications 
and feedback on rejected subapplications, and con-
necting communities with limited resources to exter-
nal support. 

Expand the definition of disadvantage. BRIC 
could consider expanding the definition of disad-
vantage to include a greater number of communities. 
BRIC should develop a tool to define disadvantage 
that considers a more-comprehensive set of criteria, 
such as a community’s position relative to others in 
the state.

Develop a separate assessment category for 
underserved communities. To ensure that BRIC 
funds are being distributed equitably, a separate 
assessment category could be developed for commu-
nities with limited resources. Specific review criteria 
should be developed for these communities that 
consider the obstacles they may face in completing 
an application, such as less grant-writing experience. 
BRIC should also ensure that a certain percentage of 
available funding is set aside for this group of appli-
cants, although the trade-offs of the additional com-
plexity this might create need to be considered.

Address the perception of political influence in 
funding decisions. To enhance trust in and under-
standing of the BRIC review process in the long term, 
the program should sustain transparency about the 
steps taken to ensure that the process is confidential 
and not subject to external influence. Applicants who 
use political officials or other contacts to influence 
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Wilcox, Tucker Reese, Jhacova Williams, Jordan Reimer, Thomas 
Goode, Sam Morales, Alyson Harding, Building Resilient Infra-
structure and Communities Mitigation Grant Program: An Initial 
Methodology for Evaluating Social Equity Performance, RAND 
Corporation, RR-A2145-1, 2023.
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