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Community emergency planning had its roots in military analogies
which viewed emergencies as extensions of “enemy attack” scenarios.
Such thinking was embedded in early structural arrangements and was
generalized as the appropriate normative model for all emergencies. This
model viewed emergencies as conditions of social chaos which could be
rectified by command and control. It is argued here that such a view is
inadegquate based on a knowledge of behavior in emergencies and the
model is dysfunctional for planning. A more adequate model is presented,
based on conditions of continuity, coordination and cooperation. This
problem solving model, based on research rather than military analogies,
provides a more adequate set of assumptions as the basis for planning.
However, legislative and technological “improvements” often make
emergency planning more rigid and increasingly inadequate.

Discussions of emergency planning usually leave the conceptual origins
of such efforts unexamined. Such planning effort oriented toward anticipat-
ing a situation for which the planner has had little or no experience. With
limited experience, planners often base their planning on conventional
wisdom. Conventional wisdom, however, is not the same as knowledge,
since such wisdom usually treats any nonconforming experience as idiosyn-
cratic and irrelevant.

The intent here is to identify certain problematic assumptions which are
embedded in the conventional planning model used for emergencies. These
assumptions center around notions about what constitutes an emergency,
what are the usual behavioral responses to emergencies and what are the
organizational requirements for responding to emergencies. The context of
this discussion is embedded in observations derived from a research tradi-
tion based on community “disasters,” much of which has focused on the
nature and complexity of the emergency response. That research tradition
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has evolved over the last 25 years, primarily, but not exclusively, in the
United States and has included diverse disaster occasions, including both
“patural” and “technological” incidents (Drabek 1986). Part of that research
tradition involves the examination of planning efforts compared with the
implementation of those efforts in patterning the actual emergency response
(Anderson 1969).

The discussion will focus on what will be identified as the dominant
planning model. The model is dominant because it is universal; planning
efforts around the world are based on it (Dynes 1983). The reasons for its
widespread use are explained less by its utility than by rather similar patterns
of origin, adoption and implementation of the model. In addition, the
dominant model has been used as a point of reference not only for the
“community disaster” but has been also used for risky technologies (Quar-
antelli and Dynes 1977).

Background of the Dominant Planning Model:
Command and Control

For convenience, the dominant model is described here as the “military”
model of emergency planning to indicate its primary roots. Fundamental
assumptions can be understood in terms of the “triple C’s.” The first “C”
points to the assumption that an emergency is characterized by CHAOS and
the other two “C’s” suggest that the chaos can only be eliminated by
COMMAND and CONTROL. The roots of that formulation are derived from
long standing ideas about the capacity of military organizations to deal
effectively with threatening situations. That notion has also become deeply
embedded in “civilian” organizations which may deal with emergencies
(Dynes and Quarantelli 1981). The assumption is that “certain” organiza-
tional forms should be para-military in their structure in order to deal with
emergencies or that they must move away from their “inept civilian™ forms
toward a military model in order to cope with emergencies. Those assump-
tions are plausible if one understands the evolutionary patterns which
undergirded the development of thinking about emergency planning. A
brief look at the development of emergency planning in the U.S. under-
scores the point.

Coming out of World War II experience and in the context of a new
Cold War, the first comprehensive legislation in the United States to deal
with emergency planning was the Federal Civil Defense Act of 1950. That
legislation was intended “to provide a system of civil defense for the
protection of life and property in the United States.” While the legislation
indicated that the organizational structure to be developed for civil defense
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could be used to provide relief and assistance by disasters other than those
caused by enemy attack, the prime focus was on “enemy attack™ and the
development of such a civil defense was assigned to the Secretary of
Defense. The possibility for using “civil defense” to apply the civilian
emergencies was institutionalized in a doctrine of “dual use” but that duality
was always framed in terms of the application of “military” planning to
civilian emergencies. The Secretary of Defense then assigned the emer-
gency responsibilities to an agency called the Defense Civil Preparedness
Agency. What followed as a result of the legislation was a burgeoning of
“civil defense” activities which emphasized emergency planning at the
Federal, State and local levels. This “new” administrative initiative coin-
cided with the demobilization period from World War II and the new
civilian agencies assumed that the qualification for the responsibilities for
civil defense/emergency planning would best be found among ex-military.
Since most local communities were unsure of what emergency planning
might be and since it was cast in terms of “civil defense,” previous military
experience was “obvious” as the most critical and perhaps the only qualifi-
cation for emergency planners.

Over the longer haul, however, the concept of dual use produced
considerable organizational tension. When the possibilities of enemy attack
seemed to decline, many local civil defense officials became more involved
in local emergencies in their communities and they used their “military™
assumptions in planning for these other emergencies. National priorities
were still centered on issues of national security.

Of course, the legislative evolution moved further away from “enemy
attack” in the Disaster Relief Act of 1970, Later, there was a major change
during the Carter Administration when various disparate organization in the
government were merged into the Federal Emergency Management
Agency. While this name change was significant, it did not necessarily end
the impact of military analogies. While the term “management” was used,
the way to “manage” an emergency was by the command and control model.
In obtaining funds from Congress and other legislative bodies, it was more
effective to argue the “enemy attack” scenario. When planning was done at
local levels, it was usually turned over to police and fire departments,
organizations whose authority and rank structures cast planning in terms of
command and control. The model assumptions were so well institutional-
ized that when new emergency situations arose, such as fixed site nuclear
facilities as well as the handling of hazardous and toxic materials, the same
assumptions and analogies were applied (Wenger et al. 1990).

Perhaps it is important to mention that the dominant planning model
with its emphasis on “command” was implicitly undercut by the structural
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arrangements which evolved to support it. In the first place, the institution-
alization in the United States emphasized various types of partnership
arrangements between local, state and federal governments. This created
what Weick (1976) termed a “loosely coupled organizational system” in
which authority at each level has a degree of autonomy and, thus, can set
limits on how that level can relate to other levels. In addition, the Federal
Emergency Management Agency was designed to coordinate the Federal
response and to encourage state and local planning, creating what May and
Williams (1986) called a pattern of “shared governance.” That pattern of
institutionalization is hardly one which can and would support command
and control. Drabek (1986, p. 86) has commented that “Command and
Control are simply the wrong concepts for the system of shared governance
that comprises the emergency management system. Coordination and su-
pervision are far more appropriate.” While these structural incompatibilities
are important, the primary concern here is with the assumptions which are
made in the dominant model about the nature of emergency behavior.

Assumptions Embedded in the Dominant Model

Emergency planning is, in effect, a guide for behavior appropriate to
certain situations (Drabek 1990). Thus, it has little to do with the “agent”
which may have created the situation. It is not based on geological or
atmospheric happenings or on hazardous industrial processes. Emergency
planning is based on assumptions about the social characteristics of the
emergency period and on the nature and direction of the appropriate
responses to the characteristics of that period. The dominant model is based,
then, on several interrelated assumptions. First, that the emergency period
is characterized by a sharp distinction from the pre-emergency period.
While the pre-emergency period can be characterized by some notion of
“normalcy,” the emergency period is marked off by manifestations of social
chaos. This chaos is signaled by considerable irrational social behavior -
panic is a term used frequently - and such personal disorganization is
manifested in wide spread episodes of anti-social behavior. Such “irration-
ality” develops because the traditional social control mechanisms have lost
their effectiveness. This social disorganization is seen also as a result of the
lack in effectiveness of pre-emergency social organization. The initial
assumption, then, seems to be that emergencies create a significant disjunc-
ture in social life, which requires extraordinary measures to put back in
place. Those extraordinary measures are based on two other interrelated
assumptions. Since the “problem” is found in the “weakness” of individuals
and of social structure, emergency planning should be directed to estab-
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lishing a “command” over the chaos and to “regain control” over the
disorganization of individuals. Only when such command and control is
established, can social life be returned to normalcy and thus the emergency
will be over. Those interrelated assumptions are the philosophical under-
pinnings of much current emergency planning.

Consequences of the Dominant Model for Planning

Going back to the central themes of the dominant planning model, the
assumption that an emergency is a drastically different social situation than
is “normal” time is critical. In part, this assumption comes from the enemy
attack scenario and also implies, like bombing raids, that emergencies are
easy to recognize. That, in fact, is not the case, even with agents such as
earthquakes, which have sudden onset. To distinguish between a hard
tremor in a particular location which leaves minimum damage, and diffuse
and extensive damage over a widespread area requires the collection and
collation of considerable information. Also, a collective decision making
structure must conclude “something™ happened which makes it necessary
to declare an “emergency” (Drabek 1985).

The fact that there are slowly developing emergencies has, of course,
been recognized and sometimes this notion is reflected in defining emer-
gencies in stage terms, such as alert, in - plant emergency, community
emergency, etc. While these distinctions have utility in recognizing gradi-
ents, attention is often fixated on labeling stages rather than giving full
attention to the gradual unfolding of the emergency.

One consequence of the conventional wisdom that emergencies are
easily identifiable and characterized by chaos and the fact that many
emergencies develop subtly and over a long period of time is that ex post
facto explanations of the “cause” of the emergency is the “official” with-
holding of information by some “authority.” Because emergencies are
“obvious,” such monitoring agencies are expected to “see” them. This
unanticipated consequence emerged in Three Mile Island when it was
widely assumed that the plant should have known there was an emergency
and withheld that information. A later variant of such explanations devel-
oped in post accident inquiries when it was assumed that operators “missed”
the emergency because one dial was covered by a tag. Such inferences are
based on the assumption that emergencies are “obvious” and if not detected,
are a consequence of malfeasance or deceit.

A more adequate interpretation is that the difference between emergen-
cies and non-emergencies are often quite slight, so they are not necessarily
“obvious.” There is a generalized tendency to normalize events and not to
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“see” clues as significant, except in hindsight. The problem of defining an
emergency is a complex social process, requiring information about the
status of the present compared with the condition of the past and making
inferences about the consequences of those discrepancies. Dials are only
information sources, not conclusive determinants of a final evaluation.
Establishing criteria for emergencies in planning documents may have
utility but the determination of a state of emergency are not easily recog-
nized as the concept of “chaos” suggests.

The assumption of chaos has other derivate implications which tend to
justify command and control planning. There is the implication that ordinary
(civilian) institutions are incapable of dealing with the emergency, because
such structures were fragile and the emergency increases ineffectiveness.
This leads to four planning conclusions. First, that local institutions will
need to be supplemented or replaced by “outside” organizations, most
preferably by military organizations. Second, those local entities which can
function effectively are paramilitary organizations, such as police and fire.
Third, those organizations that hope to be effective in an emergency need
to change their structure toward a para-military form. Fourth, that traditional
forms of pre-emergency social organization (families, voluntary organiza-
tions) are irrelevant to emergency actions.

Supporting the conclusion of the lack of viability of pre-emergency
social organization is the idea that emergencies have a disorganizing effect
upon individuals which make it almost impossible for them to mobilize
effective personal action. Emergency workers are assumed to be afflicted
by a number of transformations - they panic; they freeze; they become
anti-social; they become traumatized; they become self centered and thus
cannot be counted on for selfless action. The persistence of such myths
reinforce other aspects of the command and control model. First, if persons
are so disorganized, this suggests that strong authority structures have to be
created. Second, it is assumed that considerable attention must be given in
the emergency plan to controlling irrational and antisocial behavior, Third,
significant resource allocation must be made by para-military organizations
to control such behavior. Fourth, because of widespread traumatization,
individuals are not likely to be able to perform effectively in most occupa-
tional roles. Exceptions to these traumas are those in paramilitary organi-
zations. Fifth, since individual disorganization is expected, pre-emergency
planning needs to emphasize rigid rules, otherwise people will not exhibit
appropriate behavior.

The predication of extreme effects on both individuals and on social
organization provides “logical” justification for organizations which are
assurned to be most effective in emergencies the military model. Certain
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themes dominate the planning effort since it is assumed that either authority
will break down or be weakened. This preoccupation with “command” leads
in certain directions. First, a great deal of time and effort is given in the
planning document to specifying authority relationships. Generally, those
specifications depart from the pre-emergency patterns of authority because
it is assumed that those will be inadequate. Second, organizations writing
emergency plans give themselves greater authority than they are accorded
in the plans of others, Third, plans usually assume that authority is unidi-
mensional in emergencies, even while recognizing that pre-emergency
authority is multidimensional. Fourth, the assumption is made that decision
making, and authority needs to be centralized. Fifth, because of the assump-
tions of the chaos, there is a tendency to over-plan and to over-detail. Sixth,
spontaneous “unplanned” behavior is evaluated as being dysfunctional,
misdirected and harmful. Seventh, because of the assumption of the weak-
ness of pre-disaster social structure, there is an emphasis on creative special
emergency-specific organizational structures and to detail lines of commu-
nication, reporting, and authority patterns. Thus, a plan, by its very nature,
is unfamiliar when it is implemented. It is also unreal. Eighth, there is the
assumption that the most important form of communication is “down” the
authority structure. Since those at the top of the authority structure “know™
what must be done, the major need for communication is to provide
“official” instructions to an uninformed and passive population. So a
premium is given to establishing means of issuing orders at the expense of
gathering information about the nature of the emergency.

Also, implicit in the dominant model is the notion that extraordinary
efforts have to be made to maintain social control. This has other conse-
quences. First, there is attention given to anticipate and to “control” anti-
social behavior, There is a widespread belief, usually reinforced by media
coverage, that anti-social behavior is not only common but also threatening
to the re-establishment of “normalcy.” Discussions of needed security
forces or for “martial” law result from this image. Second, there is a
reluctance to trust conventional means of communication in an emergency.
There is the implication that people cannot be trusted to obtain “correct”
information and thus effort is needed to produce and distribute “official”
information. Third, there is the assumption that victims are passive and
cannot “help” themselves. So a major part of the emergency action is in
solving problems for “victims.” It is a rather paternalistic view of victims
who need “authorities” to be decision makers. Fourth, there is a distrust of
independent action by volunteers or by emergent groups, not anticipated in
the pre-emergency planning. Spontaneous actions are, by definition, beyond
control and thus are irrelevant or disruptive. For example, there is the notion
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that persons should not act until officially notified. In the TMI accident,
there was a common interpretation that those who left the area after the
governor’s confused evacuation order “evacuated” but those who left before
were weak willed.

One other implication about social control is a preoccupation with the
possible loss of workers in emergency organizations. The hypothesized
losses would stem from the inability of employees to maintain their occu-
pational responsibilities in the face of threat. Part of this issue was concep-
tualized in term of role conflict and abandonment. The idea is that
employees would abandon their emergency duties and such losses would
seriously hamper organizational functioning. In the command and control
model, this is assumed to be a real and serious problem. A partial solution
of this “problem” in the command and control model is achieved by
depending, as much as possible, on para-military organizations since they
have greater experience in dealing with people who might leave their “post.”
In general, the command and control model is pre-occupied with the
potential loss of manpower in emergency organizations since that model
assumes the emergency is disorganizing and lowers the capacities and
motivations of much of the “civilian” population.

There are other implications of the implementation of the dominant
emergency planning model but, in general, the model has the following
consequences.

1. It assumes social chaos and dramatic disjunctures during the emer-
gency.

2. It assumes the reduced capacity of individuals and social structure to
cope.

3. Itcreates artificial social structures to deal with that reduced capacity.

4. It expresses a deep distrust of individuals and structures to make
intelligent decision in emergencies.

5. It places responsibility in a top down authority structure to make the
right decisions and to communicate those “right” decisions in official
information to insure action.

6. It creates a closed system intended to overcome the inherent weak-
ness of “civil” society to deal with important emergencies.
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Toward a More Adequate Model of
Emergency Planning: Problem Solving

A more realistic set of assumptions can be constructed on a quite
different view of “emergencies” than those which derived from the analogy
of “enemy attack.” Such a model would assume:

1, That emergencies may create some degree of confusion and disor-
ganization at the level of routine organizational patterns but to
describe that as social chaos is incorrect.

2. That emergencies do not reduce the capacities of individuals or social
structures to cope. They may present new and unexpected problems
to solve.

3. That existing social structure is the most effective way to solve those
problems. To create an artificial emergency - specific authority
structure is neither possible nor effective.

4, That planning efforts should be build around the capacity of social
units to make rational and informed decisions. These social units
need to be seen as resources for problem solving, rather than as the
problems themselves.

5. That an emergency by its very nature is characterized by decentral-
ized and pluralistic decision making, so autonomy of decision mak-
ing should be valued, rather than the centralization of authority.

6. That an open system be created in which the premium is placed on
flexibility and initiative among the various social units, then, and
those efforts are coordinated, The goals should be oriented toward
problem solving, rather than avoiding chaos.

It would be possible to argue that, with no planning, social units would
likely evolve a more adequate effort in emergency response than they would
burdened by the assumptions inherent in the command and control model.
But the choice is not between no planning and innate planning. Planning
can be structured in ways so as to reinforce the strengths of the social unit
in solving the problems which emergencies create. The place to start is to
make the simple observation that all social units, communities, plants,
families, etc. are problem solving units in “normal” times. There are certain
tasks and goals which these units have and they develop ways of allocating
resources. Emergencies create new, unanticipated problems and, in some
instances, they can create “more” problems that the social unit can deal
period of time. Too, emergencies create problems of high priority, in the
sense that needs relating to health and safety need to be addressed more
rapidly and with greater certainty than they are in “normal” times. Thus, a






