Session No. 36
Course Title: Disaster Response Operations and Management

Session Title: Decision Making and Politics

Time: 50 minutes

Objectives: 
36.1
Explain why decision making is extremely difficult in disasters.

36.2
Identify what can be done to make good decisions during disaster response operations.
36.3
Understand the political aspects of disasters.
36.4
Find ways to overcome political problems and harness increased attention on disasters to the benefit of the response and emergency management program in general.
Scope:
During this session the professor discusses two common problems in disaster response operations: decision making and politics.  The session begins with a discussion about the difficulty of making good decisions during disasters and explores ways to overcome such challenges.  The political aspects of disasters are also identified in the session, including inter-organizational conflict, blame, and disagreements about declarations and the distribution of relief.  The professor concludes the session by describing how to reduce inter-organizational conflict, protect employment, and harness the increased attention on disasters for the benefit of the response and emergency management program in general.   
Session Requirements:
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Blocker, T. Jean, E. Burke Rochford, Jr., and Darren E. Sherkat.  1991.  “Political Responses to Natural Hazards: Social Movement Participation Following a Flood Disaster.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters  9 (3): 367-382.
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McEntire, David A. 2006. “Overcoming Typical Challenges.” Disaster Response and Recovery: Strategies and Tactics for Resilience. New York: Wiley.

McEntire, David A. and Jill Cope.  2004.  “Damage Assessment After the Paso Robles (San Simeon, California) Earthquake: Lessons for Emergency Management.”  Quick Response Report 166, Natural Hazards Center, University of Colorado at Boulder.  http://www.colorado.edu/hazards/qr/qr166/qr166.html.

Muschkatel, Alvin H. and Louis F. Weschler.  1985.  “Emergency Management and the Intergovernmental System.”  Public Administration Review (Special Issue): 49-56.
Neal, David M. 1984.  “Blame Assignment in a Diffuse Disaster Situation: A Case Example of the Role of an Emergent Citizen Group.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 2 (2): 251-266.

Nice, David C. and Ashley Grosse.  2001.  “Crisis Policy Making: Some Implications for Program Management.” Pp. 55-68 in Farazmand, Ali (ed.) Handbook of Crisis and Emergency Management.  Public Administration and Public Policy 93. Marcel Dekker, Inc.: New York.

Olson, Richard Stuart, Robert A. Olson and Vincent T. Gawronski. 1998.  “Night and day: Mitigation policymaking in Oakland, California before and after the Loma Prieta Disaster.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 16 (2): 145-179.

Platt, Rutherford H. et. al.  1999.  Disasters and Democracy: The Politics of Extreme Natural Events.  Island Press: Washington, D.C.
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Sylves, Richard T.  1996.  “The Politics and Administration of Presidential Disaster Declarations: The California Floods of Winter 1995.”  Quick Response Report #86.  Natural Hazards Research and Information Application Center, University of Colorado: Boulder, Colorado.

Sylves, Richard T. and William L. Waugh, Jr.  1996.  Disaster Management in the U.S. and Canada: The Politics, Policymaking, Administration and Analysis of Emergency Management.  Charles C. Thomas: Springfield, Il.
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2. Student Readings:
Cosgrove, John.  1996.  “Decision Making in Emergencies.”  Disaster Prevention and Management.  5(4): 28-35.

McEntire, David A. 2006. “Overcoming Typical Challenges.” Disaster Response and Recovery: Strategies and Tactics for Resilience. New York: Wiley.
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3. HHHHandouts:


Decision Making Constraints

Strategies to Improve Decision Making


Blame Placement after the 9/11 Terrorist Attacks


Overcoming the Politics of Disasters

Supplemental Considerations:
1. In order to highlight the difficulties of making decisions under disaster conditions, the professor may wish to present a short case study of a disaster he or she is familiar with, and then ask the students what decisions they will need to make during the response and what barriers might exist to prevent them from being effective choices.  
2. 
Although dealing with a different context (i.e., war), there are some classic readings that deal with the problems of decision making.  These include: 
Allison, Graham.  1971.  Essence of Decision.  Boston: Little, Brown.

Janis, Irving L.  1972.  Victims of Groupthink.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Jervis, Robert.  1976.  Perception and Misperception in International Politics.  New Jersey: Princeton University Press.

3.
The professor may want to read the excellent Instructor Guide by Richard Sylves entitled The Political and Policy Basis of Emergency Management for additional information on the politics of disasters.

4. 
The NSF has an excellent video on blame placement regarding the deaths resulting from the Mount St. Helen’s disaster.  The video was published in 1982 and is entitled Mount St. Helens: Why They Died.  The video is part of the Synthesis Project and was produced by Marrie Campbell, Mike Kirk, and KCTS Seattle.  

5. As there was a great deal of blame after both 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina, the professor may want to use these as case studies.

6. Local emergency managers, fire chiefs, police chiefs, mayors, FEMA employees and others may be invited into the class as guest speakers.  They may provide excellent examples of decision making challenges and political problems inherent in actual disaster response operations.

6.
The professor should emphatically underscore that the best time (i.e., easiest) to implement change and improve emergency management is during response and recovery operations (when people’s interest and attention is on disasters).  Be sure to link this “window of opportunity” to future vulnerability reduction.
Objective 36.1
Explain why decision making is extremely difficult in disasters.
Present the following as a class discussion:

I.
Ask the students if decision making is problematic in disasters and request that they explain their reasoning.  Also ask them to state how these challenges can be overcome.  Bring up the points addressed below during the discussion.

II. 
Decision making can be extremely challenging - even in routine or normal situations.
A.
In their daily activities, people and organizations typically try to make rational choices.
a. They are confronted with problems, search for alternative solutions, and select the one that is deemed most appropriate.

b. This model is not applicable to disasters.

c. Disasters rarely, if ever, allow rational decision making.
d. Decision making in disasters exhibits, at best, “bounded rationality.”
e. This implies that the attempt to be rational is never fully achieved because of constraints presented to or inherent in the decision maker.
III.
Yehezkel Dror has identified a number of reasons why decision making under disaster conditions is difficult (1988).
A.
Facing Adversity – Disasters are characterized by injury, death, destruction and demand the immediate attention of decision makers.
1.
Emergency managers recognize that a failure to sound the siren during severe weather may result in the death of numerous citizens.

2. 
In the aftermath of a disaster, functions to be performed include fire suppression, search and rescue, emergency medical care, damage assessment, public information, etc.   
3.
The importance and sheer number of things to address can be overwhelming to decision makers.

B.
Image Production – During a disaster, information acquired by decision makers may come from the media or others, and the perception provided or received may be inaccurate.
1.
News organizations may show pictures from one area and not others (which may possibly lead to an over-commitment of resources).

2. 
Interpretations of radio traffic may be inaccurate by those working in emergency management positions (causing misunderstandings about needs between the incident commander and the emergency operations center).

C.
Compressed Time – Because people’s lives and well-being are at stake in a disaster, there is incredible pressure for decision makers to act quickly and even prematurely.
1.
Failure to quickly dispatch the fire department may result in the destruction of one building or even multiple structures in a certain geographical area. 

2. 
Acting early can be dangerous however (e.g., responders may be put in harms way if the accident or disaster is not well-understood).
D.
Tragic Choice – Disasters are often accompanied by situations where there are drawbacks to nearly every decision that needs to be made.
1.
Helping one person in triage may result in the death of another.
2.
Providing aid to one neighborhood may result in the delay of aid to another.
E. 
Fuzzy Gambling – Decision making during response operations is challenging as uncertainty is an expected correlate of disasters.
1.
The full extent of a disaster may not be known for hours, days or even weeks.
2.
There may be too much information, a lack of information or both (e.g., several first responders may report back to dispatch about the geographic impact of a tornado but no one has relayed the number of injured or dead). 
3.
Response operations are dynamic in nature (i.e., the disaster event unfolds in unpredictable ways).
F.
Strain and Stress – The physical and emotional demands placed on decision makers is so excessive that it impairs effective decision making.
1.
Disaster response operations require long hours and tiresome work from emergency managers and first responders (e.g., those in the EOC may work 24 hours straight and those in the field may not get sufficient rest from their physical labors).
2.
The trauma and pressure may result in impaired judgment or mental breakdowns among those involved in emergency management.
G.
Group Processes – The interaction of individuals and organizations in the decision making process often leads to suboptimal results.
1.
Failure to come to an agreement delays required response operations.
2. 
Coming to an agreement in order to appease leaders or go along with the crowd may have tragic consequences (e.g., EOC personnel may side with mayor for political purposes and ignore the preferences of first responders in the field). 
3.
A decision by one organization may undermine the goals of another (e.g., moving police officers to another area for traffic control may hinder fire department efforts to keep people away from broken gas lines in another). 
Objective 36.2
Identify what can be done to make good decisions during disaster response operations.

I.
Because there is such a great probability of making poor choices during disaster response operations, first responders and emergency managers must do all they can to overcome decision errors.  Dror (1988) has identified two methods:
A.
Design preferable models – This strategy is similar to the rational model as it entails studying the situation or problem in detail, determining the gap that exists between the goal and reality, and intervening to adapt the process to the desired outcome.
1.
An example of this is spending sufficient time and resources to determine the best routes for evacuation before a hurricane approaches.

2.
This is difficult under the best circumstances (i.e., there are limits to human understanding and many variables to consider).

3.
It is nearly impossible under conditions of disasters (i.e., there is no time to conduct a major study about evacuation if not completed before the hurricane reaches the coast).
B.
Debugging – This method includes an acute observation of the decision process in order to correct potential weaknesses and mistakes as they become apparent.
1.
For instance, if one person in the EOC observes that the feedback from the fire chief is not being given sufficient attention, he or she may wish to state that there is a need to reconsider his request.
2.
Another example is a mayor being asked to review response priorities which have been determined by political and not practical objectives.

II.
There are additional steps that can be taken to improve decision making:
A.
Increase situational awareness – This is a conscious effort to be receptive to the circumstances of the environment around you. 
1.
Look for clues and signals in the disaster as well as options and alternatives.
2.
Listen to the information provided by others and pay extra attention to the tone of voice when they communicate.
3.
Rely upon your gut instincts, modern technology and other decision support systems (e.g., GIS, satellite photos, resource management programs) to help you make choices.
4.
Determine if your perception is accurate and if you comprehend the events of the disaster as it develops.
5.
Examine the disaster from different viewpoints (e.g., see the forest vs. the trees and vice versa).

6.
Ask yourself or others periodically if you have made any mistakes, or if you have addressed all possible current and future contingencies.

B.
Take care of physical needs – Getting sufficient rest and obtaining adequate nutrients can help improve the level of alertness and mental sharpness.
1.
Determine if you need to go home to sleep or take a break.

2.
Be aware that some food and drink can be detrimental to your performance (e.g., sugars, carbonated drinks, caffeine, etc.).  

C.
Accept the need to adapt and be creative – There is a tendency in disasters to follow plans, established guidelines and widely accepted norms.  
1.
Laws and rules are there to protect the decision maker, limit liability, and ensure safety, effectiveness and efficiency.
2.
However, there are other times when flexibility is what is needed to get the job done.

3. 
Disasters always throw curves at decision makers. 

a.
Plans may not be applicable (e.g., resources from outside the community are more useful than those from the organization designated to perform a particular function).
b.
Regulations can hinder responsiveness (e.g., some disasters are so large that established relief policies are inadequate).
c.
Note: this topic will be addressed further in a subsequent session.
D.
Think critically - People often fail to “think outside the box.”
1. Ask yourself or others if the policy, decision or course of action has any negative consequences.

2. Seek fresh thinking from outside the organization.

3. Determine if there are other options which have not yet been considered.

4. Find an alternate way of viewing or addressing the problem, and assess its feasibility and desirability.
Objective 36.3
 Understand the political aspects of disasters.
Present the following information as a discussion and/or lecture.

I.
Disasters are undoubtedly political phenomenon.  Politics are exhibited in disaster response operations in at least three distinct ways:
A.
Inter-organizational conflict.

B. Blame.

C.
Declarations and the provision of aid.

D.
Each of these will be discussed in turn.

II.
When disaster strikes and the response operations begin, emergency managers should not be surprised if there is some or a significant degree of inter-organizational conflict.

A.
There may be disagreement about several issues pertaining to the response:
1.
Who will be given authority over incident command?

2.
Which organizations will be assigned seemingly menial or less visible tasks?

3. 
Which organizations will be given additional resources and responsibilities?

4.
Who will get credit or blame for the outcome of the event?

B.
Some organizations will limit communication and coordination with others simply because inter-organizational rivalries exist (e.g., police and fire departments often exhibit this type of competition).

III.
Emergency managers should also expect that there will be blame assignment after a disaster (see Neal 1984). 
A. 
For instance, there was a significant amount of discussion about who was at fault for the 2001 terrorist attacks in New York, Washington and Pennsylvania (9/11 Commission Report 2004).  (Ask the students where blame was placed and why; bring up the points listed below).
1.
Some assert that President Clinton did not do enough to respond to terrorist bombings of the embassies in Africa and attack on the USS Cole.
2. 
Others 
suggest that President Bush was too concerned about China and failed to notice the growing threat of terrorism from non-state actors.

3. 
Fingers have also been pointed to a number of other organizations for a variety of reasons:


a.
Why did the CIA and FBI fail to integrate clues about an imminent attack from various intelligence reports?
b.
How did the terrorists manage to get into the country past customs and border patrol agents?
c.
Why did the aviation schools fail to report suspicious terrorist behavior?
d.
How did airport screeners miss the weapons smuggled on board by terrorists?
e.
Why was communication between the police and fire departments inadequate?
f. Who issued contradictory evacuation orders in the South Tower?

g. Why did the Trade Center structures collapse and could this have been prevented by architects, engineers and building inspectors?

B.
At the local level, emergency managers may receive excessive and undue blame for the impact of disasters and success or failure of the subsequent response.
1.
There is a very large chance that emergency managers will be seen as the “scapegoat” by politicians interested in protecting their image in the media and popularity among citizens.
2.
Many emergency managers have lost their jobs for both justified and unjustified reasons after disasters.
IV.
Politics are also prevalent when disasters are declared and when relief assistance is distributed (see Session 20 of this Instructor’s Guide).
A.
Local and state officials may exaggerate damages in order to obtain additional federal assistance (see McEntire and Cope 2004).
B.
The President may provide disaster relief without going through the regular declaration process (Sylves 1996).
C.
There will be disagreement about who should get help first.
1.
In order to gain popularity or votes in upcoming elections, politicians may be tempted to assist major corporations and wealthy neighborhoods initially (instead of smaller businesses and poorer communities).

2.
Even if there is no intentional malfeasance, some individuals and groups will complain that preference is being given (simply because they do not understand that there are limited resources and excessive needs that must be met).

Objective 36.4
Find ways to overcome political problems and harness increased attention on disasters to the benefit of the response and emergency management program in general.
I. Emergency managers should not consider themselves powerless in light of the political forces at work in disasters.  Steps can be taken to overcome inter-organizational conflict, limit blame and use politics to one’s advantage.
II.
In order to reduce inter-organizational conflict, emergency managers can do several things both before and after a disaster strikes.
A.
Get to know departmental leaders in the city and those of all other organizations.   
1.
Try to develop a rapport with them and amongst each other.

B.
Plan together and clarify responsibilities before disaster strikes.

1.
It is much easier to find consensus during preparedness rather than resolve disagreements after response operations have begun.
C.
Reason with organizations. 
1.
Show the merit of cooperation, communication and coordination (e.g., how that will help disaster victims and speed up response and recovery operations).

D.
Go to the political figure for assistance.
1.
If all else fails, ask the mayor or county commissioner to settle differences or enforce decisions.
III.
Emergency managers can reduce the amount of blame they receive and protect their careers by:
A.
Keeping track of the policy and budget proposals he or she submits to the mayor and city council, and noting the degree of support given or withheld by such decision makers.  
1.
For instance, record in a journal that funding for a new warning system was denied by city officials (and file proposal for later retrieval if needed).
B.
Monitor progress of the response, make adjustments as required, record successes, and work swiftly to correct mistakes in the after-action report.
1.
Communicate accomplishments of response operations to key political leaders and work diligently to resolve problems evident in the management of the disaster.
C. Go to media if needed.
1.
As a last resort, the emergency manager may try to protect employment by expressing his or her viewpoint with the press.  Note: this could create even more animosity for the emergency manager or may help him or her retain employment.  
IV.
Emergency managers may also use politics to their advantage after a disaster.
A.
Disasters generate an incredible amount of interest on the part of the media, citizens and politicians (i.e., no one cares about disasters until they happen, and this attention fades quickly soon after the event occurs).
1.
Disasters are unique “focusing events” that can determine the policy agenda in this issue area (see Birkland 1996).
2.
Olsen, Olsen and Gawronski  (1998) provide an excellent example of how those in the disaster community took advantage of the Loma Prieta earthquake to retrofit unreinforced masonry buildings.
· One city official commented “The earthquake gave us a window, if we could use it skillfully, to review the entire city approach to building safety in a seismically active area.  The city manager’s office saw the [earthquake] situation as very political.  It was no longer a matter of complying technically with an arcane state mandate.  The earthquake changed everything in terms of what we thought we could do for public safety versus private property owners, who would have ruled the day on this issue before the earthquake” (Olsen, Olsen and Gawronski 1998, 154).
3.
Emergency managers should harness the interest in disasters to improve the ongoing response, seek recovery aid, and promote additional mitigation and preparedness activities.
Questions to be asked:

1. Why is decision making difficult in disasters?
2. What are some of the reasons why decision making is problematic during disaster response operations?
3. How can decision challenges be overcome when disaster strikes?
4. What is situational awareness?

5. What are the typical political problems in disasters?

6. Why do some organizations have conflict with others during response operations?

7. Why may the emergency manager’s career be in jeopardy after a disaster?
8. How can the political interest in disasters be used to the advantage of the emergency manager?

9. Why is it important to push for policy change during and after a disaster?

Decision Making Constraints
· Facing Adversity
· Producing Images

· Compressed Time

· Tragic Choice

· Fuzzy Gambling

· Strain and Stress

· Group Processes

Strategies to Improve Decision Making
· Design Preferable Models

· Debugging

· Increase Situational Awareness

· Take Care of Physical Needs

· Accept Need to Adapt and be Creative

· Think Critically
Blame Placement after the 9/11 Terrorist Attacks
· President Clinton

· President Bush

· FBI

· CIA

· Customs and Border Agents

· Aviation Schools

· Airport Screeners

· Police and Fire Departments

· Those issuing evacuations orders

· Architects, Engineers and Building Inspectors

· Others

Overcoming the Politics of Disasters

· Get to know department leaders
· Plan together and clarify responsibilities

· Reason with organizations
· Seek the assistance of top political figures
· Protect position through record keeping  

· Go to the media
· Use politics to one’s advantage
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