Human Responses to Disaster: Myths and Realities: 13
Instructor Guide



Session 13: Human Responses to Disaster: Myths and Realities
Time: 1 hour


Objectives:


At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:

13.1 Explain the concept of “disaster mythology.”

13.2 Explain why managers of tourist, hospitality and travel businesses must be aware of myths associated with human responses to disaster.

13.3 Describe seven myths about human responses to disaster and relevant empirical research findings that have proven them to be incorrect.

13.4 Identify and illustrate four sources of disaster myths.

13.5 Describe three implications of “disaster mythology” for disaster planning by managers of tourist, hospitality, and travel businesses.

Scope:

Introduction to the public myths about disaster behavior and related empirical research that has debunked them; sources of disaster myths; and relevance for managers of tourist, hospitality, and travel businesses.

Readings:

1. Required Student Reading

Russell R. Dynes, E.L. Quarantelli, and Gary A. Kreps. 1972. A Perspective on Disaster Planning. Columbus, Ohio: Disaster Research Center, Ohio State University (Chapter 3 only: “Images of Disaster Behavior,” pp. 15-37). In 1985 the Disaster Research Center was relocated to the University of Delaware, Newark, Delaware, 19716. Home page address: http://www.udel.edu/DRC/homepage.htm

2. Professor Reading

E.L. Quarantelli and Russell R. Dynes. 1972. “When Disaster Strikes (It Isn’t Much Like What You’ve Heard and Read About) .” Psychology Today 5:66-70.

3. Background References

E.L. Quarantelli. 1960. “Images of Withdrawal Behavior in Disasters: Some Basic Misconceptions.” Social Problems 8:68-79.

E.L. Quarantelli. 1985. “Realities and Mythologies in Disaster Films.” Communications 11:31-44.

Dennis E. Wenger and Barbara Friedman. 1986. “Local and National Media Coverage of Disaster: A Content Analysis of the Print Media’s Treatment of Disaster Myths.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 4:27-50.

Dennis E. Wenger, Charles E. Faupel and Thomas F. James. 1980. Disaster Beliefs and Emergency Planning. Newark, Delaware: Disaster Research Project, University of Delaware.

Requirements:

The professor should make copies of the student handouts for this session: “Opinions About Disasters (General Public),” “Opinions About Disasters (My Opinion),” “Human Responses to Disasters: Myths and Realities.”

Remarks:

Objective 13.1

Disaster

Mythology

1. The professor should distribute the copy of the “Opinion Survey—General Public” (Appendix) and ask students to respond to each item in accordance with how they believe the general public would, e.g., “Based on your understanding of the perceptions of the general public, you should circle a response for each of the items listed in the “Opinions About Disasters (General Public).”

2. After students have completed the survey, distribute the second copy, i.e., “My Opinion.” Direct students to complete this copy of the survey by recording their personal views. Add a comment like this. “Realize that for some, or even all, of the items, your personal opinions may be exactly the same as what you recorded for the view of the general public.”

3. Distribute the student handout titled “Session 13: Human Responses to Disasters: Myths and Realities.” Explain that this is an outline of the topics that will be covered in this session. It should facilitate student note taking and be used to integrate specific points contained in the assigned reading.

4. Explain the concept of “myth” 

a) Definition: “A myth is a traditional story containing ideas or beliefs about ancient times or about natural events that are not founded in scientific fact.” (Drabek 1996b, p. 6-2).

b) Example: According to Hawaiian myth, KaMoho was the god of steam. “His brothers were gods of thunder, earth-shaking, and fire-keeping. His sisters were goddesses of sea, volcano, lightning, and clouds. Pele, a handsome young woman with a back straight as a cliff, was Volcano Goddess.” (Thompson 1988, pp. 15-16). “Sometimes people tell of meeting Pele on the lonely roads near Kileuea. If the volcano remains quiet, people know that Volcano Goddess is pleased with those she met. But if the earth trembles, they know that someone has roused her anger, and there will soon be another eruption.” (Thompson 1988, p. 19).

c)  Ask students to provide other examples of myths they have encountered.

d) “Disaster mythology is myths or beliefs about human behavior in disaster that have been proven to be wrong through scientifically conducted research.” (Drabek 1996b, p. 6-2).

e) Explain to students that the “Opinion Survey” was an adaptation of an instrument designed and used by Wenger and his associates (1980, 1975) to examine the prevalence of disaster mythology among the general public and executives in disaster-relevant agencies. Based on disaster research, the correct response should be “strongly disagree” to all items. No research has been conducted with an instrument that included these specific items which were modified to be relevant to tourist businesses. For parallel items that were stated more generally, rather than being focused on tourist businesses, however, large proportions of those surveyed indicated belief in the myth.

1) Example: In contrast to the wording of item Number 1 in the “Opinions About Disasters,” the Wenger research included the following: “A major problem community officials confront when faced with a natural disaster is controlling the panic of people fleeing the danger area.” (Wenger et al. 1980, p. 48).

2) Results: Percent of the public who expressed agreement with items similar to those in the “Opinions About Disaster” are as follows: Item 1 – 82%; Item 2 – 82%; Item 3 – 80%; Item 4 – 74%; Item 5 – 80%; Item 6 – 67%; Item 7 – 81%. (Wenger et al 1980, p. 67).

Objective 13.2

Relevance for

Tourist Managers

1. Disaster response plans created by tourist business managers and/or security officers may contain elements of disaster mythology.

2. Drabek’s (1994b) research documented nine reasons that the tourist business managers he surveyed (71% of the 185 interviewed) gave as to why they did not have written plans. Lacking such, their responses to disaster reflected elements of disaster mythology.

a) Should have one but don’t (Recognized Unmet Need)

b) We know what to do (Disaster Experience)

c) We’re too small (Size of Firm)

d) We’re safe (Low Risk Perception)

e) It’s common sense (Task Simplicity)

f) Every storm is different (Event Variability)

g) I decide (Centralized Control)

h) We keep things personal (Informal Planning)

i) Lack of corporate interest (Low Incentive) (Extracted from Drabek 1994b, pp. 80-86; see this source for quotations from interviews that illustrate each one of these nine reasons that these tourist business managers gave regarding the reason that they did not have a written disaster plan).

3. Tourist business managers must understand these disaster myths so as to apply scientific knowledge to their professional activities. Failure to do so will result in disaster responses, including the design of emergency plans, that reflect myth rather than fact. As professionals they must learn how to apply a broad base of research to their specific work environment.

Objective 13.3

Seven Myths

1. Warning responses
a) The myth: “When warned of an impending hurricane, most tourists and tourist business employees quickly leave threatened areas.”” (Survey Item 5)

b) The research evidence: 

1) Ask students: “Based on the assigned chapter by Dynes, Quarantelli and Kreps (1972), what evidence refuts this myth?”

2) Examples: “People will often stay in a potentially threatening situation rather than move out of it” and “. . . a majority of the residents never left their own areas.” (regarding responses to Hurricane Carla in 1961) (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 18).

3) While tourists will evacuate prior to tourist business employees, as will be examined in detail in subsequent sessions of this course (16 and 17), the real problem for managers and local officials is to get people to leave threatened areas.

2. Shelter behavior
a) The myth: “Upon receiving a disaster warning, most tourists immediately take refuge in public shelters.” (Survey Item 3).

b) The research evidence:

1) Ask students: “Based on the assigned reading, what evidence refutes this myth?”

2) Examples: “Neighbors and relatives are usually more than accommodating in such situations. Since there are alternatives available, victims usually do not seek out public agencies to provide shelter.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 23). “Even in a massive evacuation such as preceded Hurricane Carla, only 23 percent of the evacuees took refuge in public shelters, and this is an extraordinarily high figure for an American disaster.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 23).

3) Drabek’s (1986) review of numerous evacuation studies documented public shelter rates ranging from 3% to highs of 26% (see pp. 114-119; 125-127).

4) Sorensen and Mileti (1988) reviewed 24 disaster events and documented that the percentages of evacuees who went to public shelters varied between 6% to 36%.

5) Since tourists are away from their home community, their behavior may differ somewhat. This will be examined in detail in an upcoming session (16). Based on Drabek’s (1996a) survey of 520 tourists who were impacted by one of five disasters, 23% went to public shelters. Most of these were in Kauai, Hawaii where other options were scarce (see Drabek 1996a, pp. 213-216).

3. Panic
a) The myth: “A major problem hotel managers confront when faced with a natural disaster is controlling the panic of guests.” (Survey Item 1).

b) The research evidence:

1) Ask students: “Based on the chapter by Dynes, Quarantelli and Kreps (1972), what evidence did you discover that refutes this myth?”

2) Examples: “Mutual aid rather than panicky abandonment of others is a very manifest characteristic of withdrawal behavior in the presence of danger.” (Dynes, et al. 1972, p. 19).

3) Two examples of people being threatened while away from home are: Cocoanut Grove nightclub fire and Iroquois Theater fire. “. . . panic was not the modal form of withdrawal even in that highly circumscribed emergency situation.” . . . “The majority that escaped generally sought out alternative escape routes in a reasonable fashion with friends.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 19).

4) “During the MGM Grand fire in Las Vegas in 1980 many who died in their rooms had soaked towels with water and placed them at the bottom of the door in an effort to seal out the smoke. Following a massive explosion in the Indianapolis Coliseum in 1963, which killed 81 and injured over 400, the spectators—7,839 in attendance—moved towards exits without any sign of panic. A second explosion occurred during their exit, but this did not evoke panic behavior.” (Drabek 1996b, pp. 6-7).

4. Disaster shock
a) The myth: “Immediately after the impact of a disaster, most tourists and tourist business employees remain in a state of shock and are unable to cope until help from the outside arrives.” (Survey Item 6).

b) The research evidence:

1) Ask students: “Disaster shock is an important part of the public perception. What types of evidence did Dynes, Quarantelli and Kreps summarize that refutes this mistaken image of disasters?”

2) Examples: “Those who experienced disasters are not immobilized by even the most catastrophic of events. . . . disaster victims react in an active manner, and do not wait around for assistance by outsiders or offers of aid from organizations.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 29).

3) In an upcoming session (15), the disaster responses of tourist business executives will be examined in detail. Drabek’s (1994b) study of 185 managers documented that disaster shock was not present. For example regarding customer information requests, three response patterns were documented (see Drabek 1994b, pp. 148-152).

(a) Passive responses

“On Sunday we did have customers here and we just found that they ignored the issues and so did we.” (p. 148).

(b) Referral responses

“We called the people and told them about the weather advisories and asked them about the battening down the hatches of outdoor items. We do not tell them what to do. We tell them that if they’re concerned, they should get in touch with local police or Dare County Emergency Management. But we don’t make the decision for them.” (p. 149).

(c) Proactive responses

“The front desk staff was informed of the decision and they started calling the guests. They asked the guests if they wanted them to make a reservation elsewhere. We told them the time that they had to leave but we told them there was no specific time that they had to be out of here, in terms of saying, you know, for example, 5 o’clock or something like that. We just told them that we were going to be closing the hotel soon and they should go ahead and leave.” (p. 149).

5. Anti-Social Behavior
a) The myth: “After a tourist community has been impacted by a natural disaster, the crime rate usually increases.” (Survey Item 4).

b) The research evidence

1) Ask students: “Based on your assigned reading what did you discover that refutes this myth?”

2) Examples: “ . . . in September 1965, the month Hurricane Betsy struck New Orleans, major crimes in the city fell 26.6 percent below the rate for the same month in the previous year. Burglaries reported to the police fell from 617 to 425. Thefts of over $50 dropped from 303 to 264, and those under $50 fell from 516 to 366.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 26).

3) “ . . . the most accurate description of behavior during the emergency period is a situation where ‘normal’ anti-social behavior is greatly reduced and various forms of altruistic behavior greatly increased.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 26).

6. Martial Law
a) The myth: “Martial law often is required after severe hurricanes and tornadoes have impacted tourist communities.” (Survey Item 7).

b) The research evidence

1) Ask students: “how frequently has martial law been declared in the U.S.A. after disasters?”

2) Example: “ . . . there has never been in the history of the United States the necessity to declare martial law in a disaster area.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 26).

3) Example: “Press reports of ‘martial law’ in other disasters inevitably turn out to be completely false, or incorrect attributions regarding limited emergency power usually given by mayors or city councils to the local police. Typically the object of the executive order or city ordinance is to give the police more power to bar sightseers from disaster-stricken localities or to allow a pass system to be set up. In no way do such actions imply or involve any cessation to the regular civilian authority in the area.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 27).

7. Looting
a) The myth: “After hotels have been impacted by tornadoes, hurricanes, or earthquakes, hotel managers have reported high rates of looting.” (Survey Item 2).

b) The research evidence:

1) Ask students: “When surveyed by Wenger and his associates (1980) (see Objective 13.1, 4.e. above) about 80% of the public indicated their belief that looting commonly occurred after disasters. What evidence did you discover in the chapter by Dynes, Quarantelli and Kreps that refuted this incorrect image?”

2) Example: “Because of the expectation that looting will occur, one does find that there is, within disaster-impacted communities, anxiety about the possibilities of looting and also reports of looting which confirm the initial expectation.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 25).

3) Example: Following a tornado in White County, Arkansas (1952): “Only 9 percent reported that they, or members of their immediate household, had lost property that they even felt
 had been taken by looters. And fully one-third of these people were uncertain whether the loss was really due to looters, or whether the missing items had been blown away or buried in the debris.” (Dynes et al. 1972, pp. 25-26).

4) Example: Looting behavior has been documented following civil disturbances. The emergent normative expectations is such conflict-based disasters differ from what commonly prevails following the full range of natural disasters (for elaboration and extensive documentation see Drabek 1996b, pp. 16-1—16-11).

5) Conditions that increase the likelihood of looting after natural disasters:

a) a highly stratified society

b) continuity of petty theft

c) temporary loss of social control

d) based on Quarantelli research in St. Croix after Hurricane Hugo (1989); see Drabek 1996b, pp. 16-5—16-6, for an extended summary.

Objective 13.4

Sources of

Information

1. Ask students: “Where do you think people learn about disasters? What are the sources of disaster myths?”

2. Make a list: As student responses are given, make a list on the chalkboard and integrate these into a discussion of the points that follow. (For elaboration of these points and additional example, see Drabek 1996b, pp. 7-1—7-11).

3. Actual disaster experience.

a) Relatively small proportions of the population in most U.S.A. cities have direct disaster experience.

b) The only national survey of disaster victimization indicated the following annual rates (number per 1,000 households) (Peter H. Rossi, James D. Wright, Eleanor Weber-Burdin and Joseph Pereira. 1983. Victims of the Environment. New York: Plenum Press).

1) household fires—4.8

2) floods—3.4

3) hurricanes and tropical storms—3.4

4) earthquakes and severe tremors—1.8

4. Peers

a) People learn myths about disaster just as they learn most everything else, i.e., through conversations with relatives, friends and neighbors.

b) Several studies completed by Wenger and various associates have documented the presence of the disaster mythology in the beliefs of most people, e.g., Wenger et al. 1975, 1980. Hence, people learn disaster myths since they are believed by the peers with whom they interact.

5. Media

a) Wenger and Friedman, (1986) following Hurricane Alicia (1983; Galveston-Houston, Texas; 21 deaths; 1530 injuries), assessed a local newspaper (Houston Post), three national newspapers (New York Times. Washington Post and U.S.A. Today) and two news magazines (Time and Newsweek).

b) They concluded that mythical elements appeared in 29 percent of the stories.

c) Most commonly found were reinforcements of myths pertaining to: looting (11%); increased crime (10%); warning responses (8%); shelter behavior (6%); panic (2%) and disaster shock (1%).

6. Movies

a) E.L. Quarantelli (1985) analyzed 36 disaster films such as The Towering Inferno, Earthquake, and The Poseidon Adventure.

b) Among his findings were: “ . . . disaster movies either perpetuate the wrong ideas according to scientific studies or present empirically incorrect facts. Many of these . . . have to do with what empirical disaster research has characterized as the ‘myths’ of disaster behavior” (Quarantelli 1985, p. 41).

7. Books

a) Wenger et al. (1980) documented that about ten percent of the public stated that what they knew about disasters was based on what they had read in books.

b) Ask students to describe books they have read about disasters, including novels. “What examples do you recall of the seven disaster myths?”

Objective 13.5

Implications
1. Personal assessment

a) Ask students: “Examine the two copies of the ‘Opinions About Disaster’ that you filled out at the start of this session. Given the material presented, how would you now answer for yourself? How would you answer these items for the general public?”

b) Ask students: “Which of the seven disaster myths do you need to discuss further so as to have a clear understanding of why the myth presents an inaccurate image of disaster behavior?”

2. Understanding customers

a) Ask students: “Which of these myths is most relevant to the behavior of customers of tourism businesses?”

b) Ask students: “How does your understanding of these myths improve your managerial capability to deal with customers during a disaster situation?”

3. Understanding employees

a) Ask students: “Which of these myths is most relevant to the behavior of tourist business employees?”

b) Ask students: “How does your understanding of these myths improve your managerial capability to deal with employees during a disaster situation?”

4. Understanding emergency services representatives

a) Ask students: “How might you ascertain the degree to which emergency service agency personnel have been trained regarding these myths about disaster behavior?”

b) Ask students: “How does your understanding of these myths improve your managerial capability to deal with emergency services personnel during a disaster situation?”

5. Pose this problem: “At the end of the chapter you read by Dynes, Quarantelli and Kreps (1972), they presented a series of conclusions that they believed would provide a more realistic basis for disaster planning than the seven disaster myths. What examples can you think of that illustrate the relevance of these to the tourism industry?”

a) “Information about dangers should be disseminated and not withheld because of a fear that people will panic.” (Dynes et al. 1972, p. 31).

b) “It should be assumed that persons in disaster-impacted areas actively respond to the emergency and will not wait for community officials to tell them what to do.” (Dynes et al., p. 32).

c) “While symbolic security measures have to be taken, massive deployment of security forces is unnecessary.” (Dynes et al. p. 33).

Supplemental 

Considerations

1. Suggest that students bring to class newspaper and magazine articles that report on disasters. During the next three or four class sessions, these materials should stimulate further discussions regarding disaster myths.

2. Suggest that students relate any of their field research experiences (“Case Study Analysis Report”) that have exposed belief in disaster mythology.

3. The professor may wish to distribute the first and/or second survey instruments (see Appendix) during an earlier session in the course before students have reviewed much of the course readings. This “pre-test” (e.g., during Session 2 or 3) could be compiled and the results could be discussed within the context of the responses obtained during this session.

Course Developer
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Opinions About Disasters

(General Public)

Indicate the response to each item that you believe best reflects the perceptions of the general public by drawing a circle around the appropriate category. This is not a test; your answers will be seen only by you.

1. A major problem hotel managers confront when faced with a natural disaster is controlling the panic of guests.

Strongly
Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

Strongly

Agree








Disagree

2. After hotels have been impacted by tornadoes, hurricanes or earthquakes, hotel managers have reported high rates of looting.

Strongly
Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

Strongly

Agree








Disagree

3. Upon receiving a disaster warning, most tourists immediately take refuge in public shelters.

Strongly
Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

Strongly

Agree








Disagree

4. After a tourist community has been impacted by a natural disaster, the crime rate usually increases.

Strongly
Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

Strongly

Agree








Disagree

5. When warned of an impending hurricane, most tourists and tourist business employees quickly leave threatened areas.

Strongly
Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

Strongly

Agree








Disagree

6. Immediately after the impact of a disaster, most tourists and tourist business employees remain in a state of shock and are unable to cope until help from the outside arrives.

Strongly
Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

Strongly

Agree








Disagree

7. Martial law often is required after severe hurricanes and tornadoes have impacted tourist communities.

Strongly
Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

Strongly

Agree








Disagree
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