Individual and Community                                            

Disaster Education Course
Disaster Mythology
Individual and Community Disaster 

Education Course



Individual and Community Disaster 

Education Course


Disaster Mythology


Session 11: Disaster Mythology
Time:  1 hour

Objectives:


 

Scope:

While research suggests that people would like to know what concrete steps they might take to protect themselves in a disaster, preparedness educators must confront commonly held falsehoods which might affect the content and success of any community preparedness education programs.  This class will introduce students to the concept of mass perception and the power of the media in establishing and perpetuating public opinion concerning disaster emergencies.  Students should appreciate the difficulties for disaster preparedness educators in “undoing” myths, so as to impart to the community both a factual understanding of post-disaster human behavior as well as the real consequences of disasters.
Using data from previous disasters, this session will present human responses to various disaster situations in order to better understand human behavior in these events.  

Notes
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Remarks:
Suggested Exercise

· Pass out a questionnaire with six statements from FEMA’s “The Social Dimensions of Disaster,” by Thomas Drabek. 

This 10-minute exercise is suggested to illustrate to the students some of the commonly held beliefs about behavior following a disaster.  The six statements that follow are taken from the FEMA Higher Education Instructor Guide by Thomas Drabek titled, “The Social Dimensions of Disaster.”  


Using a five-point scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” the statements pose commonly held beliefs about the consequences of disasters.  Distribute these to each student for completion at the beginning of the class.  There is no need to collect their responses. The surveys simply will serve as tools to engage the students in thinking about disaster mythology.

Notes


· Any answers other than “strongly disagree” to any of the six statements indicate a support of the myth described by that question.  In fact, all six of these statements are false.  

Notes

11.1
Describe what a disaster myth is, and how it is  perpetuated

· What is mythology?

An example of a myth is the early belief that the earth was flat, and all those who dared to sail beyond the visible horizon were doomed to fall off the edge.

· A dictionary definition of a myth reads as follows: 




· Engage the students in this type of thinking by having them suggest another myth or two.

· Disaster mythology is the study of myths or beliefs about human behavior in disaster situations.  These assumptions are myths because researchers using techniques of direct field observations, interviews, and written/published documents have proven them to be incorrect.  

11.2
Identify six myths, and be able to refute each one with 

research-based observations
· Examine the six items presented in the written survey at the beginning of the class, and see how these myths were established and refuted.

1.  Panicked people will flee the disaster area.

People who are affected by a disaster tend to behave in a controlled manner, directing their actions toward reducing self-injury and protecting others near them.
Notes

Examples:




In his Instructor Guide, Drabek writes that “the expectation of mass panic is one of the myths that most impacts emergency services personnel in a negative manner.  This false image has appeared in training manuals and continues to constrain the understanding of many (Session 6, page 9).”  In short, natural disasters don’t cause mass panic.

2.  After a disaster, there will be looting.
We all are able to conjure up the images of swarms of parasite-like people, feeding on the unattended belongings of others who have had to evacuate their homes or businesses due to a natural disaster.  Many people link looting to disasters, and thus refuse to evacuate in response to a disaster warning.  Drabek cites over 300 field studies that found “extremely few verified cases of looting.”    

Researchers have found no basis for news reports of looting behavior.  Like the classic “fish story” in which each telling amplifies the dimensions of the truth, ultimately distorting it beyond actual fact, disseminated reports from one person to the next only exaggerate the severity of the situation. 

Notes

“Although documented cases of looting are rare in domestic disasters not involving civil unrest, rumors of looting are commonly reported by the press.  Even when it has been correctly observed by the press that looting did not ensue, this has often been couched in terms to suggest that this was the exception, rather than the rule.”

Auf der Heide, E.  1989:221.
This image is so pervasive that it has found its way into the disaster response plans of emergency managers and police departments, forcing each to divert personnel resources away from those tasks where they are more genuinely needed, posting them instead to prevent unlikely looting.

3.  Martial law in the United States has been instituted following a disaster.
Martial law is the temporary military rule imposed upon a civilian population.  It is something which generally occurs in time of war.  


While we have seen placement of National Guard troops following natural disasters, this activation is primarily to enforce curfews, assist with evacuations or access control (e.g., keeping sightseers away) following a local disaster, or to help other agencies establish mass sheltering operations, such as the ‘tent cities” following the Northridge Earthquake in the Los Angeles area in 1994.  The deployment of National Guardsmen in these natural disaster settings is not, contrary to media interpretations, a declaration of martial law.  Such a declaration has never occurred in the U.S.
4.  Crimes will increase in the community affected by disaster.

This myth holds that following a disaster, people are reduced to the lowest form of antisocial behavior, such as murder, burglary, and assault, causing total social disintegration.  While this grisly image might become the basis of epic disaster films, it is unsubstantiated in social science research.  Quite to the contrary, people show helpfulness and concern toward others after a natural disaster, offering neighbors tools, sharing food

Notes

and supplies, and lending a hand with clean up efforts.  This is reflected in the crime report data collected by law enforcement agencies.


Example:


5.  When warned of an impending disaster, most people are quick to evacuate the threatened area.
Just as an examination of the myth of disaster panic showed that people tend to respond in a resourceful way when in a disaster situation, they also tend to reluctantly flee a disaster threat.  Auf der Heide cites natural disaster evidence for this in three hurricanes in the southeastern United States.

Examples:


Notes

Even though hurricanes are seasonal and relatively common, and we are able to effectively track storm paths and forecast when ocean surges will come ashore, people still resist evacuation warnings.  It seems that after each hurricane makes landfall, there are reports of individuals holding hurricane parties on their porches, taking in the visual scope of the storm’s destructive power.  And this behavior is not limited to hurricanes.  


Example:


Notes

Why didn’t these people leave an obviously life-threatening situation?

Many might have minimized their individual sense of risk, either negating the validity of warnings altogether, or accepting that the hazard is real but not real enough to suggest a personal threat.  Others are determined to stay and protect their own property, or ensure the safety of their family members. (Auf der Heide, E., 1989:202).

6.  
Immediately after the impact of a disaster, most victims are in a state of shock and unable to cope with the situation themselves.

This behavior has been termed “the disaster syndrome” but is most relevant when considering acts of war, rather than natural disasters.  The image portrays the dazed, stunned victims, wandering aimlessly through rubble, disoriented and incapacitated by the event, and unable to take any constructive, adaptive action, completely dependent on assistance from outside agencies.

Research has shown that while this behavior does occur, it tends to do so when the affected population is completely unfamiliar with the causative hazard and destruction is massive (consider the atomic bomb of Hiroshima).  In addition, this syndrome affects only a great minority  (approximately 14%) of the involved population, and it usually lasts for only a matter of hours (Drabek, T.E., 1996:6-11, 6-12).  

In addition,

Notes

Example:


While some behavior changes are common following disasters (such as sleep disturbances, anxiety, resumption of bedwetting in young children), these tend to occur some time after the disaster rather than in the immediate aftermath, and in many cases are self-limited, requiring no outside intervention.  

11.3
Understand the relevance to disaster planners of 

commonly held myths, and the obstacles they present in organizing community responses.
As myths like the above six examples continue to be perpetuated by rumor, skewed media reporting, and “realistic” portrayals in disaster-based movies, their impact on disaster managers and educators remain as chronic obstacles to be overcome.  

· Managers must allocate resources to educate their agency directors and department chiefs in the realities of how people will most likely respond in these emergency situations.  

· Only by undoing the perceptions of those involved in disaster preparedness, response, and recovery will efforts be more appropriately directed toward the realities of human behavior.

· Similarly, this knowledge of how people will really respond in disaster situations is critical to gearing our educational strategies for teaching citizen, family, and community preparedness skills.

These concepts are covered later in this course in the class sessions entitled, “Preparedness Education: Implications from the Research,” and “Community Preparedness Information.”
At the conclusion of this session, students should be able to:





11.1	Describe what a disaster myth is, and how it is perpetuated.





11.2	Identify six myths, and be able to refute each one with research 


observations.





11.3	Understand the relevance to disaster planners of commonly held myths, and the obstacles they present in organizing community responses.








Disaster Belief Survey





A major problem community officials confront when faced


      with a natural disaster is controlling the panic of people


      fleeing the danger area.





      Strongly Agree     Agree     Uncertain     Disagree     Strongly Disagree





Looting commonly occurs after the impact of natural 


      disasters.





       Strongly Agree     Agree     Uncertain     Disagree     Strongly Disagree





Martial law has been instituted in disaster areas in the United States.





     Strongly Agree     Agree     Uncertain     Disagree     Strongly Disagree





The crime rate of a community usually rises after it has


experienced a natural disaster.





Strongly Agree     Agree     Uncertain     Disagree     Strongly Disagree





When warned of an impending disaster, most people are


quick to evacuate the threatened area.





Strongly Agree     Agree     Uncertain     Disagree     Strongly Disagree





Immediately after the impact of a disaster, most victims are  in a state of shock and are unable to cope with the situation themselves.





Strongly Agree     Agree     Uncertain     Disagree     Strongly Disagree





“A notion based more on tradition or convenience than on fact.”





American Heritage Dictionary of the English 


Language. New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1976.





1.  During the MGM Grand Hotel fire in Las Vegas 


     in 1980, rather than panic, many victims were 


     found in their rooms, having taken protective 


     action by packing water-soaked towels under 


     their doors in an effort to keep out the smoke.





2.  During the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, 


     thousands of World Series fans evacuated 


     Candlestick Park in San Francisco in an orderly 


     fashion.  Although this magnitude 6.7 


     earthquake leveled buildings and collapsed 


     freeways, disrupted utilities, caused fires in 


     sections of the city, and killed 62 people, there 


     was no panic flight from the packed baseball 


     stadium.





During the month after Hurricane Betsy struck New Orleans in 1965, the crime rate dropped more that 26% for the same month in the preceding 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.”





Quarrantelli, E.L. and Dynes, R.R. 1972:69.





 Quarentelli, E.L.  Psychology Today.  p. 69.





1.  	1953: Hurricane Florence, Florida.  2/3 of residents refused to leave their home, despite evacuation warnings.





2.  	1961: Hurricane Carla, Texas.  About   75% of the population remained on Galveston Island, despite warnings that the storm would isolate them.





3.  	1979: Hurricane Frederic, Mississippi.  Despite an extensive warning to evacuate, about 50% of the residents refused to leave their homes.





Auf der Heide, E.  1989:201








In the 1980 eruption of Mt. St. Helen’s in Washington, dozens of earthquakes and small explosions heralded the impending danger of a substantial eruption.  Instead of evacuating or staying away from the area, “People flocked to Mt. St. Helen’s.  The weekend traffic was so jammed that it reminds folks of rush hour in big cities.” The phenomenon was a big draw, since the volcano had been dormant for 123 years.  (Abbott, P.L.  National Disasters.  Dubuque: W.C. Brown & Co., 1996:170).





To keep people away, the governor of Washington ordered all roads leading to the mountain closed.  Violators faced a $500 fine and a six-month jail term.  Nonetheless, many residents persisted on going home.  (Auf der Heide, 1989:201).





You might recall network news coverage of 83-year-old Harry Truman, owner of Mt. St. Helen’s Lodge which—prior to the eruption—was situated near Spirit Lake at the base of the mountain.  Despite an evacuation order, Truman insisted on remaining in his lodge.  After the mountain exploded, Truman was never found; his lodge and Spirit Lake were destroyed.  Most of the 62 people killed in the eruption were curiosity seekers and campers who crossed closer to the mountain for a better view, despite blockades.





http://clark.edu/instruct/science/helens/


people/harrytru.htm





“Short-term reactions to stress do not seem to interfere significantly with the ability of disaster victims to act responsibly on their own or to follow instructions from emergency responders.” 





Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J.  Emergency Management: Principles and Practice for Local Government.  Washington, D.C.: International City Management Association, 1991:214.





Following a tornado in Michigan in 1953, people within the disaster area were anything but incapacitated.  Within four hours after the tornado, bystanders rescued 927 casualties and took them to area hospitals.





Quarentelli, E.L. and Dynes, R.R.  1972:68.
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