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Session 12: Disaster Ethics and Responsibility

Time:  1 hour

Objectives:


Scope:

This session will illustrate the importance of interpersonal responsibility and ethical behavior in emergency settings.  It includes discussions of why our obligations to assist others in a disaster situation not only have value to the lives and well being of our families, but through efforts on behalf of total strangers, to our society as a whole.
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12.1
Explain the meaning of norms, and will be able to give more than three examples of norms in which people “naturally” exhibit helping others in emergency situations

· Norms

People generally behave in social situations based on what they perceive to be the norms, or rules, of the community.  Norms are learned and they set a standard of what individuals should or shouldn’t do in a given setting.  These expectations tend to lend order and predictability to human behavior (getting in line to use an automated teller machine at the bank, rather than pacing around the machine and pushing others out of the way so you can use it; not shouting “fire” in a crowded movie theater so you can see the effect; helping an elderly lady with her packages find a seat on the bus).

Norms are powerful influences over human behavior. People follow norms because they are either pressured or permitted by them to act the way most other people would 
in a similar situation.  Furthermore, acting differently would risk disapproval by the rest of the group. This could produce anything from a psychologically uncomfortable consequence at the most mild end of the continuum to, in the case of criminal violation of a norm, imprisonment.

· Questions to explore with the class could include:  

a.  What are the norms for responsible behavior in an emergency 
situation?  

Notes

b.  Why do people help each other, performing acts of selfless concern for the welfare of others?

(Responses could be written on a board or flip chart and used as a reference during later discussions on “Helping Behavior.”)

· Answers might include:

· The passerby who enters a burning building to rescue a  person from smoke and fire.  

· Those who undertook considerable personal risk in trying to help rescue motorists trapped in the collapse of the double-deck freeway in San Francisco after the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake.

· The countless volunteers in North Dakota who worked around the clock making sand bag levees to stave off the Red River’s flood water during the summer of 1997.  


Example:
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· Helping behavior

1.  Family norms to societal norms

Psychologists tell us that helping behavior begins as early as 2 years old, following examples of those around them - their family norms.  As children grow older, the expectation that being helpful is a good thing and being selfish is not, begins to reflect the norm of the society as a whole.  

2.  Religious responsibilities

Some theorize that people find a religious basis for altruism as a reciprocal form of behavior (do unto others as we would have them do unto us). 

3.  Give and take theory
Others believe people only do good deeds because they’ll receive something of equal benefit in return.   But by young adulthood, many people help others when there is virtually no likelihood that they will be rewarded by others for their actions.  

4.  Action of helping is a reward in itself

One explanation for this is that the action is its own reward; that is, the doer enjoys (perhaps selfishly) the uplifting feeling elicited by their helpful behavior.  

5.  Empathy

Another theory suggests that people help others because they empathize with them or their situation, not because they will get some personal gain from their actions.  In fact, studies have shown that when people identify with the circumstances of others, they are likely to continue their helpful efforts even when doing so might be personally unpleasant.  

6.  Cultural norms

Finally, and perhaps most relevant to our discussions, is the theory that people perform altruistic behaviors simply because they fulfill the expected norms of the culture, and these norms 
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have developed to provide adaptive behavior for society.  If helping is normative, then all who are part of the community will be likely to receive assistance should they ever need it.

12.2
List four determinants of volunteer assistance  

· Four characteristics of a situation help to determine whether or not helping behavior is likely.

1.  Do people recognize the need for help?  

If there is absolutely clear evidence that someone needs assistance (especially a direct request for help), virtually 100% of people will respond.  If the situation is perceived to be at all ambiguous, the majority will watch but take no personal action.

Preparedness education tip: Since most people will respond to a direct request for help by a stranger,  teach bystanders to ask if people need help.

2.  How attractive is the person in need?  

Studies have shown that people will help others whom they like or find attractive (physically attractive, well dressed).

It’s hard to ask people to groom themselves and dress nicely in the event of a disaster!  Educate your community to the concept that these events may occur at unpredictable times, and have little regard for the appearance or background of their victims.  Stress the importance of reaching out to all who have been impacted by the disaster.  Remind them of the “rules of behavior” which guide our society.  Helping others is an important social norm.
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3.  How familiar is the setting?
Familiarity with the setting fosters more assistance. People tend to offer assistance more when they are in a setting in which they have been many times before, and less so when the situation is relatively novel.  Perhaps this has to do with a level of comfort of the surroundings, knowledge of where other resources are and how to access them, or a perceived sense of safety just because the landmarks of the setting are familiar.

Most uninjured survivors of a disaster find themselves in familiar surroundings (at home, school, work).  They either personally know or have seen others who have survived or who are victims.  In a disaster situation, there is likely to be familiarity with the setting, and this should be less of a constraint on helping behavior.

4.  How many other people are around? 

Having more people at site seems to discourage individual action.  While you might think that having lots of other people around would encourage an individual to help, the opposite is actually the case.  The more people who are at the site, the more inhibiting this is on any one individual’s helping behavior. Each person thinks that another in the crowd will take action.  Perhaps people feel that because of the presence of others, it is no longer their responsibility to help.  This sense is exaggerated if the others present are strangers.  But if the others in the group know each other, there is a greater tendency to take a helpful course of action.  

Again, since in a disaster the surroundings are likely to be familiar, many of the people also are likely to be familiar. We know that individuals who may be inhibited from helping by the very presence of others are less inhibited if they know others in the group.  Stress this point in disaster preparedness education.
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12.3 Describe why some people do not help out in  emergency situations, with the ability to list several examples
· Why doesn’t everybody help in an emergency?

If all of these “helping behaviors” or hypotheses concerning them are true, then everybody ought to conduct himself in a helpful, altruistic fashion in a crisis.  But not everybody does.  Think of the dozen onlookers who waited for someone else to act and help that 16 year old trapped in the burning car.  Why didn’t they do anything?  How can we maximize the chances that people will help each other in time of need?

· Some reasons why people may not help out in emergency situations:

1.  Fear of:
-  Lawsuits/liability.


-  Getting hurt.

2.  Someone else will take care of the situation, or “passing the buck.”
-  It is the responsibility of someone else.


-  There are others around who will/can help out.


3.  Unable to help.

-  Physically incapable of performing the required   helping actions demanded by the circumstances.

4.  Don’t know what to do.

-  Many people either don’t know which emergency actions are appropriate, or how to perform them.
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Summary 

There are many reasons why people help each other, but most would agree that altruistic behavior is a powerful social norm.  

Yet, despite these behavioral expectations, there are specific 

circumstances that affect whether or not people ultimately will take action to help each other.  By learning about what helps or inhibits individuals from coming to the aid of others, people can change their willingness to act in an emergency situation.  For example, people were almost twice as likely to offer assistance once they learned about how the presence of others on the scene might inhibit them from engaging in helping behavior.  By incorporating these concepts into individual and community disaster preparedness education, program planners will increase the likelihood of developing a cadre of involved, action-oriented disaster responders.

Disaster preparedness educators need to be cognizant not only of the general principles outlined here, but they also must be attuned to the unique characteristics of various groups which may be identified within their community.  Thus, just as individuals tend to offer assistance based on predictable normative standards of behavior, disaster preparedness educators must be certain that in their efforts to prepare the community, they do so in an ethical, equitable fashion.

The classes on “Developing a Community Profile” and “Cross Cultural Disaster Preparedness” will address the importance of considering the special needs of community groups.

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





12.1	Explain the meaning of norms, and will be able to give more than three examples of norms in which people “naturally” exhibit helping others in emergency situations.





12.2	List four determinants of volunteer assistance.  





12.3	Describe why some people do not help out in emergency situations, with the ability to list several examples.








Perhaps one of the more spectacular individual efforts to occur recently involved actor Mark Harmon.  In 1996, Harmon risked his own life to rescue a 16-year-old stranger from a burning automobile, which had crashed into a brick wall and overturned near Harmon’s home.  Twelve other observers watched but did not get involved while Harmon used a sledge hammer to break open a car window to extricate the boy from the burning wreckage.  After directing him to safety, Harmon put out the flames of the boy’s clothing as the car exploded.  When asked about his actions, Harmon answered, “You make the effort.  You take part in life.  You get involved.  It didn’t have to be as close as it was.  People there could have done it sooner.  It’s not my place to judge.”
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