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Time:  1 hour

Objectives:


Scope:

This class will introduce students to the concepts used to approach public disaster preparedness education.  The understanding of these concepts, founded in research,  will lead to concrete steps in building a preparedness education program.  Many of these principles will form the basis of subsequent sessions, each geared to present a more in-depth study of key components of program design and content elements.    
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Remarks:

Introduction

At this point in the course, we have discussed many hazards, and the types of damage and personal injury they can cause.  Specific case studies of how some disasters have affected specific populations also have been presented.  Students will be familiar with the concept of risk perception, apathy and the mythology of how people behave in disaster situations, as well as what they expect of their government and the realities of those expectations when a disaster actually occurs. 

· With this framework as a base, you have reached the stage in the course where a logical transitional question might be posed to the class:

Now that we understand the forces that cause disasters, and the consequences of those forces, what do we know about how to educate the lay population about emergency preparedness for disasters?

14.1
Describe the three phases of disaster education 

Disaster education may parallel the disaster life cycle phases.
Emergency managers have broken down disaster-related events into several phases: Mitigation/preparedness prior to the disaster, actions during the disaster, and responses following the disaster.
While managers consider strategies for reducing the adverse effects of the disaster during these phases, community disaster educators focus on mitigation/preparedness and emergency responses of individuals and community groups before, during and after the disaster occurs.

1.  Mitigation/preparedness prior to disaster.

This is the “dormant” phase; for example, the time between major earthquakes, or during the winter when Gulf Coast hurricanes are out of season.  

Notes

With these threats posing only a distant possibility of occurrence, it is hard to get people to think about mitigation and preparedness activities.  

But these quiescent periods are actually ideal times for people to get prepared, long before a hazard strikes.  These are good times to gather supplies, plan family response strategies, and consider possibilities in the event that a disaster occurs.  

The preoccupation with more immediate, daily activities, however, often presents considerable obstacles to taking such preparedness actions.

If a disaster can be predicted, such as a severe storm, the population’s interest in taking specific actions may be peaked.  Concrete recommendations and effective warnings may be translated into preparedness actions.

2.  Actions during disaster.

The middle of a crisis situation is not the best time to be learning what to do in a disaster.  People need to know beforehand what actions to take during an emergency.

Knowing who is present and where they are during a disaster can be invaluable to disaster relief efforts.  A family disaster plan should be developed.

A supply of useful items (for example, working transistor radio and flashlights) should be easily accessible. 

Proper use of self protective actions (e.g. “drop, cover, and hold on", fire extinguishers) should be reviewed.

3.  Preparedness after disaster.

a.  Short-term priorities include:

-  Simple rescue and first aid skill.

Use of gloves, protective eye wear, pry bars and other hand tools; Control bleeding, basic bandaging, splinting.

Notes


-  Property protection actions.

Knowing how and when to turn off gas, electrical, or water supplies.


-  Provision of shelter and foods.

Dried or canned food, water, blankets, and personal hygiene supplies.

b.  Long term priorities include:

-  Recovering losses.

Insurance claims, assessing of damaged personal property or commercial inventories.

- Consideration of rebuilding.

Dealing with contractors, debris clearance, funding issues.


-  Resuming more normal activities.

Getting back to work, settling fears in children, resumption of school activities, reopening businesses.

While it is too late for those in the thick of the disaster to prepare for emergency action, the period just after a disaster occurs is a prime time to motivate others who were NOT directly affected by the disaster to prepare. 

14.2
Discuss six major principles of disaster education, according to the American Red Cross publication, “Community Disaster Education Guide”

A summary of research findings related to disaster education was 

published by the American Red Cross in the “Community Disaster Education Guide.”  Abridged from that guide are the 

following six major principles (pp. 45-48).
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1.  Denial is common, but it can be overcome.

As we discussed in earlier sessions, people tend to construct psychological barriers to preparedness, either minimizing the likelihood of a threat, assuming it will not affect them if the threat becomes a reality, or that there is little they can do to mitigate the consequences of a disaster. 

By concentrating on the survivability of people in the event that realistic hazards do occur, preparedness education emphasizes positive steps for positive outcomes. The assumption is that people can learn to prepare, and those who do will cope with the disaster better.

2.  Preparedness leads to appropriate responses.
Preparedness information can foster rational response during disasters.

Research has shown that in a disaster situation,  people tend to take what they believe to be rational.  Preparedness education provides the individual with reasonable information from which to draw in an emergency, thereby minimizing counterproductive actions that are based on incomplete or inaccurate information.

Example:


3.  Some population segments can be considered “high risk.”

Knowing who is in your community helps to define your preparedness education program.  Historically, certain groups seem to be at greater risk when a disaster strikes.  
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For example, greater risk may be due to:

a.  Environmental concerns (geographical location such as proximity to flood plain or hillside community with limited access), or housing considerations (non-reinforced buildings in earthquake fault zones).

b.  Language barriers in non-English speaking neighborhoods (preparedness information and  warnings may not be understood).
The next session on “Developing a Community Profile” will explore this issue more deeply.
4.  There are a variety of strategies for delivering preparedness messages.  The common theme across them, however, is clarity and repetition of the information.

Clear, simple, and consistent messages, repeated over 
and over again, that tell people the correct things to do, will be most likely to result in the desired behavior in a disaster.  Confusing or complex messages, or too many instructions, result in inaction.  

Focus on positive actions by telling people what TO do, not what NOT to do.  Instructions should not be mixed.  The American Red Cross cites the following example: “In case of an alarm, don’t become alarmed.”

Messages should be simple and easy to follow, with no 
room for ambiguity.  In earthquake preparedness, "Drop, 
Cover and Hold On" clearly advises people to get on the 
floor, take cover under a protective object, and hold onto 
the legs of the object until the shaking stops.

Most people retain only a fraction of preparedness information.  The average adult will forget 50% of new information within one hour, and 90% of it after one week.

Don’t just instruct people that a given action is incorrect: be certain to replace the wrong information with what is the right thing to do.
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5.  Communities pull together after a disaster.

Contrary to media myths, people generally behave in cooperative, helpful ways after a disaster.  People often gather to offer assistance.  Curiosity also plays a role because people want to see what has happened.  

Educating the public in adaptive responses can facilitate the beneficial actions of the community, while minimizing well-meaning but potentially relief-impeding actions.

6.   People respond to disasters in a predictable sequence.

These are described in the next section, Objective 14.3.

14.3
Identify four sequential concepts which affect how people respond to disasters

Suggested Student Activity

The following suggested activity is designed to demonstrate the variable response of individuals to emergency information.

It may not be an appropriate “fit” for all students and individual instructors.  

The instructor should feel welcome to construct his/her own scenario to challenge the students’ reception and action when confronted with hazard notification.

· At this point in the session, the instructor should abruptly announce to the class that she/he smells a pungent odor, reminiscent of natural gas.  Wait a moment for the class to digest the information.  Then, repeat the statement, reminding the students that natural gas is flammable and explosive. Make every effort to appear sincere in your notification of this effort.

· Take five minutes or so of class time to observe the behavior of students in response to this “hazard notification.”
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· Make mental notes of what they do.

· Do they assume the instructor is correct?

· Do they attempt to “validate” the warning by sniffing the air, asking each other for their perceptions?

· Do they agree with the warning and take action (e.g., open windows, doors, evacuate the classroom)?

· Do they refute the warning, noting that they are unaware of the odor.
· Use this exercise to lead into the following discussion concerning how people respond to hazard warnings.
“Warnings research findings consistently suggest that people warned during emergencies go through a sequential process that eventually shapes their risk perceptions and subsequent behavior.  A typical model of this process is the following sequence: hear the warning, seek confirmation of it, understand it, believe it, personalize the risk, and then respond to it by deciding among alternative preparedness and mitigation actions and then performing them.”

Mileti, D.S., Fitzpatrick, C. and Farhar, B.C.  1990:18.
Emergencies set off a cascade of thoughts, interpretations, and actions in people.  Researchers have organized these into a sequence of linked behaviors.  Understanding this sequence may help educators plan their community programs.  In their 1990 report to the National Science Foundation concerning hazard risk communication, Mileti, Fitzpatrick, and Farhar wrote:

The four steps which follow are based on these conclusions, and are adapted from the American Red Cross “Community Disaster Education Guide” (1992).

1.  Receive warning.

If emergency planners know that a hazard capable of producing a disaster is imminent, authoritative agencies commonly issue a warning via radio and television.  In some communities, warning 
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sirens are sounded (to warn of tornadoes, for example).  The assumption is that people will either hear or see these warning messages, and respond appropriately.  

Keep in mind, though, that in many communities, large segments of the population do not understand English, and nearly 20% of the U.S. population cannot read.  Depending on the time of day, people might be asleep, or at work in situations where televisions or radios are not accessible.  And unless people know in advance the significance of hearing warning sirens, and what to do when they hear them, the sirens only provide an alert noise; they don’t offer specific protective instructions.


2.  Interpret warning.

A critical factor in determining the course of action following a disaster warning is how people interpret the meaning of the information presented in the warning. These warnings fall under the general category of communicating “short term risk.”

Warning systems are in place for such hazards as tornadoes, hurricanes, flooding, and advancing wildland fires.  While the goal of these warnings is to get the public to take protective action from a rapid onset hazard, the public often does not automatically take these actions upon learning of the warning.

In a detailed review of the emergency decision-making process, Perry and Greene break down the parameters of critical actions in emergencies.  They take the position that just as most other behaviors are governed by social norms (recall the earlier section on Ethics and Responsibility), in a disaster situation, individual actions are also governed by norms.  The only difference is that these norms are not well established rules of expected behavior; they are urgent norms. Whereas it is normative behavior to cue up in an orderly line
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to file into a movie theater, the rules of normative behavior in a hurricane are much less defined and far less widely adopted.

So, contrary to established social norms, urgent norms emerge in response to substantial, often abrupt changes in the environment.  In the extreme case, the warning of a potentially catastrophic change in the environment may actually precipitate the development of these urgent norms.  Thus, urgent norms develop in response to conditions that were not previously part of the day to day social interactions in the community.  Perry and Greene identify four components of normative responses to a disaster warning (p. 309):  

a.  Confirmation of warning.

Establishing the certainty that a warning has been issued.  "Did you hear the news reports about the wildfires moving our way?"

b.  Establishing a “warning belief.”
Once the warning has been verified, how valid is it?  "A tornado watch has been issued.  I’ll go outside and look at the sky for signs of heavy rains."

c.  How risky is this threat to me?
"I believe that the threat is real, but that does not mean that I will be injured because of it."

"How close am I to these fires?"

"How prepared is my home or work place?"  

"Do I have a wood shake roof and lots of dry brush all around my house?"

d.  This threat is real, and the likelihood of personal injury is high.
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"I had better take some protective action," (e.g., go to the storm cellar to ride out the tornado, or prepare to evacuate due to the encroaching fires).

3.  Know what to do.


This is where community disaster preparedness education can have its greatest impact. Once people believe that the warning is valid, and that they are likely to be impacted by the impending hazard, they must act in an adaptive way in response to the question, “What do I do?”   

People are injured or killed in disasters because they didn’t know the proper actions to take and thus make inappropriate choices.

4.  Take appropriate action.

Suppose a warning is validated, and people have seen public service announcements on television or on billboards telling them what to do in the event of a disaster.  Will people remember these tips and take the correct actions?
Rather than include peripheral information or too many alternative courses of action (even if these alternatives are acceptable choices), people remember these 
messages better if they are limited in scope to taking the “best” action.  

Pictures associated with these preparedness messages need to be carefully chosen.  Some are too frightening, negating the positive message of the narrator.

Disaster messages should be clear, concise, focused, and repeated again and again.  Since people retain visual images better than auditory information, any pictures should depict the correct actions that the message is instructing the viewer to take.  When clearly presented and continuously repeated, emergency safety messages can be very powerful; they may be retained for more than six months by over 80% of those exposed to them (American Red Cross “Community Disaster Education Guide”, p. 50).  It is important, therefore, that these messages spell out the most desirable course of action for those who see them.

In a later class, we will review several research papers, which demonstrate that messages that are well focused and straightforward are best retained by the public.

At the conclusion of this class, students will:





14.1	Describe the three phases of disaster education.





14.2	Discuss six major principles of disaster education, according to the American Red Cross publication, “Community Disaster Education Guide.”





14.3	Identify four sequential concepts which affect how people respond to disasters.

















One might believe that running into the street during an earthquake seems like a reasonable thing to do to facilitate escape, but a more adaptive response would be to stay inside, take shelter from falling objects, and wait for the shaking to stop.  The risks of injury from stumbling or being struck by falling debris are greater when trying to exit during the quake. 





“Any effective warning message does two things: it alerts one that an environmental danger is present, and it suggests an appropriate action to counter the danger.”





Perry, R.W. and Greene, M.R.  1992:308.
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