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Theories Relevant to Emergency Management Versus A Theory of Emergency Management


In this paper I will focus briefly on six points:  1) some distinctions that should be made between theories that can be helpful to emergency managers in the practice of their profession and general theories of disaster or hazards, disaster or hazards responses, emergency management, and homeland security; 2) there are numerous normative theories that are relevant to all of the above listed areas that can be useful to emergency managers; 3) there are numerous broad perspectives within the social sciences that can help emergency managers make more informed decisions; 4) there are several specific micro theories that have been empirically verified that can provide guidance to emergency managers; 5) there are a few embryonic theories of disaster responses to natural disasters that offer promise and potential for the future; and 6) some personal assessments.

Some Distinctions


At the outset, I suggest that several distinctions should be made that may assist in clarifying positions and understanding the many ways in which theories of various types and content are relevant to emergency management.  These can be most helpful to emergency managers as they practice their profession.  Most important among these distinctions are concepts and perspectives that are relevant to the profession of emergency management and frameworks designed to be empirically validated that can guide predictions about the behavior of emergency managers.  Hence, I suggest that a “theory of emergency management” differs from “theories relevant to emergency management.”  Similarly, a “theory of disaster response” may overlap with, but may not be the same as a “theory of emergency management” or a “theory of homeland security.”  The range and types of behavior that are the objects of study differ.

Normative Theories


There are numerous normative theories that are very useful to emergency managers.  These frameworks have been designed to specify actions that emergency managers ought to take.  It is assumed that their effectiveness will be enhanced if they abide by these prescriptive lessons.  Most important among these is the collection of ideas commonly referred to as “comprehensive emergency management” (National Governor’s Association 1978).  Through a series of common managerial functions, i.e., mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery, emergency managers can organize their programs for an all-hazard approach through implementing a series of broad strategies and specific tactics (for elaboration see Lindell and Perry 1992 and Drabek 2004).  Multiyear planning can be guided by the “integrated emergency management” framework proposed by McLoughlin (1985) and numerous other guidance documents prepared by FEMA staff over the years, e.g., FEMA 1987, 1996, 2002.  Specific steps in building a community risk reduction program have been formulated (e.g., American Red Cross 1992) as have tactical management models such as the incident command system (ICS) (National Interagency Fire Center 1994) and the National Incident Management System (NIMS).  Components of and exercising strategies have been developed for key community structures like emergency operations centers (EOC’s).  All of these “normative” theories are relevant to emergency management and provide emergency managers with important theoretical foundations.

Broad Perspectives


Within the social sciences there are numerous broad theoretical perspectives that reflect substantive theory, i.e., theory formulated to explain and predict human behavior.  Among those most useful to emergency managers would include the ideas and concepts from such scholars as these (not exhaustive, only illustrative):  Stallings (1995; social constructionism used to interpret the “manufacturing” of the earthquake threat; Jenkins (2003; social constructionism use to interpret the “manufacturing” of the terrorist threat); Dynes (1970; application of structural-functional theory to interpret community responses to disaster events); Quarantelli (1960, application of symbolic interactionsim to interpretations of disaster images held by the public); Aguirre et al. (1998, a test of aspects of emergent norm theory using the 1993 terrorist bombing of the World Trade Center); Barton (1969, interpretation of the rise of the post-disaster altruistic community using collective stress theory); Denis (1997, applications of organizational theory to disaster response agencies); Arata, et al. (2000, predictions of psychological impacts following the Exon Valdez oil spill, i.e., the “Conservation of Resources stress model); Mileti (1999, sustainability perspective); Enarson, et al. (2003, social vulnerability approach).


Many other examples could be cited, of course.  But this listing illustrates two points.  First, there is an abundance of perspectives, frameworks, and broad theoretical orientations that have aided researchers to frame their research questions, make linkages to aspects of their discipline, and provide important and useful insights about human behavior to emergency managers (for elaboration see Dynes, et al. 1987 and Dynes and Drabek 1994).  Second, selected aspects of these broad perspectives may provide the basis for “true” theories of emergency management and/or disaster responses.  Collectively, they offer a foundation, but the house, so to speak, has yet to be built.

Micro Theories


Past research studies in selected areas have provided useful micro theories.  In these we have numerous specific concepts that have been organized into multivariate theoretical models that appear to have relatively good predictive power for very narrow ranges of behavior.  Although several examples might be cited, two of the best developed pertain to risk communication and disaster warning responses.  Thus, we have a pretty good handle on the range of social factors that guide sectors of the public in differential, but predictable, ways when they encounter information about risks as numerous researchers have reported, e.g., Lindell and Perry 2004; Rottman 2000; Lindell and Prater 2000.  Similarly, when disaster warnings are issued, the social factors that constrain some people to respond in one way, while others behave differently, have been documented carefully during hurricanes (e.g., Dow and Cutter 1998), floods (e.g., Drabek 2000), and a variety of other types of disasters (e.g., Sorensen 2001).  All of these micro theories can be useful to emergency managers.  Eventually they may be blended together with others to provide a comprehensive view of human response to disaster within its full life cycle.

Embryonic Theories


Early comparative analyses of disaster case studies underscored the central role of emergent systems in disaster responses (e.g., Dynes 1970, Barton 1969).  Drabek and McEntire (2002, 2003) summarized additional studies completed during the past decade and highlighted the relevance of key findings to emergency managers.  We also noted that one set of investigations had resulted in a preliminary model of disaster response (Drabek and McEntire 2003, p. 104).  By focusing on elaborations of the DRC typology of groups responding to disasters (Dynes 1970), Kreps et al. (1994) reanalyzed extensive interview data collected after numerous disasters by DRC staff.  They conceptualized disaster response systems by identifying four elements of social structure.  Thus, domains and tasks are the structural ends of the organizations while resources and activities are the structural means of the organization.  Their data analysis indicated that combinations of these four elements (D,R,A,T) could be used successfully to identify different types of emergent systems.  They concluded their work with the specification of “an expanded theory, of disaster, organization, and role” (Kreps et al. 1994, p. 190).  In their framework, pre and post disaster processes are interrelated so that individual and structural outcomes can be explained and predicted.  They included such exogenous factors as:  event and community characteristics and attributes of both the enacting unit (i.e., the emergent system) and the individual participants.  While very sketchy at present, the basic thrust of this approach and the type of goal envisioned clearly points toward a significant research agenda.


I followed the work of the Kreps team for several years and tried to relate it to my own field experiences and efforts to conceptualize post-disaster emergent multiorganizational networks (EMONS) (see Drabek 1985, 1987).  Most recently I integrated interviews with 62 local emergency managers following their date with disaster (Drabek 2003).  These events occurred during the later part of 1999 (e.g., tornado in Moore, Oklahoma), the year 2000 (e.g., Hurricane Floyd) or the first two months of 2001 (e.g, Nisqually earthquake in the Seattle, Washington area).  After documenting 26 coordination strategies many of these emergency managers described, I created a series of multivariate models that documented the social factors that most constrained response effectiveness.  These analyses influenced my eventual conceptualization of a theoretical model of disaster response effectiveness (Drabek 2003, pp. 147-152).  The elements of the model are specified in Figure 2.1 (Drabek 2003, p. 149).


This model is not a theory of emergency management, but it may provide another useful starting point for the creation of one.  The bottom two outcome boxes represent the goal of the theory, i.e., the explanation and prediction of alternative types of EMONS structures that are formed after a disaster event occurs.  By expanding the model in a variety of ways, such as inclusion of the activity sets that reflect mitigation and preparedness actions, the desired comprehensiveness could be obtained.  While I focused only on natural disasters, terrorist attacks like other conflict based events, cold be added easily as the agencies that comprise the emergent networks change, just as they do during the various phases of the disaster life cycle, i.e., from warning to recovery.  While this “big picture” look at the changing patterns of constraint within which emergency managers operate may appear to be complex at first glance, I am convinced that it can provide a useful starting point although additional concepts will be required.  Most important among these would be the injection of the concept of community vulnerability which is a reflection of prior events and community social trends such as population changes including both size and physical location.

Personal Assessments


In conclusion, I offer four observations.  First, the goal of constructing a general theory of emergency management should be a top priority within the disaster research community.  We are not there yet although many promising leads can be identified.  In the meantime, there are numerous streams of theory, both normative and substantive, both macro and micro, that can assist emergency managers in the practice of their profession.


Second, variety in approach and perspective should be encouraged.  We do need to listen to wise men like Quarantelli (1998) who urge us to confront fundamental questions like, “What is a disaster?”  Such matters are of real importance as we seek to understand the social processes whereby some events are defined as disasters and others are not.  Progress will best be made through expanded dialog and focused work.  Temptation for premature closure must be resisted.


Third, we should seek to expand our horizon beyond the provincialisms of the past.  The emergency management practitioner community wisely renamed its association several years ago to reflect a new vision, i.e., the International Association of Emergency Managers.  Dynes (2004) emphasized this theme recently when he pointed out that most disaster events, depending of course on your definition of disaster, have not been the focus of the research community. “The existing research tradition is predominately Western, community-based, urban, and deals with sudden onset agents from ‘natural’ causes” (Dynes 2004, p. 2).  My model reflects this criticism and hence it may have limited utility, if any, in places where most humans are dying or being displaced.  Places like Somalia, Rwanda, Afghanistan and Iraq must be brought within our boundary of discourse in addition to Moore, Okalahoma or Pitt County, North Carolina.


Fourth, and finally, we must be very careful not to oversimplify our analyses.  For example, in his plea to illustrate the centrality and usefulness of the concept of vulnerability, a position with which I am in full agreement, McEntire (2004) proposed that from a homeland security view this means that “vulnerability is due to cultural misunderstandings, permeable borders, fragile infrastructure, and weak disaster management institutions.”  (p. 12).  No problem so far.  But then he proposed that the implicit recommendations include to “correct domestic and foreign policy mistakes.”  About such matters I suggest there may be dissensus as to which actions were “mistakes” and what would constitute “correction”.  My own view is that emergency managers always will work within arenas of conflict and disagreement.  Their contributions reflect their skills in negotiating temporary areas of consensus so that portions of the public can be safer in a world of increased risk and instability.  Greed, economic injustice, ethnic based hatreds, and other such conditions will not suddenly disappear despite the best efforts of the best emergency managers.  Vulnerability and risk must be broadly conceptualized as must proposed ameliorative actions.  Furthermore, all such actions must be evaluated within the context of other social problems confronting communities (Kreps and Drabek 1996).  Protecting children from an assumed earthquake risk at the expense of the quality of their schools will prove to be self-defeating in the long run, both for the public and the emergency management profession.  As Dynes (2004) put it:  “Indeed, the lack of research attention to disaster events that result in enormous human costs in developing countries perhaps makes our current research an example of trivial pursuits” (p. 2).  Let us not continue the pursuit of the trivial!  On the other hand, let’s remember that we must walk before we can run.  We are just now taking our first steps toward a long term, but worthwhile goal.

References

Aguirre, Benigno E., Dennis Wenger and Gabriela Rico.  1998.  “A Test of the Emergent Norm Theory of Collective Behavior.”  Sociological Forum 13:301-320.

American Red Cross. 1992. Community Disaster Education Guide. Washington, D.C.: American National Red Cross.

Arata, Catalina M., J. Steven Picou, G. David Johnson and T. Scott McNally.  2000.  “Coping with Technological Disaster:  An Application of the Conservation of Resources Model to the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill.”  Journal of Traumatic Stress 13:23-39.

Barton, Allen H. 1969. Communities in Disaster: A Sociological Analysis of Collective Stress Situations. Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc.

Denis, Hélène. 1997.  “Technology, Structure, and Culture in Disaster Management.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 15:293-308.

Dow, Kirstin and Susan L. Cutter.  1998.  “Crying Wolf:  Repeat Responses to Hurricane Evacuation Orders.”  Coastal Management  26:237-252.

Drabek, Thomas E.  1985. “Managing the Emergency Response.” Public Administration Review 45:85‑92.

_______. 1987. The Professional Emergency Manager: Structures and Strategies for Success. Boulder, Colorado: Institute of Behavioral Science, University of Colorado.

_______.  2000.  “The Social Factors that Constrain Human Responses to Flood Warnings.”  Pp. 361-376 in Floods, (Vol. 1) Dennis J. Parked (ed.).  London and New York:  Routledge.

_______.  2003.  Strategies For Coordinating Disaster Responses.  Boulder, Colorado:  Institute of Behavioral Science, University of Colorado.
_______.  2004.  Social Dimensions of Disaster, 2nd edition.  Emmitsburg, Maryland:  Emergency Management Institute, Federal Emergency Management Agency.

Drabek, Thomas E. and David A. McEntire.  2002.  “Emergent Phenomena and Multiorganizational Coordination in Disasters:  Lessons from the Research Literature.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 20:197-224.

_______.  2003.  “Emergent Phenomena and the Sociology of Disaster:  Lessons, Trends and Opportunities from the Research Literature.”  Disaster Prevention and Management 12:97-112.

Dynes, Russell R. 1970. Organized Behavior in Disaster. Lexington, Mass.: Heath Lexington Books.

_______.  2004.  “Expanding the Horizons of Disaster Research.”  Natural Hazards Observer 28 (Number 4):1-2.

Dynes, Russell R., Bruna De Marchi and Carlo Pelanda (eds.). 1987. Sociology of Disasters: Contribution of Sociology to Disaster Research. Milano, Italy: Franco Angeli.

Dynes, Russell R. and Thomas E. Drabek. 1994. “The Structure of Disaster Research: Its Policy and Disciplinary Implications.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 12:5‑23.

Enarson, Elaine, Cheryl Childers, Betty Hearn Morrow, Deborah Thomas, and Ben Wisner.  2003.  A Social Vulnerability Approach to Disasters.  Emmitsburg, Maryland:  Emergency Management Institute, Federal Emergency Management Agency.  



(http://www.training.fema.gov/emiweb/edu/completeCourses.asp).

Federal Emergency Management Agency.  1987.  Guide for the Development of a State and Local Continuity of Government Capability.  (CPG 1-10).  Washington, D.C.:  Federal Emergency Management Agency.

_______.  1996.  Guide For All-Hazard Emergency Operations Planning.  Washington, D.C.:  Federal Emergency Management Agency.

_______.  2002.  Managing the Emergency Consequences of Terrorist Incidents.  Washington, D.C.:  Federal Emergency Management Agency.

Jenkins, Philip.  2003.  Image of Terror:  What We Can and Cannot Know about Terrorism.  New York:  Aldine deGruyter.

Kreps, Gary A. and Susan Lovegren Bosworth with Jennifer A. Mooney, Stephen T. Russell, and Kristen A. Myers. 1994. Organizing, Role Enactment, and Disaster: A Structural Theory. Newark, Delaware: University of Delaware Press.

Kreps, Gary A. and Thomas E. Drabek. 1996. “Disasters Are Non‑Routine Social Problems.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 14:129-153.

Lindell, Michael K. and Ronald W. Perry. 1992. Behavioral Foundations of Community Emergency Planning. Washington, D.C.: Hemisphere Publishing Company.

_______.  2004.  Communicating Environmental Risk in Multiethnic Communities.    Thousand Oaks, California:  Sage Publications.

Lindell, Michael K. and Carla S. Prater.  2000.  “Household Adoption of Seismic Hazard Adjustments:  A Comparison of Residents in Two States.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 18:317-338.

McEntire, David A.  2004.  “The Status of Emergency Management Theory:  Issues, Barriers, and Recommendations for Improved Scholarship.”  A paper presented at the annual Emergency Management Higher Education Conference, National Emergency Training Center, Emmitsburg, Maryland, June.

McLoughlin, David. 1985. “A Framework for Integrated Emergency Management.” Public  Administration Review 45:165‑172.

Mileti, Dennis S.  1999.  Disasters by Design:  A Reassessment of Natural Hazards in the United States.  Washington, D.C.:  Joseph Henry Press.

National Governors’ Association.  1978.  Emergency Preparedness Project:  Final Report.  Washington, D.C.:  National Governors’ Association.
Quarantelli, E.L.  1960.  “Images of Withdrawal Behavior in Disasters:  Some Basic Misconceptions.”  Social Problems 8:68-79.

_______.  1998.  What Is a Disaster?:  Perspectives on the Question.  London and New York:  Routledge.

Rottman, Steven J.  2000.  Individual and Community Disaster Education Course.  Emmitsburg, Maryland:  Emergency Management Institute, Federal Emergency Management Agency.

Sorensen, John H.  2001.  “Hazard Warning Systems:  Review of 20 Years of Progress.”  TsuInfo Alert 3:14-20.

Stallings, Robert A.  1995. Promoting Risk: Constructing the Earthquake Threat. Hawthorne, New York: Aldine de Gruyter.

[image: image1.png]Figure 5.1

Theoretical Model of Disaster Response Effectiveness

Strategies for Coordinating Disaster Responses

Theoretical Framework

EMONS Performance Assessments

r--9 Extra-Societal v ¥ Intra-Societal f---- 1
i Social Trends Social Trends '
' Federal :
: ' EM. !
! | 1=~> Policies |€— ]
' Extra-Societal ' Extra-Community '
: Disaster Events : Events 1
' _ ' v :
" ' State !
i ' > EM !
' Internationalization ' - Policies Professionalization |« --
> of Emergency < -~ —> of Emergency
Management NR Management <-- '
]
Local '
‘ EM. '
Within-State | e’ Policies \ State Social ;
Disaster Events Trends -
y :
]
Local :
Community ——>| EM. |[&——> Local EM. <----
Social Trends >|  Agency Director ~ pe=~- !
!
, v :
Community  |&— Routine :
Disaster Events | Managerial H
v .
B / Strategies '
> Pre-Disaster 1
>  E.M. Network '
:
v :
]
EMONS Structures '
4 non-linear activity sets, . i
Df:'oce;l - mutually inclusive, S Cc:or_dmall)tmg 1
psaster 4 multidimentional social time ¢ trategies During | <
Event Response
*Warning *Emergency
Response
*Evacuation  *Restoration
v





Source:  Drabek, Thomas E.  2003.  Strategies for Coordinating Disaster Responses.  Boulder, Colorado:  Institute of Behavioral Science, University of Colorado, p. 149.
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