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Emergency management as a field is young; so too is the theory supporting the field.  In fact, there are no textbooks on emergency management theory, but there limited books, papers and presentations that partially cover this topic, but not in any great depth.  The issues of methods and theory become critical, especially in doctoral programs.  While emergency management theory  is not strongly grounded in institutions of emergency management, it is maturing.
Setting the Stage for Emergency Management Theory
Emergency management programs should incorporate a heavy sociological orientation since emergency management is a feature of society and subject to all the sociological processes that  have been studying for decades.  Concepts are the building blocks of theories, and thousands of concepts exist that can be drawn on in the field of emergency management. In other words, emergency management does not need to develop all of its own concepts, since there are many applicable and valid ones available to us.  Examples of potentially applicable concepts include: role (norms), status, social organization, social class, ethnicity, power, culture and identity.  There is an extensive resource of theoretical work that can be incorporated into the process of developing emergency management theory.  Criminal justice, social work, chemistry, geology, and communications are a few disciplines that also offer applicable theory.
We must begin this process by establishing a theoretical framework, a set of ‘primitive factors’ to be considered to theoretically grasp any emergency management situation we want to study.  Emergency management activities and organizations are social entities because they are collaborative social structures.  These factors are not grand theory, but grounded theories of social interaction and organization.
Defining Emergency Management Theory
Throughout the short few days of this conference, emergency management theory has undergone several definitions, including:

1. Emergency management theory is the application of any abstract conceptual framework to the substantive issues and topics in the broadly defined field of emergency management
2. Emergency management theory is that body of conceptual material that attempts to classify, organize and explain the behavior of individuals, groups, organizations and larger entities to cope with emergencies, disasters and catastrophes


3. Emergency management theory is that body of conceptual material that attempts to classify, organize and explain the behavior of individuals, groups, organizations and larger entities to cope with events typically labeled as emergencies, disasters and catastrophes that disrupt or threaten the meeting of human survival needs

These varying definitions can cause us difficulty as we attempt to define what is included within the scope of emergency management theory.
Thinking Theoretically about Emergency Management

The following four tools may be useful to instructors who strive to integrate theory into curriculum: 

1. History: Refers to the fact that any analysis should consider what has taken place in the past as a resource in understanding an event.  The need for historical context may not always be clear, but it should be used.

2. Social Construction: The individual and group process of defining a situation.  Researchers typically ask participants open and close-ended questions to question theory.  Talk to participants about why they do what they do, what drives them, and so forth.  It is important that the definition being studied follow the thoughts of the participants and not the assumptions of the researcher.

3. Power: The ability of individuals, groups and organizations to get others to do what they want.  For example, one group may have access to more resources (money, media) so as to allow them to implement their plan over that of others.  Sensitivity to the variability of power can give increased understanding of why things are completed or not completed within the realm of emergency management.
4. Adaptation: In the anthropological sense, culture (material and non-materials aspects) is a human adaptation to the environment.  Since it’s an abstract concept, it can encompass virtually everything in society (i.e. concepts of mitigation, preparedness, response, recovery).  This may also encompass vulnerability.
Beginning the Emergency Management Theory Conversation
When we perform emergency management functions, we make predictions.  Predictions are inherently cause-effect statements.   Theory, as well, is inherently a series of cause-effect statements.  Therefore, good theories should help us make good predictions.  Consider the newly-released principles of emergency management as variables.  We can place a scale to the left of each of the eight principles to remind us that each varies.  This sets a stage to go from normative theory to substantive theory; we have eight dependent variables by discovering what the independent variables are for each.

1. Operationalization: Existing disciplines have many concepts and theories that are broad enough they can be applied to emergency management disciplines (public health, emergency management, law enforcement, etc.).  We measure concepts and operationalize them within the context of emergency management.   For example, “what does collaboration mean in emergency management?”  When we operationalize such concepts, we have developed unique emergency management theories

2. Linkages and Models: It may be that emergency management brings together unique aspects of “people being people”.  At this time, this is a theoretical possibility only since there is no evidence yet to support it. 
3. Specifications: We must be continually on the outlook for exceptions between the relationships between two variables.  For example, when people are being people, the presence of other people around you can affect your performance (facilitation = faster; inhibition = slower).  Can extreme stress in a disaster setting affect how we normally work?  There do appear to be parameters within the field of emergency management that cause unique patterns

4. New Variables of Human Behavior: These can be factors that we have yet to discover

Summary
Theory work is a critical enterprise for all academic fields, but is especially important for new, emerging fields.  We should not be concerned with what the theory is called or where it comes from.  We need to consolidate the body that is being used as theories so it can be taught in an efficient and manageable way.

As students, educators, and practitioners, we should test concepts, hypotheses and theories and encourage grounded theorizing.  

