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The Relationship Between Theory and Emergency Management

The discipline of emergency management studies how humans interact, create, and cope with hazards, risks and events.  A number of emergency management academics have called for theory that is related to emergency management. However, standards for the development of a new theory of emergency management have not yet been set.  Thus far, the body of theory within this discipline is unrecognized, underutilized, and underdeveloped.  Theory in emergency management looks back at multidisciplinary work as well as interdisciplinary work but it does not get integrated back into the discipline.  As a result, research findings do not inform the discipline.    One step that could be taken to better improve emergency management theory includes increasing the dialogue on this topic.  Theoretical dialogue has been present at conferences.  However, it needs to be more so in classrooms, through e mail, or through other methods.  Theory must also be synthesized across disciplines.  In addition, we must build on previous work that has been conducted in research as well as incorporate theory into new graduate programs that are being created.  

The Institutionalization of Disaster Management Programs and the Need for Theory
Disaster management has been demonstrated as being an institutionalized field of study.  As a result, there is an urgent need for theoretical development.  In the emergency management fields there is large, deep body of knowledge that has grown exponentially since World War II both within the university and the profession.  There is also an increased student interest in the discipline as well as more textbooks that have been created on the subject.  There are administrative questions that arise within the disaster management program such as which department this program should be placed in as well as whether it should be considered theoretical or research based.  The difference between a school and a department is the fact that a school is technically grounded whereas a department is theoretically grounded.  Based on this definition, emergency management would be considered to be a school.  However, in academia, a department has higher standards because it is grounded in theory and knowledge.  In order to establish yourself as a body of knowledge you must have theory.  Theory is needed in order to improve the profession and practice of disaster management as well as draw upon abstract notions and provide professional guidance to develop new circumstances.  We need to ground our course of study in disasters in theory as well as build upon general theory.  If you cannot ground your proposal in science and good theory, it may not get funded.  

The Background of Organizational Theory
Organizational theory provides one of the important components of emergency management.  A shortcoming of organizational theory is that it does not deal enough with the specific setting of the United States.  The United States is a system of shared and overlapping powers and we produce people to go out and try to be managers without an understanding of this context.  Many frustrations within emergency management have to do with the fact that individuals do not understand that it is a shared power system.  In order to teach this lesson, public administration as well as organizational theory is a good place that emergency management should draw from.  

Towards a Theory of Vulnerability: Understanding and Addressing Liabilities and Capacities
A question was brought up asking are disasters socially constructed. The following are a list of theoretical perspectives and critiques of each: 

· Natural Hazards Perspective:  A critique of this perspective is that it ignores the social dimensions of disasters.  

· The Civil Defense Perspective: was a top down approach and did not fully understand or appreciate how people would behave.  

· Comprehensive Emergency Management: looks at all phases of emergency management and all actors involved.  This was a concept ahead of its time as it was comprehensive in theory but never implemented in practice.  

· The concept of resistance: focused on mitigation but did not understand social dimensions

· The concept of resilience: some define resilience in terms of preventing disasters.  Others argue that it is more reactive and able to bounce back.  A critique is that it is too reactive and does not address what we are experiencing now and in the future.

· Homeland Security: focuses on terrorism.  A drawback is that it completely ignores the emergency management literature

Many of these definitions focus on proneness and this is termed as a liability.  Many of the definitions deal with ability, capability, and capacity.  Vulnerability can be reduced by addressing risk, addressing susceptibilities, and addressing resistance.  Further possibilities include studying vulnerability in different disaster contexts, developing models more fully with variables, and identifying the complex relationships among all of the factors that lead to vulnerability.  
