The Human Side of Disaster by Thomas E. Drabek

The Human Side of Disaster is an excellent teaching tool to introduce students and emergency management personnel to the social science of disaster research.  It approaches the social science from an environmental, experiential and human response standpoint that begins with concrete examples and challenges the students’ pre-conceptions about human response to disaster.
The book focuses on “What has been learned about human responses to disaster?” In eleven well organized chapters it surveys the record, the social science and the lessons learned. It does this in a very readable and understandable format without becoming lost in statistical abstractions. It emphasizes the elements of commonality to human responses to disasters and uses these findings to identify “insights” for the students based upon the research.
The book clearly identifies the problem of increasing danger from new technologies, population movement, climate change and the intersection of these factors. It examines the many faces of disaster and defines the term “disaster” clearly and by example. The book emphasizes that in order to plan for disaster, whether natural or manmade, the emergency manger needs to rely on the empirical and comparative study of disaster to understand disaster behavior and plan for it. The single aim of the book – “to better understand the nature of human behavior” in disasters – is approached by analyzing the methodology employed by social scientists in understanding human behavior. Objectivity, typicality, patterned variability, and generalization are explained and their limitations discussed. Dr. Drabek emphasizes that the generalizations in the book are limited as they are guidelines and that students should not lose a questing mind.   
Using the book requires an open mind for both the instructor and the student. Much of the material is counterintuitive or iconoclastic in breaking down the myths of disaster. I organized the class into groups with leaders, recorder and members. At the start of each class I presented lecture points by power point presentations and then supplemented the textual material with writings, articles and research done by the many experts cited by Dr. Drabek.  I then engaged the class in a discussion regarding the material in the text and the supplemental readings.   Problems were then presented to the groups for analysis and discussion. After giving the groups an opportunity to “solve” the problem, each group presented its conclusions to the class. All of this was built around the “Insights” featured in the text.   
Each group was given a 3-ring binder to keep the supplemental readings and problems in and to use as a reference work for further discussions.
The book challenges student preconceptions about human behavior. One tool I used was a survey taken at the first class about public response to disaster. This survey served a springboard throughout the course to come back to discussions about beliefs and research and to emphasize the “Insights” and why they were important for emergency management planning. This survey can be found in Dr. Drabek’s emergency management course on the human response to disaster online. Each chapter was covered in this way.
The final exercise involved each group “teaching” the last chapter.
The demographics of the student populations are important in understanding how the information in the text will be received and in designing methods to present the “Insights.” In my case, the student population was strongly weighted toward serving law enforcement officers, veterans and students preparing for careers in law enforcement. In fact I had many veterans of the Katrina disaster relief, so it was essential to not only overcome biases unsupported by the research but to break down individual experiences for the students        in a way that allowed them to see beyond press misinformation and anecdotal stories of human response to disaster.
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