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RESPONSES TO AND REVISIONS OF 

THE HUMAN SIDE OF DISASTER 
ABSTRACT

This paper has two themes.  First, responses to the first edition of The Human Side of Disasters (2010) are summarized.  Responses discussed include student and professor evaluations, formal journal reviews, emergency management conferences, and other types of experiences.  Second, key revisions are described that reflect the second edition of this book (2013).   Among the revisions described are the following:  1) two new original short stories which have been added to the introductory chapter titled “Experiences”; the main character in each is an emergency manager, an African-American male and a Hispanic female; 2) numerous new disaster events have been incorporated throughout the text starting with the earthquake in Haiti (2010), and ending with Hurricane Sandy (2012); and 3) the former concluding chapter has been expanded into two new chapters titled:  “What Must Be Done?” and “Community Change Agents.”  Herein a greatly expanded and much more strategic vision of emergency management is proposed for the profession.

RESPONSES TO AND REVISIONS OF
THE HUMAN SIDE OF DISASTER

I want to introduce you to Maria Gonzalez and Curtis Mathews.  Both are fictional characters—both skilled emergency managers—whose experiences with disaster comprise two new short stories included in the Second Edition of The Human Side of Disaster (Drabek 2013).  As a Hispanic female and an African-American male, each brings unique perspectives to their profession and each share a much more expanded and strategic vision for it.  In addition, I want to highlight some of the many other expansions especially discussions of recent disaster events and extensions into orientations that I believe will serve the profession well, i.e., conceptualizing disasters as nonroutine social problems and adopting a community change agent perspective.


But before we explore these revisions, I want to describe some of the responses to the first edition of The Human Side of Disaster.  

Responses

Three types of responses will be summarized.  These are:  1) student and professor reactions; 2) formal journal reviews; and 3) conference experiences and discussions with emergency managers.


Student and professor reactions.  In June, 2010, four experienced emergency management educators joined me in a break-out session at the 13th Annual Emergency Management Higher Education Conference (see Drabek 2010a).  Each had used, or in one case was about to use, The Human Side of Disaster (Drabek 2010b) as one of the texts in their course.  Both their presentations and the reporter’s excellent summaries of audience questions and discussion are available in the proceedings from that conference.  Later, a revision of my introductory paper was published formally (Drabek 2011).  I especially appreciated Kay Goss’s description of how she integrated my text into the instructor guide I prepared previously, i.e., Social Dimensions of Disaster (Drabek 2004).  Rob Schwartz provided empirical evaluations of student assessments from his course, i.e., “Disaster Victims:  Casualties and Recoveries.”  Apparently, when coupled with Amanda Ripley’s book (2008), student understanding was enhanced significantly.  Similarly, David Madden explained his success with this text in his course at Northeastern State University in Oklahoma.  Indeed, Dave concluded that the text not only encouraged students to ask “Why?”, but in the tradition of Bobby Kennedy and others, to ask “Why Not?”  It is exactly this type of challenging that newcomers to the profession should confront.

Finally, Dave Neal described his upcoming graduate course that would finish a few weeks after the conference (i.e., “Introduction to Disasters and Hazards”).  I was most appreciative of Dave’s follow-up e-mail wherein he described this experience.  “They especially commented how they liked the first chapter—and also throughout the book your ‘down to earth’ writing style.  So from my perspective, the book served the exact purpose I had hoped it would.”  Could any author hope for more?


So it was with much anticipation that I re-entered the classroom at the University of Denver for the third time since my official retirement in 2004.  This was for the spring term in 2011.  And as I had discovered in prior years when I used draft chapters of the book later to be published (i.e., Spring 2007 and 2008), this resource helped accomplish my objectives in “Community Response to Natural Disasters.”  This time, however, in part because of “the second book” as one student labeled the “Notes” section upon discovering it, the class response was even better as measured by formal student evaluations, quality of class discussions, and examination results.

Formal journal reviews.  There may be others but let me highlight a few comments from four published reviews.  First, almost immediately after the book became available in September, 2009, Carla S. Prater published a lengthy review in the International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters (November 2009).  In addition to short and accurate summaries of each of the chapters, Carla included two points that were most satisfying to read.

1. “Drabek does not shy away from pointing out the links between social problems and disaster impacts, broadly known as vulnerability.  He demonstrates over and over again that there is a ‘patterned variability’ in disaster impacts, and provides examples of strategies that can successfully address such problems in a variety of jurisdictions, such as understanding cultural differences between responding agencies and segments of the community.” (p. 302).
2. “Drabek’s main contribution may be in convincing local government executives that emergency management is a critical function for their jurisdictional government, and local emergency managers that working with the executives and other parts of the local government is worth the trouble because of the long-term benefits such a strategy provides.” (p. 303).
During the summer, Erich Conrad (2010) provided a psychiatrist’s take on the book and emphasized themes like the “organized disorganization” that characterizes many multiagency disaster responses, typical evacuation patterns, and the important role of the emergent “therapeutic community” that emergency managers should strive to nurture.  I particularly liked these two penetrating thoughts.

1. “Drabek dispels the common ill-founded fears of mass chaos and looting, noting that these misconceptions are driven by rumor and sensational media coverage.  He also cautions against over-pathologizing normal responses and guilt after a traumatic event.” (p. 360).

2. “Although not the usual psychiatric textbook, The Human Side of Disaster nicely complements the knowledge-base of a consultation psychiatrist with an interest in disaster-preparedness and recovery—a situation in which any psychiatrist might be immersed one day, regardless of location or practice.” (p. 361).

Anne Eyre’s (2010) review appeared next and provided an exceptional summary with some contrasts to the UK experience.  These two cuttings give a flavor of her excellent analysis.

1. “Drabek challenges the attitude of those emergency managers who adopt authoritarian, top-down, non-participatory management styles. . . . Indeed in the UK recently, for example, there has been a drive within emergency planning to foster approaches much more based on the principles of community resilience and more active engagement than in the past.” (p. 822).
2. “There is a strong sense in the book that individuals and communities can rise to this challenge.  Drabek looks for the good in people and life occurrences and feels his research overall bears out that most people, most of the time, are really pretty good.” (p. 823).

Finally, in 2012, a lengthy review by Marlis Glenda Anne Bruyere appeared in the Social Science Journal.  Marlis provided many kind words including her last sentence which characterized her review, i.e., “It is a great read that is hard to put down.” (p. 118).  Elsewhere in her review, I was pleased to see that she stressed such points as these.

1. “Each chapter has an insights section at the end, which provided an excellent summary of the main concepts in the chapter.” (p. 117).

2. “One of the main strengths of the book is the easy flow and readability of the text.  The personal experiences and informal writing style allow the reader to be immersed in the book.” (p. 117).

3. “I would recommend the book as curriculum support in universities, but it should also sit in every city office and form the basis of good disaster planning.” (p. 117).

Conference experiences.  In an effort to take Marlis’s last point seriously, I attended several conferences wherein I introduced the key themes of this book (for elaboration, see Drabek 2012).  Most significant among these were the following.  In November, 2009 I made a presentation at a plenary session at the annual meeting of the International Emergency Managers Association (IAEM) in Orlando, Florida.  I enjoyed meeting numerous emergency managers who requested a signed copy.  A few weeks later I was hosted by Ron Kuban who arranged an address at the Canadian Risk and Hazards Network in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.  This was followed by presentations to the Utah Emergency Management Association (Salt Lake City, January 2010); the Regional Interagency Steering Committee, FEMA Region VIII (Denver, March 2010) and; the Western Colorado Regional Conference of Emergency Managers (Montrose, CO, September 2010); the Tourism Crisis Management Leadership Workshop (University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida, October 2010); and both the Indiana and Michigan State Emergency Management Conferences (October 2011).  Representatives from American Military University invited me to participate in one of their web-based seminars (i.e., “Masters of Disaster Series”) which occurred in February, 2010.  In the Fall, I conducted another web-based program which was arranged by Avagene Moore,  President of the Emergency Management Forum (August 2010).

As I pushed my thinking on the implications of accepting an orientation wherein disasters are conceptualized as nonroutine social problems, I drafted three papers that gave clarity to the revisions I have made in the second edition.  These were presented at the annual meetings of the Western Social Science Association (i.e., 2010, Reno, NV; 2011, Salt Lake City, UT; and 2012, Houston, TX).

At all of these encounters I was appreciative of the many suggestions people offered that helped me question items I had written or spoken.  During the revision process many of their cautions returned as flashbacks at various times as I tried to clarify my thoughts and incorporate new examples.  With these topics as backdrop, let me explain what is new in the second edition.

REVISIONS
The second edition of The Human Side of Disaster (2013) reflects the elements that made the first rather successful, e.g., personal and informal style, detailed documentation of the research summarized in the “Notes” section to aid readability and breadth of coverage of topics ranging from warning and evacuation, to response and recovery and strategies for implementing successful emergency management programs.  Two major shortcomings were that most of the research summarized was based on USA events and mitigation issues were discussed minimally.  The second shortcoming has been addressed now, but the comparative database reaching across societies is most complex and really must be the focus of another book.  Having said this, I’ll use three themes to answer the question:  “What is new?”:  1) two new stories; 2) recent disasters; and 3) expanded policy analysis.

 Two new stories.  This brings us back to my opening sentences regarding Maria Gonzalez and Curtis Mathews.  As I mentioned both are fictional characters I created to make certain points that are referred to throughout the text.  Their stories have been added to the four others that appeared in the first edition.  Without going into too much detail, let me describe each.

“The Regulation” refers to a change that was implemented in Wichita, Kansas, prior to tornado destruction in 1999.  Curtis Mathews is dealing with the 1999 event and has backflashes to his predecessor who was successful in the implementation of “tie-down” requirements for mobile homes.  As he reflects on comments he heard from community members—media personnel, business executives, and the like—Curtis reveals how Dean Otter, his predecessor, used the strategy of regulation to reduce community vulnerability.  But as Curtis comments, regulation is no panacea.  As community change agents, local emergency managers must be attuned to the limits of government as they are perceived by community members.  This does not mean, however, that they limit their efforts to accepting what is, but rather are asking always, “Why not?”  And when a proposed regulation is perceived as being overreaching, they must help others see why this is so.  All the while, of course, they are matching the risk reduction strategies they believe necessary to reduce vulnerability with the political realities of what is possible at any given moment.  In the words of one business leader that Curtis met during his first weeks on the job:  “So Dean helped them see some problems.  Sometimes regulation was the answer, but other times he would say no.  He really understood that the role of government isn't a black or white matter.  It’s complicated.”  (Drabek 2013, p. 21).
Maria Gonzalez, my second fictional creation, emerges in a story titled “The Exercise”.  It reflects her success at bringing executives from her community—Galveston, Texas—to Emmitsburg, Maryland where they participated in a hurricane evacuation exercise.  This exercise was conducted by staff of the Emergency Management Institute, a unit within the FEMA’s National Emergency Training Center.  Today she has gone private and travels the country trying to encourage tourist business managers to implement improved disaster preparedness programs.  Her story unfolds as she drives from her home base in Albuquerque where she also serves as an adjunct professor.  She is enroute to El Paso to meet up with an old friend who specialized in “borderland studies” at the University of North Texas where Maria completed her degree in emergency management.  As she sails down I-25 to pick up Theresa Romero for a day of shopping in Juarez, Mexico, she reminisces about the exercise at Emmitsburg, the role it played when Hurricane Gilbert (1988) approached, and how her career has evolved.  “One foot in the private sector and the other in academia—what two different worlds!”    (Drabek 2013, p. 26). 
And so we learn of her developing understanding of the concept of “crossfire” and its importance in emergency management.  Always there are those who disagree, those who will resist any type of proposed change.  But emergency managers must lead!  The profession requires that they adopt a new vision—one of being community change agents.

New disasters.  About four months after I received the first copy of The Human Side of Disaster, “breaking news” hit the TV in our mountain cabin where we had retreated for some post-holiday season rest.  My wife, Ruth, asked”  “What do we have in the book about Haiti?”  When I inquired why she was asking, she said I had better look at the scenes on TV.  The devastating earthquake (January 12, 2010) left this nation with impacts that defy description.  Widespread poverty, reflecting routine government failures and extreme class divisions, don’t just illustrate the concept of vulnerability, they provide one of the worst places on the planet for an earthquake to occur.  When I looked in the index I was reminded of the 2008 hurricane season, which as noted on p. 209, brought much destruction to Haiti.  In the same paragraph, the Indian Ocean tsunami (December 26, 2004) also is mentioned.  But the index compilers linked Haiti to an earthquake—could they have had a premonition, or was it just an honest mistake?  And recall how misery was added to misery when Hurricane Tomas hit the recovering Haitians just seven months later (November 2010).

But Haiti’s plight was just one of dozens of events that occurred in the next 33 months or so that created a lot of pain for a lot of people.  I maintained a news clipping file to aid in my preparation of the second edition.  Without trying to be inclusive, recall for a second, such events as the killer tornadoes that hit Tuscaloosa, Alabama (April 27, 2011) and Joplin, Missouri (May 22, 2011).  Other places too were hit during the year, but April, 2012 brought outbreaks that exceeded over one hundred, first in the Dallas, Texas area (April 3, 2012) and then in the mid-west (April 14-15, 2012).

Of course, Tropical Storm Lee (September, 2011) taught us to never again underestimate what havoc could occur with a storm that never reached hurricane strength.  But then we have to recall that Hurricane Irene had visited many of the same areas just a week earlier.  These seemed tame, however, to the “cat 5” that raced over North Queensland.  Cyclone Yasi (February, 2011) was the largest tropical storm to ever hit Australia.  And we breathed a bit easier—until Sandy.  “Superstorm Sandy” made landfall just south of Atlantic City, New Jersey on October 29, 2012.  Damages including the New York city area that experienced massive infra-structure flooding, pushed this event next to Katrina in our history books.

Flooding events continued to kill those defined as vulnerable in numerous places during 2011.  Recall hearing of the extensive flooding in Bangkok, Thailand (November, 2011) wherein at least 600 perished?  And in areas south of Manila at least 450 Philipinos died after Tropical Storm Washi dumped torrents of rain that generated flash floods (December, 2011).

Earthquakes occurred in many areas besides Haiti during the time of my revision process.  New Zealand, for example, was hit hard on September 4,  2010.  And aftershocks continued in the following weeks.  But in February, 2011, a 6.3 aftershock left 181 dead as weakened structures collapsed.  These continued, over 7,000 of them, on into our summer of that year as damages continued to escalate.  In early March, 2012, we learned that one of the nation’s most distinctive landmarks—the Christchurch Cathedral—would have to be demolished.  While it may cost nearly  $15 million, at least our earthquake damaged landmark—the Washington Monument—can be repaired (August 24, 2011, 5.8 earthquake).

Previously I highlighted various trend lines and predictions of climate change  that coupled with various technologies to establish “potentials for catastrophe.”  We got a couple of glimpses of our future.  On March 11, 2011, an 8.9 earthquake occurred off Japan’s northeastern coast.  It generated a massive tsunami that killed 19,000 people and send a wave of debris into the ocean that has now reached portions of our western shore lines.  The consequences for the waters and creatures living therein will require decades of research to ascertain.  So too will the consequences that will derive from the damages that occurred at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant.
While we are told in the ad campaign financed by British Petroleum (BP) that the waters are safe and the beaches are again clean, the full scope of the worst oil spill in our history has yet to be documented.  The Deepwater Horizon (April 20, 2010) explosion left 11 crew dead and several others injured.  But the environmental and tourism economic impacts went far beyond these losses.  And as such, they like the earthquake in Japan, underscored my earlier message, “the danger around you is increasing.”

Finally, conflict disasters, including wars around the globe, continued to result in death and pain for millions.  Obviously, like the other faces of disaster I just illustrated, it was not my goal to provide a complete inventory.  But for the examples selected, I was most appreciative of the help provided by Wayne Blanchard whose impact estimates were incorporated into my discussions.  By the way, in case you missed it, Wayne’s data base is illustrated nicely in his recent article focused on Hurricane Sandy (Blanchard 2012).

The CRC presses were moving before the rampage that occurred in Newtown, Connecticut.  It is still hard for me to believe that those 26 lives—20 children and six adults—were snuffed out so suddenly.  But so many other incidents occurred during the revision process, I found myself at times reaching my emotional limits.  For example, January 8, 2011.  That’s when Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords was shot in the head during a “meet-and-greet” opportunity outside a supermarket.  Within seconds after hitting Gabby, the shooter killed six and injured 13 others who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Or maybe, just maybe, it was not them but the shooter who was in the wrong place.  I was very moved by the book that the Congresswoman,  her husband, Mark Kelly and the late Jeff Laslow (2011) wrote wherein they described her recovery process.  And after Newtown, it appears that this process will take Gabby and Mark  down many heretofore unexplored paths.  For as Gabby put it during a 2009 commencement speech at her alma mater, Scripps College, words to the effect that:  “. . . the life we live isn’t always the life we plan.” (p. 80).  Their work, along with my readings of testimonials given by survivors of the theater massacre that occurred a few miles from our Denver home (Aurora, Colorado, July 2012), led me to add a short section to the recovery chapter titled “Seeking Closure”.  Four other mass shooting incidents, like dozens of other recent floods, tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, wildfires, and volcanoes, are included in the second edition.  There really has been a lot of pain for a lot of people during these past few months.
Expanded policy analysis.  In the first edition, I introduced the idea that disasters may be conceptualized as “nonroutine social problems.”  This discussion set the directions for the last chapter titled “What Must Be Done?”  Therein I consciously crossed the line from summarizing what had been learned about human response and outlined a vision for the future.  Changing, so to speak, from a description of what is, to a portrait of what can be.  Or at least what in my view, after years of doing this type of research, the nation needs, from the emerging profession of emergency management.

So in the second edition, I rewrote portions of that chapter and expanded the discussion into two new units.  First, I describe what has been learned about risk perception and the implications of that knowledge for emergency managers.  Then I discuss why we must encourage policies whereby we reduce community vulnerabilities.  One of these strategies incorporates mechanisms whereby we seek to spread the risk.  Indeed, I really go out on a limb and propose that emergency managers resurrect a research agenda wherein alternative models of all-hazard insurance might become a reality.  “Creating a culture of preparedness” provides the context for the last section of this chapter wherein I propose that it is useful to think of disasters as nonroutine social problems.
These considerations lead directly into the last chapter, titled, “Community Change Agents.”  Prior research studies on civil defense directors and more recently, emergency managers, are summarized.  Then I discuss the evolution of professionalism within the emergency management community.  These analyses provide the backdrop for a totally new section titled, “an expanded vision.”  While hinted at in the first edition, I decided to push my thinking and spell out the specific implications that flow from my social problems perspective for emergency management.  The core idea is that those who wish to be effective must come to understand the concept of “cross-fire,” deal with it both intellectually, and emotionally , and emerge with a self-image of being a community change agent.
With this vision statement as a goal-setting agenda, I conclude the chapter with the discussions that hallmarked the first edition, i.e., “Strategies for Maintaining Organizational Integrity” and “Disaster Response Coordination Strategies.”  These insights were derived from my prior research efforts to codify a type of “hidden curriculum” that I witnessed within the actions and successes of dozens of emergency managers working within both small and large communities throughout the USA.  I reread the “concluding principles” section that appeared in the first edition and decided they should stand as stated.

Finally, I want to publically thank Dr. B. Wayne Blanchard for preparing the “Foreword” for the second edition.  We retained Bill Anderson’s statement from the first edition since it set the tone from the vantage point of research.  Wayne described our work within the FEMA Higher Education Project and thereby gives fresh context for the book.  In conclusion, I call your attention to his words:  “I firmly believe that all students enrolled in emergency management programs, like those already practicing this profession, would benefit greatly from careful study of Dr. Drabek’s most recent contribution to our field.” (Blanchard, 2013, pp. xviii-xix).
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