Session No. 9

Course Title: Disaster Response Operations and Management

Session Title: The Professional Approach to Disaster Management

Time: 50 minutes

Objectives: 

9.1
Introduce professional approach to disaster, including its assumptions and conclusions.

9.2
Underscore the strengths and weaknesses of the professional model.

9.3.
Compare and contrast the traditional and professional models.

Scope:

During this session the professor follows up on the last session’s discussion of the traditional disaster response approach with the professional model which is accepted as today’s preferred method of dealing with disasters.  The assumptions, conclusions, strengths and weaknesses of this model are identified.  The session concludes with a comparison of the traditional and professional models of disaster response.

Session Requirements:

1. Instructor Reading:


Mileti, Dennis S.  1989.  “Catastrophe Planning and the Grass Roots: A Lesson to the U.S.A. From the U.S.S.R.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters.  Vol. 7 (1): 57-67.


Quarantelli, E. L.  1996.  “Emergent Behaviors and Groups in the Crisis Time of Disasters.”  Pp. 47-68 in Individuality and Social Control: Essays in Honor of Tomatsu Shibutani.  Edited by Kian M. Kwan.  JAI Press: Greenwich, Connecticut.


Quarantelli, E. L.  1984.  “Organizational Behavior in Disasters and Implications for Disaster Planning.”  Monograph Series Vol. 1 (2).  National Emergency Training Center: Emmitsburg, Maryland.


Turner, Barry A.  1994.  “Flexibility and Improvisation in Emergency Response.”  Disaster Management.  Vol. 6 (2): 84-89.


Waugh, William W.  1993.  “Coordination or Control: Organizational Design and the Emergency Management Function.”  Disaster Prevention and Management.  Vol. 2 (4): 17-31.

2. Student Readings:


Dynes, Russell R.  1994.  “Community Emergency Planning: False Assumptions and Inappropriate Analogies.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters.  Vol. 12 (2): 141-158.

3. Overhead Transparencies:

Professional Model: Assumptions and Conclusions

Professional: Strengths and Weaknesses

Comparing the Traditional and Professional Models

Remarks:

1.
The professor may want to briefly review the lecture in the previous session to make sure students understand the traditional model before starting a new discussion on the professional model.  Questions and comments about the traditional model should be encouraged to assess the level of comprehension before continuing on with this session.

2.
It may be necessary to not only read the instructor reading in this session but review those from the previous session as well.  This will enable the professor to better compare and contrast the similarities and differences among the two approaches.

3.
After covering the professional model, the professor may desire to reinforce the material with a student project.  Students can be divided up into groups to discuss how one approach is better than the other.  One group of students should be assigned the traditional while another is assigned the professional model.  A third group may be given the assignment to discuss why integration of the two models would be beneficial.  A final group may be asked to discuss why an integration of the two models is detrimental or not possible.  Once the students have had ample time to discuss these issues, group leaders can be asked to present the findings about their topic to the other students.  The professor will need to moderate the presentations and conclude with summary observations.

4.
The professor may want to state at the conclusion of the session that our understanding of these alternative theoretical models will serve as the base from which the class may now explore specific functions in disaster response operations and management.

Objective 9.1
Requirements:

Present the following information as a lecture.

A.
The professional approach to disaster is a more inclusive and flexible alternative to the traditional response model.  It acknowledges that disasters pose severe challenges to communities.  However, this does not necessarily mean that society ceases to function in times of catastrophe.  It recognizes that many different participants from the public, private and non-profit sectors will be involved in disasters, which provide either positive or negative results (depending on what they do and how they are managed).  It also asserts that creativity and improvisation may be required as bureaucratic procedures may be too rigid to deal with disaster.  This model is commonly referred to as the problem solving, networking, or emergent norms perspective.

B.
The appearance of the professional approach to disaster is owing to several factors:

1.  We have a much better understanding of the impact of disaster today in comparison to the past.  Over the past several decades, studies have consistently revealed that accidents, emergencies and crises often pose unique challenges to first responders such as police officers, fire fighters and emergency medical technicians.  Additional studies indicate that disasters and catastrophes are even more problematic as they create unique and major demands on local communities and even nations (see Auf der Heide 1989; Kreps and Drabek 1996).  We therefore have a much better understanding of calamitous situations and the multiple functions that are required for an effective response.

2.  Scholars have thoroughly examined human and organizational behavior in disasters.  These studies reveal that individuals and groups converge to the scene to assist the victims of disaster.  People overwhelmingly care for themselves and others (see session 6).  The lessons from this research has started to influence the planning and response activities of emergency managers (Quarantelli 1984; Quarantelli 1996).

3.  There is ample and increasing evidence that multiple organizations will respond to any given disaster.  In addition to volunteer groups, responders may include departments and agencies from all levels of government as well as nearby or distant jurisdictions (Drabek 1985).  Others from the private and non-profit sectors are also expected to show up and participate when disaster strikes (McEntire, Weber and Robinson, forthcoming).

4.  There is a growing realization that an organization’s response in disasters is interdependent with and upon the responses of others.  What one agency does or does not do, may negatively or positively affect that ability of another to perform its functions.  For instance, emergency medical technicians may not be able to transport the injured to hospitals if the public works or department of transportation has not cleared the roads of disaster debris.  Another example is the involvement of utility companies to establish or restore specific emergency phone lines to help emergency managers communicate after a hurricane.  It consequently appears that no single entity can respond to disasters alone or without the assistance of others (McEntire, forthcoming)

5.  Finally, it is now well-known that emergency procedures cannot address all types of disaster contingencies (Quarantelli 1984).  While plans serve valuable purposes as guidelines, they will not be applicable to every disaster situation.  Along these lines, laws and regulations may at times slow down response, making operations ineffective and/or inefficient.

C.
Like the traditional approach to disasters, the professional model is based on numerous assumptions.  Some of these suppositions include:

1.  Disasters pose serious challenges to society, but individuals, groups and organizations will – more than likely – meet the demands (Quarantelli 1996).

2.  Because of the unique nature of disaster (Kreps and Drabek 1996), no single individual, group or organization can respond alone.  There are simply too many functions that have to be performed when a disaster occurs.

3.  Emergence in disasters is not an aberration from normal life (Wenger 1992, pp. 10-12).  Activities in disasters often mirror daily relationships (Aguirre et. al. 1995).  

4.  Emergence cannot be prevented (Neal and Phillips 1995, p. 334).  People may respond to disasters whether they are invited to or not.

5.  Emergence fills a void (Neal and Phillips 1995, p. 330).  If no one is responding to the disaster, someone eventually will.

6.  The public is a resource which can often solve their own problems (Mileti 1989, p. 66).  They are not necessarily the problem (Wenger 1992, pp. 10-12), although their involvement may create challenges for emergency managers (e.g. coordination of volunteers).

7.  Disasters exhibit and exploit the weaknesses of standard operating procedures and foster emergent norms (Neal and Phillips 1995, p. 329).  No emergency plan can account for all types of disaster issues; creativity may be needed when laws and regulations prove incomplete or cumbersome.

8.  The professional model therefore assumes that disasters require the involvement of multiple organizations and flexibility in reponse.

D.
There are at least three major conclusions associated with the professional approach to disaster response operations.

1.  Emergency managers must expect that society will continue to function in spite of major disasters (Dynes 1994).  Such leaders must be ready to deal with many actors involved in disaster response.

2.  Hierarchical and top-down relations among all responding entities are impossible when multiple organizations respond to disasters (Dynes 1994; Neal and Phillips 1995).  A better approach is to stress horizontal relationships among the myriad of responding organizations.

3.  Flexibility will be required in disaster situations (Dynes 1994; Neal and Phillips 1995).  Departures from emergency operations plans are to be expected and will often prove beneficial.

4.  Thus, the professional model stresses the involvement and integration of multiple actors, as well as improvisation in response operations.

Objective 9.2

Requirements:

Underscore the strengths and weaknesses of the professional model.

A.
The professional approach to disaster response operations and management has both strengths and weaknesses.  The advantage of the model is that it recognizes the contributions of multiple actors in disaster situations, it encourages the harmonization of activity among all responders, and it allows for improvisation and creativity.  The disadvantage of the model is that it fails to recognize that some actors play a more central role in disasters than others, that leadership is imperative if resources are to be acquired and demands are met, and that rules and guidelines are necessary for the safety of emergency workers and benefit of disaster victims.

B.
The strengths of the professional model include the following (show overhead transparency):

1.  It recognizes that many actors are involved in disaster response operations and that these individuals, groups and organizations may facilitate an effective response.  For instance, if the fire department is nowhere to be seen in a particular neighborhood after the city is struck by a tornado (due to blocked roads or excessive demand elsewhere), citizens will begin search and rescue operations or provide basic first aid until help arrives.  In other cases, businesses may help to clear roads while non-profit organizations shelter those who have lost their homes or apartments.

2.  Because so many people and agencies are involved in a disaster, the professional approach underscores the need to integrate activities.  As an example, it is advisable that police, fire, and EMS officials collaborate with public information officers, the media, Red Cross representatives and others (e.g. airline officials and crisis counselors) at the scene of a major plane crash that kills hundreds of victims.  This would help seal off the area, fight the fire, search for the wounded, identify the dead and consol relatives.

3.  The approach allows for flexibility in response.  Because every disaster is different, standard operating procedures will be incomplete, ineffective or inefficient.  An example of this is trying to evacuate a hotel when the phone lines are not working.  In normal situations, it would be possible and advisable to call each room, explain the situation and ask the guests to leave the building immediately.  However, if the power is out or the phone lines have been rendered useless due to fire, it will be necessary to send individuals to the rooms on each floor.  If guests are from foreign countries, additional measures will have to be taken to communicate in their language.  The professional model advocates resolving the situation even if it means departing from the emergency operations plan.

C.
The professional model is not without its weaknesses.  Three of them are particularly noteworthy:

1.  By stressing the involvement of other actors, the professional approach reduces the importance of the government in disasters.  This is problematic in that the government has access to wide variety of human and material resources that are needed in times of crisis.  No other entity is more capable of fulfilling the diverse set of needs made evident by disaster.

2.  It fails to recognize the need for leadership in disaster situations.  Someone or some agency will be needed to mobilize resources within or across organizations.  Demands are met by making decisions and encouraging others to participate in the decision that is made.

3.  The professional model overlooks importance of following strategies that have been developed in the past and tested over time.  There may not be a need to change public information operations if the methods to be used were effective in prior disaster situations.  Following prior guidelines can save time, ensure safety and facilitate an efficient allocation of resources.

Objective 9.3

Requirements:

Present the following as a lecture:

A.
There are both similarities and differences among the traditional and professional models of emergency management.  A comparison of the two approaches involves examination of their respective goals, levels of analysis, assumptions and recommendations.

B.
Without a doubt, both the traditional and professional approaches to response desire good outcomes in times of disaster.  They each recognize the adverse effects of emergencies and disasters, and consequently attempt to resolve them in the quickest and most effective way possible.  Regardless of whether people need to be warned, evacuated, treated medically or sheltered, each model is interested in fulfilling these functions.  They also want to assess damages, clean up debris and meet other disaster demands efficiently.

C.
In spite of a few similarities, there are significant differences between the traditional and professional models of disaster response operations.  Some of these differences are due to the level of analysis pertinent to each approach.  For instance, the traditional model is most applicable to emergencies and responses by practitioners in the field.  In contrast, the professional model is more concerned about disasters and decision making within the entire response system.

1.  The traditional model has its own unique assumptions and conclusions.

a.  It assumes chaos will be evident after disaster.  Society will possibly break down during extreme events and important functions will be neglected.

b.  It recommends command and control as a way to resolve the situation.  Leadership is needed to make correct decisions about the event and procedures must be implemented per recommendations of the figure or agency in authority.


2.  The professional model has divergent assumptions and conclusions.

a.  It assumes continuity of society in times of disaster.  People and organizations deal with adverse situations in a logical and expected manner.

b.  It recommends coordination and cooperation among responding entities.  Individuals and agencies are most likely to resolve problems by communicating and assisting one another.

Questions to be asked:

1.   What is the professional approach to disaster response?

2.   Why is it important to subscribe to the professional model?

3.   What assumptions does the professional model make about disasters?

4.   What conclusions (or policy recommendations and implementation methods) are inherent in the professional model?

5.   What are the strengths and weaknesses of the professional model?

6.   How do the traditional and professional models compare to one another?

7.   Is one model preferred over the other?

8.   Would it be wise to integrate both approaches in disaster operations?
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