Disaster Planning: Common Mistakes and Mistaken Assumptions: 12
Instructor Guide



Session 12: Disaster Planning: Common Mistakes and Mistaken Assumptions

Time: 1 hour


Objectives:


At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:

12.1 Describe two mistaken assumptions that frequently are made by community disaster planners.

12.2 Identify four common mistakes that frequently are made by community disaster planners.

12.3 Describe and illustrate four common mistakes that frequently are made by disaster planners in private businesses.

12.4 Describe and illustrate four common mistakes in disaster planning that frequently are made by managers of tourist businesses.

12.5 Discuss five specific actions that would improve the quality of disaster planning and the reduction of the vulnerability of tourist businesses.

Scope:

Introduction to research literature on common weaknesses in and mistaken assumptions about disaster planning.

Readings:

1. Required Student Reading

Raymond J. Burby and Fritz Wagner. 1996. “Protecting Tourists from Death and Injury in Coastal Storms.” Disasters 20:49-60.

Thomas E. Drabek. 1993. “Disaster Evacuation Planning in the Tourist Industry.” Disaster Recovery Journal 6:30-32, 34-35.

2. Professor Reading

Jeff Marinstein. 1998. “Cross-departmental Cooperation and the Politics of Planning.” Contingency Planning and Management 3 (February):12-15.

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

3. Background References

Harold D. Foster. 1980. Disaster Planning: The Preservation of Life and Property. New York: Springer-Verlag (especially Chapter 7 entitled “Disaster Plans,” pp. 212-234).

Erik Auf der Heide. 1989. Disaster Response: Principles of Preparation and Coordination. St. Louis, Missouri: C.V. Mosby Company (especially Chapter 3 entitled “The ‘Paper’ Plan Syndrome,” pp. 33-48).

Requirements:

The professor should prepare copies of the six student handouts that comprise the Appendix to this session. These have been designed to facilitate student note taking.

Remarks:

Objective 12.1

Mistaken 

Assumptions

1. Distribute the first two student handouts for this session and indicate to students that they should use these to both follow the key points throughout this session and as a note taking device. Examples from the assigned readings and class discussion should be noted appropriately by students on these sheets.

2. Review the student handout titled “Session 12” and explain that these five topics comprise this session.

3. Refer students to the handout titled “Mistaken Assumptions.”

4. “Disaster planning is an illusion unless it is based on valid assumptions about human behavior, incorporates an interorganizational perspective, is tied to resources, and is known and accepted by the participants.” (Auf der Heide 1998, p. 35).

a) In 1989 Erik Auf der Heide was an Emergency Physician at Auburn Faith Community Hospital in Auburn, California, when his book was published.

b) While trying to prepare disaster plans for various medical centers, he concluded the following.

1) “ . . . many of the recommendations made in the available literature were not grounded in rigorous, scientifically-based observations.” (Auf der Heide 1989, p. ix)

2) “ . . . in too many cases the same mistakes were being repeated by different communities.” (Auf der Heide 1989, p. ix)

3) “ . . . I discovered a body of written material on disasters that existed outside the medical literature.” (Auf der Heide 1989, p. ix)

4) “ . . . disaster problems cross disciplinary lines.” (Auf der Heide 1989, pp. ix-x)

c) Auf der Heide concluded that too many hospitals mistakenly assumed that their “paper plans” would provide appropriate guidance for effective responses. He concluded that was a mistaken assumption for four reasons (see pp. 33-48).

1) invalid assumptions were made about human behavior, e.g., most plans assume that injured victims will arrive at hospitals in ambulances; the fact is many arrive in cars driven by neighbors, relatives, or friends. The paper plans failed to recognize the activism that characterizes citizen responses.
2) interorganizational networks were not included in most plans; these become hightened in intensity and importance during disaster responses.

3) adequate resources had not been allocated to disaster planning activities; administrators assumed that because they could point to material in a thick notebook that the job had been done. Staff involved in the disaster planning task often had little legitimacy or other types of resources including personnel, staff time, equipment, office space, etc.

4) participant acceptance of disaster plans was minimal, indeed many staff had no first hand knowledge of the documents.

5. “The initial assumption, then, seems to be that emergencies create a significant disjuncture in social life, which requires extraordinary measures to put back in place. Those extraordinary measures are based on two other interrelated assumptions. Since the ‘problem’ is found in the ‘weakness’ of individuals and of social structure, emergency planning should be directed to establishing a ‘command’ over the chaos and to ‘regain control’ over the disorganization of individuals.” (Dynes 1994, pp. 144-145).

a) Russell R. Dynes is one of the co-founders of the Disaster Research Center which was established in 1963 at Ohio State University. This DRC was relocated in 1985 to the University of Delaware where Dynes continues to conduct sociological research.

b) The three mistaken assumptions that Dynes has observed in much disaster planning are 1) chaos; 2) command; and 3) control. That is, because it is assumed that chaos or massive social disorganization will occur after a disaster, the only way to regain community or organizational stability is to begin precisely “commanding” people to do things. These heightened and intensified control structures are required because people are too traumatized to make their own decisions.

c) As a consequence of these wrong assumptions, disaster planners make key mistakes. Four are most critical (see Dynes 1994, pp. 147-148).

1) overspecification of authority relationships (planners spend excess time trying to detail exact authority relationships, often granting to their unit more authority than others accept).

2) centralization of authority (planners assign their agency an excessive level of authority that is not accepted or recognized by other agency personnel.)

3)  emergent behavior (planners fail to take into account the emergent behavior by citizens who respond to new and unique disaster demands, e.g., injured are quickly taken to hospitals by those nearby who do not wait for the ambulances or triage teams to arrive on-scene).

4) specialized structures (planners create specialized structures in their paper plans that no one else knows about rather than relying on existing and familiar units and authority relationships).

6. Ask students this question: “Which of these mistaken assumptions do you believe might neutralize the effectiveness of disaster planning efforts within tourism, hospitality, or travel management businesses?”

Objective 12.2

Common

Mistakes

1. Behavioral research on disaster responses has documented numerous mistakes that have been made in event after event. Seven of these are most critical.

2. Example research: 71 community disaster plans were reviewed and 50 planning officials were interviewed by Wenger et al. 1980.

3. Distribute the student handout that lists these and illustrate each. (“Common Mistakes: Community Disaster Planners”).

a) Products not process (planners envision the production of a paper plan as their goal.)

b) Planning in isolation (involvement of others requires enormous amounts of time and can be frustrating since no one else shares the planner’s priority. These and other strains often result in agencies becoming isolated).

c) Unanticipated public responses (as just noted by Dynes, item 5c, number 3. above, emergent behavior is common but usually not anticipated by planners; people do not wait around for officials to tell them what to do after a disaster, they respond quickly within the context of the needs they see.

d) Communication failures (the high volume of decisions generated by a disaster and efforts to centralize the authority structure leaves little time to deal with public information needs and those of others trying to help; cross agency and cross departmental communication loads skyrocket and often remain unmet).

e) Poor coordination (lacking good communication, the media, sectors of the public, and other community sectors begin to respond in ways that may duplicate or impede the activities of others).

f) Unanticipated emergent needs (every disaster has its surprises and responders who limit their actions to planning guidelines will miss these and fail to implement the appropriate improvisations).

g) Unfamiliarity (unless plans are rehearsed by the people who will actually implement them, they remain irrelevant; responders must be familiar with both each other and the task expectations defined in any disaster plan).

4. Ask students this question: “Based on the materials presented so far in this course, what examples of these seven mistakes have you observed?”

Objective 12.3

Common Mistakes:

Business Planning

1. Many disaster planning practitioners and consultants have highlighted certain key mistakes that they have observed in numerous businesses. Six of these are listed on the student handout titled “Common Mistakes: Disaster Planning in Private Businesses.”

2. Example: Jeff Marinstein is Director of Business Strategy at IBM Business Recovery Services in Sterling Forest, New York. Prior to joining IBM, he was the CEO of Contingency Planning Research, a management consulting firm dedicated to disaster recovery that he founded.

3. Among the common mistakes that Marinstein (1998) cautions business managers about when they are involved in disaster planning are the six themes highlighted on the student handout (see “Common Mistakes: Disaster Planning in Private Business”)

4. Review and illustrate the six common mistakes implied in Marinstein’s analysis.

a) Lack of executive support. “When it comes to securing the cooperation of various business units, there is no substitute for unambiguous executive support.” (Marinstein 1998, p. 12).

b) Impatience. When disaster planning is initiated, various problems may be uncovered that will result in defensive behavior and curtailed cooperation. High levels of patience are required and trust must be established. “ . . . if a department head suspects that the results will be used against them, they simply will not cooperate.” (Marinstein 1998, p. 13).

c) Lack of departmental accountability. “One way to doom a cross-department recovery effort is to fail to make the department or business unit head directly accountable for the outcome of the business continuity effort.” (Marinstein 1998, p. 13).

d) Ignoring planning costs. It takes time to meet, plan and reassess prior agreements and discussions of problems. “One of the factors limiting effective cross-departmental business recovery is accounting procedures that cannot properly allocate the costs of recovery to individual departments.” (Marinstein 1998, p. 14) (Which unit “owns” e-mail, for example, and which should “pay” for the recovery planning required for rapid post-disaster restoration?)

e) Lack of consistency. Each unit will approach the planning process with the tools and methodologies with which they are familiar, so time must be allocated to develop “common ground.” Failure to achieve this emergent concensus, precludes development of a comprehensive plan that can be accepted throughout the firm.

f) Failure to test. “There is no way around this fact: the only way to measure the effectiveness of business continuity planning is by testing.” (Marinstein 1998, p. 15).

5. After illustrating these six common mistakes in business disaster planning, ask students these questions: “Which of these six common mistakes do you think might be made by executives in tourist, hospitality, or travel businesses? Can you give an example or illustration?”

Objective 12.4

Common Mistakes:

Tourist Business

Managers

1. Refer students to the two articles that comprised the assigned reading (Burby and Wagner 1996 and Drabek 1993). Distribute the student handout titled “Common Mistakes: Disaster Planning by Tourist Business Managers.”

2. Pose this problem: “I want you to look over the handout and make a notation of a specific empirical finding in one of the two articles in your assigned reading that illustrates each of the nine common mistakes listed. You should be as specific as possible. Let’s see what you can identify in the next five minutes.”

3. Review each of the nine mistakes using student recommended examples. Highlight the following as might be required.

a) No written plan. 20% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 50% in the Drabek sample (p. 32).

b) Minimal informal planning. 93% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 53% in the Drabek sample (p. 32).

c) Failure to use functional approaches. This refers to plans that are not multihazard and/or those that do not include all four disaster phases, e.g., mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery. 73% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 50% in the Drabek sample (p. 32). Note that Burby and Wagner propose that a “generic approach” is not effective, thus they endorse a hazard specific approach which may or may not include all potential hazards.

d) Not property specific. 20% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 17% in the Drabek sample (pp. 32-34).

e) Out of date. 47% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 54% in the Drabek sample (p. 34).

f) Inadequate staff training. 73% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 52% in the Drabek sample (p. 34).

g) No exercise. 33% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 86% in the Drabek sample (p. 34).

h) Little emphasis on a planning process. 40% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 55% in the Drabek sample (p. 34).

i) Minimal top level commitment. 20% in the Burby and Wagner sample (p. 53) and 54% in the Drabek sample (p. 34).

4. Ask students: “Why do you think the results from these two studies differ somewhat? Did the composition of the samples make a difference?” (Burby and Wagner limited their study to hotels located in New Orleans, Louisiana, which has frequent disasters whereas the Drabek study was more diverse both geographically and included a complete range of tourist businesses).

Objective 12.5

Vulnerability

Reduction

1. Refer students to the two articles that were assigned (Burby and Wagner 1996 and Drabek 1993). Distribute the student handout entitled “Actions to Reduce Vulnerability.”

2. Pose this problem: “I want you to make a notation beside each of the 11 actions listed. Describe a specific example of what is meant by action proposed. Let’s see what you can identify in the next five minutes.”

3. Using student responses, review each of the 11 actions to reduce vulnerability and highlight examples of each (see Burby and Wagner 1996, pp. 56-57 and Drabek 1993, p. 35).

a) Increased awareness

b) Discuss plan with others

c) Team approach

d) Write it down

e) Secure commitment

f) Link to local government

g) Media campaign

h) Location decisions

i) Structural inspections

j) Industry associations

k) Local government partnerships

Supplemental

Considerations

1. Ask students: “In our last session, several barriers to disaster planning were explained (Objective 11.6). How might these barriers impede the implementation of these 11 actions?” 

2. Ask students: “What relationships do you see between these 11 actions and the types of mistakes that disaster planners have made in the past?”

Course Developer
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Mistaken Assumptions

1. Key Mistakes in “The Paper Plan Assumption”

A. Human Behavior

B. Interorganizational Networks

C. Adequate Resources

D. Participant Acceptance

2. Key Mistakes in “The Command and Control Assumption”

A. Over Specification of Authority Relationships 

B. Centralization of Authority

C. Emergent Behavior

D. Specialized Structures

Common Mistakes: Community Disaster Planners

1. Products Not Process

2. Planning in Isolation

3. Unanticipated Public Responses

4. Communication Failures

5. Poor Coordination

6. Unanticipated Emergent Needs

7. Unfamiliarity

Common Mistakes: Disaster Planning in Private Businesses

1. Lack of Executive Support

2. Impatience

3. Lack of Departmental Accountability

4. Ignoring Planning Costs

5. Lack of Consistency

6. Failure to Test

Common Mistakes: Disaster Planning by Tourist Business Managers

1. No Written Plan

2. Minimal Informal Planning

3. Failure to Use Functional Approaches

4. Not Property Specific

5. Out of Date

6. Inadequate Staff Training

7. No Exercise

8. Little Emphasis on a Planning Process

9. Minimal Top Level Commitment

Actions to Reduce Vulnerability

1. Increased Awareness

2. Discuss Plans With Others

3. Team Approach

4. Write It Down

5. Secure Commitment

6. Link to Local Government

7. Media Campaign

8. Location Decisions

9. Structural Inspections

10. Industry Associations

11. Local Government Partnerships
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