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Preface

¢ How does one conduct research on disasters at the Graduate School of Inter-

national Studies?” This was the question posed several years ago after I in-
troduced my academic interests to other students on the first day of a seminar on
development.

I admit — rather reluctantly — that the professor’s inquiry took me by surprise. Not
only did I fumble unsuccessfully through my attempt to satiate his curiosity, but the re-
sulting incredulity to my response made me contemplate switching schools as well as
fields. The experience proved to be valuable, however, in that subsequent reflection
and further research has convinced me that disasters can and should be studied by
those interested in international relations, comparative politics and policy analysis.

The first of these fields provides the context for the creation of emergency man-
agement in the United States (e.g., the impact of the Cold War on civil defense) and it
enables scholars to understand the actors involved in international humanitarian ac-
tivity as well as the unacceptable barriers that inhibit disaster mitigation and pre-
paredness across national borders. The second field helps students comprehend the
plethora of problems that must be overcome if disasters are to be reduced in devel-
oping nations. And the latter academic area is beneficial as it provides the tools nec-
essary to assess the strengths and weaknesses of disaster policies at the domestic and
international levels. Thus, international studies may certainly offer unique contribu-
tions to the rapidly growing disaster studies field.

Beyond this, it can be argued that international studies must add to the vital knowl-
edge base about natural and human-induced catastrophes. The 9/11 terrorists attacks
dramatically altered the nature and direction of emergency management in North
America, and the current emphasis on homeland security stresses the importance of ad-
dressing international grievances and doing more to prevent or prepare for the possible
use of weapons of mass destruction. In addition, little is known about disasters in other
countries (comparatively speaking), which hinders the transfer of lessons learned and
suggests a bleak future for the vast majority of the planets inhabitants. Furthermore,
calamitous events have a variety of direct and indirect consequences on all countries,
and growing interdependence will ensure that catastrophes in distant locations will be
felt in one way or another around the world. Scholars in these branches of the social
sciences therefore have a responsibility to generate knowledge about disasters in all
nations, and alert the citizens and leaders of the United States to the fact that immunity
from the consequences of calamity in developed or developing nations is a fallacy.

If it is true that international studies can and should participate in the ongoing dis-
cussion about how to reduce disasters, it is only a reflection of the state of disaster re-
search as a whole. This important area of investigation has always been examined from
various disciplines. Besides natural/physical scientists and engineers, other key par-
ticipants include sociologists, political scientists, psychologists, anthropologists, urban
planners, development scholars, students of emergency management and many others
from diverse academic backgrounds. Because of this disparate set of contributors, there
has never before been as great a need to integrate research findings for practitioners.

Xix
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Accordingly, this edited volume attempts to do that: synthesize what is known
about calamities in order to assist those policymakers and emergency managers who
seek to reverse the disturbing trends of disasters in the United States and elsewhere
around the world. Nonetheless, it is hoped that this work will also foster further dis-
cussion among the academic community. Considerable effort has been given to the as-
sessment of past and current research findings as well as anticipated needs within and
across the most salient fields of study related to disasters. In this sense, the book may
help solidify multidisciplinary research in the disaster studies field and serve as a
springboard for truly interdisciplinary scholarship for the future. The following work
should therefore be read with the above issues and goals in mind.
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Chapter 1

The Importance of Multi- and
Interdisciplinary Research on
Disasters and for Emergency

Management
David A. McEntire

ABSTRACT

his introductory chapter discusses the emerging

consensus among scholars and practitioners for
multi- and interdisciplinary approaches to disasters
and emergency management. It explains why such
this strategy is deemed necessary and highlights the
benefits of moving beyond explanations emanating
from single or separate fields of study. The chapter
then outlines what the reader can expect from the
book and concludes with a discussion about barriers
inhibiting disciplinary convergence and how they
might be overcome.

INTRODUCTION

In any given emergency or disaster, numerous
actors from the public, private and non-profit sectors
arrive at the affected area to protect life, minimize
human suffering, overcome social disruption, deal
with the destruction of property and clean up a de-
graded environment. This convergence, as it is widely
known, is not limited to post-disaster activities or the
profession of emergency management. Disaster schol-
arship is increasingly multi- and interdisciplinary.!

Researchers from various disciplines study natural,
technological and civil/conflict hazards, and explore
their interaction with the causes and consequences of
vulnerability. The following edited volume discusses
research findings and issues important to each disci-
pline in the hope of finding points of intersection as
well as gaps in the literature. In so doing, the con-
tributing authors also generate recommendations to
more effectively reduce the impact of disasters.

This introductory chapter discusses a growing con-
sensus among scholars and practitioners for multi-
and interdisciplinary approaches to disasters and
emergency management. It explains why this strategy
is deemed necessary and highlights the benefits of
moving beyond explanations emanating from single or
separate fields of study. The chapter then outlines what
the reader can expect from the book and concludes
with a discussion about barriers inhibiting disciplinary
convergence and how they might be overcome.

A GROWING CONSENSUS

There appears to be much agreement that multi-
and interdisciplinary approaches are needed to under-
stand and effectively deal with the complex problems

1. Multidisciplinary research includes studies from various disciplines that are not always synthesized in a holistic and unified
fashion. Interdisciplinary research, on the other hand, includes findings from diverse fields of study that are integrated in a com-
plex but more coherent manner. The first is easier, but limited in theoretical and practical rewards; the latter is much more dif-
ficult, but is most likely to generate new knowledge for the solution of problems facing emergency management.
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of our day. This is the case in academia in general
but practitioners also appear to value inclusiveness
of divergent viewpoints. Edward O. Wilson’s book,
Conscilience: The Unity of Knowledge (1999), is a great
example of this trend in scholarship. Writing from the
perspective of a Scientific Materialist who is inter-
ested in environmental conservation, Wilson asserts
that we will be unable to resolve the problems we are
faced with if we do not integrate knowledge from the
natural and social sciences. We accordingly must rely
on “conscilience,” or the jumping together or blend-
ing of facts and theory from several disciplines. He
states, “as we cross [the boundaries of several disci-
plines| . . . we find ourselves in an increasingly un-
stable and disorienting region. The ring closest to the
intersection [of various disciplines|, where most real-
world problems exist, is the one in which fundamen-
tal analysis is most needed” (Wilson 1999, p. 10).
Wilson therefore believes multidisciplinary perspec-
tives take into account reality and are most apt to
generate solutions for complicated challenges. His re-
search is typical of many efforts among scholars to
span conceptual issues and diverse fields of study
(e.g., information sciences, environmental studies,
bio-engineering and chemistry, etc.).

Practitioners in a variety of professions also share
an affinity in synthesizing knowledge and bridging
gaps across functional areas. For instance, those
working in Public administration must have an un-
derstanding of politics, economics, and management
as well as the issues pertaining to transportation,
public health, human resources and urban develop-
ment, among other things. The current concern about

terrorism also involves several areas of expertise. Ac-
cording to Richard A. Falkenrath:

Men and women from dozens of different disciplines —
regional experts, terrorism analysts, law enforcement of-
ficials, intelligence officers, privacy specialists, diplomats,
military officers, immigration specialists, customs in-
spectors, specific industry experts, regulatory lawyers,
doctors and epidemiologists, research scientists, chemists,
nuclear physicists, information technologists, emergency
managers, firefighters, communications specialists, and
politicians, to name a few — are currently involved in
homeland security (in Damien 2006, xxvi).

Many careers now require employees to be ever-
learning, willing to seek out valuable information
about subjects and topics previously believed to be

foreign or irrelevant. And more individuals are find-
ing it in their benefit to do so. It is reported that
Wayne Hale, an engineer and Deputy Space Shuttle
Program Manager at NASA’s Space Center in Hous-
ton, said, “you laugh, but when you talk about cul-
ture and how people subconsciously deal with
hierarchy and where they fit in within an organiza-
tion and whether they feel comfortable in bringing
things up. . . . 'm wishing Id taken more sociology
courses in college.” Knowledge bases that were once
held sacrosanct and sufficient are now believed to be
isolated and incomplete.

Such views about the importance of integrated re-
search activities are especially prevalent in disaster
studies and emergency management. Several
decades ago Gilbert White and Eugene Haas recog-
nized that “little attempt had been made to tap the
social sciences to better understand the economic,
social, and political ramifications of extreme natural
events” (cited by Mileti 1999, 1). However, today,
Ehren Ngo asserts “ideally, disaster research is mul-
tidisciplinary, and understanding the impact of dis-
asters . . . requires a synthesis of various disciplines”
(2001, 81). For instance, Mileti observes that “haz-
ards research now encompasses disciplines such as
climatology, economics, engineering, geography, ge-
ology, law, meteorology, planning, seismology, and
sociology” (1999, 2), and his book, Disasters by Design,
is a notable example of combining diverse knowl-
edge sets from an eclectic group of well-known schol-
ars. Britton also states “disaster research and its close
companions (hazard research and risk research) and
their application in the emergency management con-
text is becoming more multidisciplinary” (1999, 229).
Cutter and her colleagues agree that the study of dis-
aster “is an interdisciplinary endeavor and spans the
divide between the social, natural, engineering and
health sciences” (2003, 7).

Conference panels, including one comprised of
Earnest Paylor, Dennis Wenger and David Apple-
gate, have been devoted to “A Holistic Assessment
of Hazards” (see the 2004 Natural Hazards Workshop).
In that session, Havidan Rodriguez examined the
“role, contributions and complexities of interdisci-
plinary research” (2004). Others have likewise tried
to take an interdisciplinary approach in their re-
search, albeit with a slightly different focus. McEn-
tire gives priority to the concept of vulnerability
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along with its attendant components, and he has il-
lustrated their unique relation to several hazards,
phases, actors, functions, and variables that influence
the impact of disasters? (2004; 2003; 2002; 2002) (see
Table 1.1). His work also illustrates a close relation
to several disciplines (see Table 1.2). Acknowledging
the presence of interdisciplinary research in the field,
Brenda Phillips (2003) asks an interesting question to
which there may be no clear or definitive answer: “is
emergency management a discipline or a multidisci-
plinary endeavor?” Gruntfest and Weber seem to agree
with the latter view — that “emergency managers are
of no one particular discipline; likewise, the infor-
mation they need is not limited to the purview of any
one scientific discipline” (1998, 59).

Those working in the disaster field share senti-
ments similar to scholars. In response to the tragic
Tsunami in Southeast Asia, the Public Entity Risk In-
stitute held a conference for risk managers in 2005. It
was entitled “Early Warning Systems: Interdiscipli-
nary Observations and Policies from a Local Gov-
ernment Perspective.” Business continuity planners
also appear to value the varied activities of their dis-
aster partners. The theme for the 2005 Contingency
Planning and Management Conference in Las Vegas was
“The Future is Convergence: Discover the Synergy
among Business Continuity, Emergency Manage-
ment and Security.” Emergency managers, too, share

interest in expanding the number of agencies partic-
ipating in disaster reduction and response.

The need for multi- and interdisciplinary research
is not limited to scholars and practitioners in the
United States. An edited book by Mario Garza Sali-
nas and Daniel Rodriguez (1998) bears the title The
Disasters of Mexico: A Multidisciplinary Perspective. At the
2003 FEMA Higher Education Conference, Neil Britton,
a scholar and practitioner respected around the Pacific
Rim, declared “theory has to transcend disciplines.”
Empirical studies from around the world also suggest
a growing interest in collective research methodolo-
gies. Ronan et al. (2000) assert that “dialogue needs
to involve members of the volcanological community
and its multidisciplinary team colleagues.” Moving
beyond a single disciplinary approach is undoubt-
edly gaining global acceptance.

As a result of this agreement, there is a concomi-
tant realization that we must utilize multi-and inter-
disciplinary approaches in emergency management
education. Bob Reed (one of the first faculty mem-
bers in the Emergency Administration and Planning
Program at the University of North Texas) is reported
to have said virtually every discipline is related to
disasters, perhaps with the exception of modern
dance® (Neal, 2000, 429). Mileti believes “education
in hazard mitigation and preparedness should there-
fore expand to include interdisciplinary and holistic

Table 1.1
ENVIRONMENTS
Physical Social/Organizational
(including natural, built, bio- (including cultural, psycho-
logical, built, technological) logical, political, economic)
Liabilities Risk Susceptibility
Environmental
Attributes
Capabilities Resistance Resilience

Adapted from McEntire, David A. 2001. “Triggering Agents, Vulnerabilities and Disaster
Reduction: Towards a Holistic Paradigm.” Disaster Prevention and Management 10(3): 189-196.

2. McEntire (2005) believes we are able to influence and determine our vulnerability to hazards, and not necessarily control the

hazards themselves.
3. It could even be argued that modern dance is related to di
is not coordinated!

sasters, because emergency medical care might be needed if one
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