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DISCLAIMER

Any use of trade, firm, or product names is for descriptive 
purposes only and does not imply endorsement by the 
U.S. Government. This presentation may contain light but 
delightful profanity, videos, and images that will probably 
offend someone somewhere on Twitter, and obviously 
does not represent the opinions or views  of the U.S. 
Government. Also, typos.



About this talk

WHAT THE RESEARCH 
TELLS US

WHAT PRACTICE TELLS 
US

WHERE WE ARE RIGHT 
NOW



WE HAVE BEEN LIVING IN A 
DISASTER FOR TWO YEARS. 



BUT 
PREPAREDNESS 
HAS HAD 
PROBLEMS FOR 
YEARS. FEMA 
NATIONAL 
PREPAREDNESS 
REPORT, 2019 
(p. 38)

“Attempts to enhance levels of preparedness 
among individual households, communities, and 
various organizations which lie outside the 
emergency management profession’s immediate 
sphere of control have shown little to no sign of 
improvement. Preparedness campaigns such 
as Ready.gov, America’s PrepareAthon, 
and National Preparedness Month, all aimed at 
individual households and communities, have not 
produced the desired results… Past efforts to apply 
top-down or one-size-fits-all solutions have too 
often ended in disappointment.”

http://ready.gov/
https://www.ready.gov/prepareathon
https://www.offgridweb.com/preparation/psa-september-is-national-preparedness-month/


What literature span this problem? 

Communication
Emergency/Disaster 

Management
Geography Public Health

Sociology Earth science Engineering Psychology

Ethics/philosophy



Research is 
fragmented
...Why can’t 
we all just 
get along? 

•

Löfstedt & 6, 2008, p. 141



How we talked historically about preparedness



How we can sound sometimes talking about 
preparedness, insurance, and earthquakes



Lessons from 
Research: risk and 
crisis communication 





2. SEEING THE 
PUBLIC AS ONE 
MASSIVE GROUP 
(Excellence theory 
and segmented 
publics model 
(Grunig, 1992)



3. Most publics do not respond to numbers 
alone. This is not a matter of getting the 

numbers right and simply tell “them” the 
numbers.

(Fischhoff 1995)



4. Comparing risks 
and showing them 
that they’ve 
accepted similar 
risks in the past is 
shown to be 
ineffective 
(Fischhoff 1995).



5. Fear campaigns are rarely successful. 
Think short term gains (the diet 
phenomena)

Without positive suggestions on ways 
improve circumstances, these campaigns 
are largely ignored and worse, can create 
anger from the publics towards the fear 
inducing agency. 

(Witte and Allen 2000)



6. Communicate the risk, not just 
the hazard. Give different publics 
immediate actions they can take 
to improve their future situation. 

(McClure, 2010, 2011)



7. Not addressing realistic 
concerns from people. 

(Grant 2011)



8. Keeping people 
“out”

•

•

•

•

•



9. Why do scientists struggle to 
communicate?
Science as a culture





Did you think of these people? 



BUT IT MIGHT BE THIS CHARACTER…



SO….IS THERE EVEN A POINT 
OF TRYING TO GET PEOPLE TO 
PREPARE WHEN THE 
CHALLENGES ARE SO MANY?



I think there is. BUT we need to 
consider changing how we talk 
about preparedness and disasters 
first. 





EXPANDING OUR LANGUAGE…TO EXPAND OUR 
COMMUNITY



IS PREPAREDNESS 
AND INSURANCE A 
DISCOURSE FOR 
THE PRIVILEGED?



STUDYING HUMAN 
BEHAVIOR IN 
EARTHQUAKE 
DRILLS: SHAKEOUT



CAN PEOPLE 
PHYSICALLY DO THE 

PROTECTIVE ACTIONS 
SUGGESTED? 



FROM 2012 – 2015, WE EXPLORED 
TWO RESEARCH QUESTIONS:
Did everyone participate in the drill?
If not, why?





WHY DID PEOPLE SEEM RELUCTANT?



QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 

TOP REASONS (OTHER):

● Children
● Busy working
● Did not take it seriously
● Did not want to
● Disability (adult)
● Uncertainty
● Did not believe in the technique
● Confused instructions
● Embarrassment
● Anxiety
● Inappropriate location
● High body mass



EXPLORING EMBARRASSMENT

● SOCIAL EMOTION
● CAN BE PART OF SOCIAL 

NORMING AND MILLING 
PROCESS

● CAN BE ADDRESSED BY: 
HUMOR, VISUAL AIDS, 
MESSAGING

● MORE FREQUENT DRILLS
● NORMALIZING BEHAVIOUR



HELPING CARETAKERS OF CHILDREN

-INJURY DATA (Northridge etc…)

-Messaging around: protective 
yourself first, then children.

-Explore options in terms of 
messaging, imagery, and trainings



IS THERE 
ANY HOPE?  



COVID 19 AND 
GEOHAZARDS

• Challenges include which disaster to respond to 
e.g. tornadoes, earthquakes

• Depleted and exhausted responders 

• Misinformation 

• Lack of community resources to respond to more 
than one disaster at a time.

• As with all disasters, the most vulnerable 
(economically, physically and socially) are the 
most impacted. 

https://converge.colorado.edu/v1/uploads/images/extremewe
atherandgeohazards-1594314842933.pdf



Summing up 



A story of hope, …the Student Volunteer Army 
from Christchurch.



QUESTIONS? 
THANK YOU.

mailto:skmcbride@usgs.gov

