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Teenage boys fishing 
on a river in south-west 
Bangladesh, in an area 
which was hit by two 
serious cyclones in 2007 
and 2009. The people 
also suffer the effects  
of water salinization  
and land poverty.  
© Terry Cannon

The links between 
culture and risk 
When Hurricane Katrina struck the United States of America in 2005, several politi-

cians (Spencer, 2005, gives an example) and a significant number of those affected 

believed it was God’s punishment for sinful behaviour in New Orleans (Stephens et 

al., 2013). Some Japanese have blamed gods for the 2011 earthquake and tsunami, 

and others consider that traditional culture (for example, deference and subordina-

tion to authority) was a factor that led to the meltdown of the damaged Fukushima 

reactors (see Box 2.4). In West Africa, Mount Cameroon is a volcano that erupts 

every few years. One village chief reflected many people’s beliefs in saying: “When 

the Mountain God gets angry it causes eruptions. We don’t prepare for these erup-

tions because we can calm the God’s anger by making a sacrifice... When the lava 

flows towards the sea, it is the Mountain God communicating with the Sea God” 

(Brewer, 2013).There are similar stories among indigenous people who live on vol-

canoes in Latin America (Fainaru, 1997) and in Indonesia (see Box 2.3 on Mount 

Merapi). In all these cases, disaster prevention activities encountered difficulties, 

with, for example, people resisting evacuation after warnings. 

Around the world, a majority of people are likely to have at least a partial per-

ception and response to risk that is based on their culture. In Miami, three senior 

politicians refuse to take action to protect the city from storms and sea-level 

rise because their culture leads them to deny that climate change is happen-

ing (McKie, 2014). The British prime minister appointed Owen Paterson, a climate 

change ‘denier’, as environment minister from 2012 to 2014 (Carrington, 2014), 

demonstrating a culture embedded in power that refuses to accept scientific 

evidence. This mix of cultural perceptions of risk from many different countries 

shows that there is no simple division between a rational scientific ‘western’ 

outlook and ‘strange’ beliefs in other parts of the world. Examples of alternative 

types of reasoning about risk that relate to people’s culture can be found every-

where. An interesting case is that of the Torres Islands in the South Pacific nation 

of Vanuatu, where the people are aware of hazards like tsunami. Before Christian 

missionaries arrived, they blamed these disasters on ‘black magic’ (Ballu et al., 

2011). To avoid the risks, they built homes inland and 100 metres above sea level. 

However, with conversion to Christianity, the culture shifted and people no longer 

blamed black magic for the disasters, and moved their homes into the danger 

zone on the coast. 

Why do people perceive and deal with risk in these ways? And why do the 

organizations that set out to prepare for and respond to disasters largely ignore 

what could be called the people’s risk culture? This World Disasters Report 2014 
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considers risks related to natural hazards that trigger disasters. As will be seen, even 

the way that risk is defined is linked to culture, so that people and organizations that 

are involved in disaster risk reduction (DRR) may disagree how they should act in 

relation to risk. Those organizations often assume that people want to take action 

about serious hazards, using the same logic that they use. The organizations con-

sider themselves to be rational and scientific in their outlook and that it is clearly 

everyone’s priority to minimize those risks. But it is much more complex than this 

and, although most DRR organizations will admit to this complexity, it is not always 

apparent that they do much about it in practice. 

Climate change and its connection with extreme events and rising vulnerability are 

of increasing significance, and so must also be linked to understanding the significance 

of culture. Climate change is included because it is now impossible to separate DRR 

from the efforts that need to be made for adaptation (IPCC, 2012). Global warming 

is driving increased frequency and/or severity of climate-related hazards. And climate 

trends (in rainfall, temperature and irregularity) are damaging livelihoods of hundreds 

of millions of people. This is making more people poor and vulnerable to all hazards 

(including those not related to climate). The report does not cover climate change in 

any detail: the point being made is that disasters are related to it and, therefore, it is 

essential to integrate DRR with adaptation and consider culture in relation to both. 

The hope is that DRR will be better integrated with adaptation in the follow-up to the 

Hyogo Framework for Action and the Millennium Development Goals. 

Why culture?

This report asks why culture is not considered more central to disaster risk reduc-

tion. Looking at different ways that culture matters, it assesses how those who are 

interested in DRR can incorporate culture and, by doing so, improve its effectiveness. 

The interaction between culture and risk relates to many aspects of human and 

institutional behaviour, including religious and related beliefs (Chapter 2), livelihood 

needs and different perceptions of risk (Chapter 3), connections with others in ‘com-

munities’ and the significance of power relations in determining risk and defining 

culture (Chapter 4), where people live and the effects of culture on type of house 

and construction methods (Chapter 5), and attitude and beliefs of both people and 

organizations about disease and health (Chapter 6). Culture may be expressed in 

many ways in relation to risk, ranging from folk songs and dance, prayers and reli-

gious practices, to whether or not someone signs up to receive warnings of cyclones 

on their mobile phone. The focus here is specifically on natural hazards, disease 

and climate change (where there should be integration with DRR to support vul-

nerability reduction). Apart from the chapters on shelter, construction and health, 

the emphasis is on disaster preparedness rather than response and reconstruction, 

although readers will realize that much of what is discussed is also relevant in the 

post-disaster context. 
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Culture is highly complex and encompasses beliefs, attitudes, values and beha-

viours. Figure 1.1 shows some of this complexity: it provides a visual record of 

two days of discussion at a conference on culture and disasters organized by the 

co-editors of this report in 2013. There is also no single, uncontested definition 

of culture. Instead, this report takes a practical approach, which examines some 

aspects of beliefs, attitudes, values and behaviours that are specifically relevant 

to risk and how people relate these to the natural hazards they face in their lives. 

The report recognizes, however, that social, political and organizational structures 

are part of the process by which culture is ‘created’ and through which it operates. 

Culture itself reflects the wider processes by which societies operate, especially in 

regard to power relationships. Instead of dealing with the complexity and defin-

itional problems of culture, the report is limited to examining its significance in 

relation to how people and organizations try to deal with risks. This is done with 

awareness that culture is embedded in all aspects of life (including even how 

risk is defined). Through chapters that deal with religion, livelihood, community, 

housing and health, the report illustrates how culture manifests itself and why 

this is relevant to disaster risk reduction.

Figure 1.1 The complexity of linking culture, risk and disasters 

So the report is not about all aspects of what is culture, but takes particular types 

of risks and then examines how culture is relevant to perceiving and behaving 

in relation to those risks. And since risk is itself culturally-defined, in this and 

several other chapters the report deals with the problem that DRR organizations 

Source: A graphic recording by Gabriele 
Schlipf of the discussions held at the 
2013 ‘Cultures and Disasters’ conference 
in Erlangen, Germany (http://culturesand-
disasters.org/wp/about-the-conference/).
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sometimes have a different definition of risk from those of the people affected. The 

World Disasters Report 2014, therefore, defines culture specifically in relation to the 

issues of risk and how risk can be differently perceived: 

“Culture consists of beliefs, attitudes, values and their associated behaviours, 

that are shared by a significant number of people in hazard-affected places. 

Culture in relation to risk refers to the ways that people interpret and live with 

risk, and how their perceptions, attitudes and behaviour influence their vul-

nerability to hazards.” 

Beliefs and attitudes lead to particular ways of perceiving risk; values affect how 

people prioritize risks and how they relate to other people when dealing with risks; 

behaviours are the outcome of the perception and values that relate to risk. This is 

all rooted in the ways that people interact with each other and with organizations in 

the context of power relations. Culture is not a ‘set of things’ that is like a list of rules, 

nor is it forever fixed and unchanging. But the key issue in relation to risk is that cul-

ture operates in particular ways that affect people in their norms and assumptions 

about daily routines and practices. These are partly learned from parents and elders 

and the wider circle of peers, through education and the media. 

The reason it is important to look at and understand culture is that a lot of it is 

related to hazards: culture often embodies beliefs about risk, attitudes and values 

about what priorities should be and what action people should take in relation to 

risk. Understanding culture is, therefore, highly relevant to how disaster preparedness 

and climate adaptation is carried out. For example, what should DRR organizations 

do when people in north Bihar (India) who suffered a devastating flood of the River 

Kosi in 2008 believe that they were being punished by the goddess Kosi for their bad 

behaviour? Many of the people think they must pray more and make offerings to the 

goddess, who was supposedly displeased with them (Crabtree, 2010). This is not to 

argue for a crude version of culture that assumes that praying is all that people will 

do: the concern here is that many organizations largely ignore cultural interpretations 

of risk and disaster. If such beliefs and responses are not taken into account, people’s 

willingness to support other forms of disaster preparedness is likely to be constrained.

Culture also matters in the context of risk because it can both increase and reduce vul-

nerability. It also strongly affects the response and recovery process. Different cultural 

perspectives on hazards and how to respond to them may provide lessons that can be 

applied in other places. This report presents two dimensions of culture and risk. The 

main emphasis is on how culture is a (neglected) factor that increases vulnerability to 

hazards, because it influences people to think and behave in ways that increases their 

exposure. The second dimension looks at ways that culture can help to reduce vulner-

ability, for example, through safe construction methods or by influencing responses to 

disasters, and how it can be possible for outside organizations to work with culture to 

integrate it into DRR and adaptation to climate change.
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There are many types of risk, and the ways that culture interacts with them are often evident, for exam-
ple with road safety. This is pertinent, since in many ways death and injury on the world’s roads are far 
worse than those caused by natural hazards (see Figure 1.2). Globally, more than 1.2 million people die 
on the roads every year, many of them pedestrians (WHO, 2009). Whenever people travel on the roads, 
it is evident that culture plays a role in how safe they are. These are some illustrations from my personal 
experiences of why culture is relevant.

Some years ago while out in the countryside on fieldwork in India, I found myself having to travel back to the 
city in a Land Rover as night was falling. The bank official who was taking me to his rural branches for my 

Box 1.1 Road safety and seat belts – a personal story 

The significance of ‘culture’ must be understood and incorporated into any attempt 

to deal with natural hazards and climate change, rather than being treated as 

largely irrelevant. No matter how awkward or difficult, culture cannot be wished 

away and must not be ignored. Culture is part of the basis of how people will 

respond to any initiative for DRR and adaptation. Beliefs and the related percep-

tions of risks are likely to be specific to places that experience particular hazards 

and shared by many of the local people. The attitude to risks is often connected 

with the livelihood activities people engage in, to help justify why people make 

their living in dangerous places (Chapter 3). These ‘risk cultures’ enable people 

to live with danger and can include religious beliefs and related activities (see 

Bankoff, 2013, for a European example). Often, these attitudes prioritize Nature 

when people consider themselves to be closely linked with it, and disasters may 

be explained by seeing god(s) as Nature’s agent. 

Ways of dealing with risk may include adherence to group attitudes that people 

cannot easily avoid without creating significant conflict with others they live 

among. Culture is about ‘belonging’ and being part of a shared experience of life. 

For many people, that includes the spiritual forces that are believed to affect it. 

Breaking with beliefs that form part of the group behaviour can risk being excluded 

from that group and the ‘social capital’ that goes with it; and that is crucial to all 

other aspects of life (see What is a livelihood? in Chapter 3). Such peer-affected 

behaviour can include gendered attitudes to risk, such as that linked to ‘machismo’, 

where men behave as if taking a risk seriously is a sign of weakness (see Box 1.1 

on road safety). Gender differences exist in attitudes to risk by men and women, as 

for instance in higher male mortality in relation to flooded roads: in Australia and 

the United States, men appear to be willing to drive into water without knowing 

how deep it is and die more frequently than women (Ripley, 2008; FitzGerald, 2010). 

It has also been noted in some DRR initiatives when men from one household are 

unwilling to take up a disaster risk-avoidance action because they do not want to 

appear different or ‘weak’ in comparison with the rest of the group. 
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study of rural credit took over from the driver, saying that he would drive us back to the city. His style 
of driving made me nervous – he had only one hand gripping just the centre of the steering wheel, with 
no effective control over the vehicle. There were no seat belts, although these would not help pedes-
trians or others. We were travelling on narrow country roads, often raised up and with a drop on both 
sides, and sharing it with people, cows and goats who were wandering all over the place. This worried 
me – we had at least two hours of travel like this. So after careful thought I mentioned to my host that I 
would feel a lot safer if he would drive with both hands on the wheel. He said he was happy to do that 
if it made me feel better, but he asked why. I explained again that it would enable him to have better 
control of the vehicle and, therefore, reduce the risk of an accident. He said that if we were going to 
crash it would happen anyway, whatever way he drove. But, I said, you are an engineer and you know 
that if you want to put up a bridge you use the formulae and if you use the right materials it will stay up. 
Yes, he said that is true, but if we are going to crash we will anyway, it’s our destiny.

New Delhi a few years later, and a law had been introduced for wearing seat belts. I got in a taxi 
and was absolutely astonished to see the driver put his seat belt on (the one in the back for me did 
not work). “May I ask why you are doing that?” I said, to which he replied that if the police saw him 
without it he would have to pay a ‘fine’ (we both knew what he meant). So a seat belt is not for safety, 
but to avoid paying money. Soon after I visited a leading DRR organization in Geneva, and got a ride 
across the city with a senior staff member who does not wear his seat belt, despite being a disaster 
specialist. I managed to refrain from asking whether he had any problem in issuing advice to people 
about how to prepare for risk in other countries. On another trip I was in China, where it is estimated 
that more than 200,000 people die each year on the roads. I shared a car with some government 
officials, who did not wear their seat belts. I found this interesting and they explained that, as they 
were senior staff, the law on wearing them did not apply when they were on official business. 

Many years ago, laws on seat belts were introduced in high-income countries. In the United King-
dom when they were first fitted into cars there was not yet a law to make people wear them. When 
travelling in a car with others, I would put on the belt, but some male drivers would demand to know 
if I thought they were not capable of driving properly. It was just about acceptable to say that I was 
not worried about them, but all the other drivers on the road. Even today, some of the men from the 
local taxi company (all from different ethnic minorities) do not wear seat belts when they drive me 
places. They, too, think I am questioning their manhood if I suggest it is a good idea to use them. 
The risk they take is significant, as they would probably lose their taxi licence if caught and, therefore, 
their livelihood. In the UK, men being willing to wear seat belts was reputed to have increased signifi-
cantly after 1973 – not because of the law, but because Gordon Banks (the English football team’s 
goalkeeper) went through his car’s windscreen in a crash and lost an eye. This ended his career as 
one of the best goalkeepers ever known.

There are a number of reasons people say they do not want to wear seat belts. It has even been 
argued that it increases risks of accidents, because it may encourage drivers who feel safer wearing 
the belt to take more risks and drive more dangerously. Others oppose it because they consider it 
wrong that the state should dictate personal behaviour, and it is up to the car occupants to make 
their own decision. A few claim they are worried about an accident in which they roll off the road and 
into water, and cannot escape. The number of accidents in which this happens is tiny compared with 
other outcomes, and this objection also shows the difficulty many people have to judge relative risk.
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Whose culture? People and organizations

The culture involved in risk is not just that of the people who are supposed to 

benefit from risk reduction and adaptation, but also the culture of the relevant 

organizations. So the report is assessing the significance of two types of culture: of 

the people who are vulnerable to disasters (‘people’s culture’) and of the organiz-

ations themselves (‘organizational culture’). The report also examines how these 

two cultures clash, reducing the effectiveness of risk reduction and adaptation to 

climate change. It does not assume that disaster preparedness and adaptation are 

carried out only by organizations that arrive ‘from outside’: people also engage in 

their own risk reduction and (‘autonomous’) adaptation activities. But the focus 

here is on the interaction of people at the grass roots with the organizations that 

aim to support them and the significance of the different beliefs and behaviours.

When organizations are engaged in disaster preparedness, they need to ensure 

that their own definition of problems and solutions will fit with the cultures, lives 

and risk behaviours of the people they intend to help. Culture is inherent in how 

everybody thinks and acts and is therefore integral to all aspects of human exist-

ence. It is especially relevant to the ways that most people perceive and live with 

risks, because most cultures have something to say about them. Where culture is 

recognized by DRR and adaptation organizations, the tendency is to focus on that 

of the people they are working with – the ‘people’s culture’. It is vitally important 

to understand how people put values on different aspects of their lives, assign 

priorities and find ways of living that enable them to live with hazards. The report 

proposes that it is also essential to understand the cultures of the organizations 

themselves; this is explored in greater detail in the following chapters.

No one is ‘immune’ from culture, including the organizations that do disaster risk 

reduction and climate change adaptation and provide emergency aid. The organiz-

ations need to recognize that they have a culture of working and hold a view about 

disasters and risk that may not be the same as those of the people they intend to 

So for something as supposedly ‘simple’ as wearing a seat belt or taking reasonable preventive measures 
to increase safety (two hands on the wheel), there is a whole range of factors that are cultural, gendered, 
emotional, psychological, personality and political. Culture here is in the form of religious beliefs concern-
ing human destiny and male attitudes to risk that arise from patriarchy and gender attitudes. Psychology 
enters the equation when people cannot judge relative risk or have a ‘personal’ preference linked to their 
emotive and political response to refuse to be told what to do. It is not really known from the science 
how much this is socially determined and how much is related to the functioning of the mind in different 
neurological conditions (evidence shows that some people are much more willing to take risks). What can 
be derived from this is that if there is this level of complexity around seat belts and risk, how much more 
do culture, religion, gender attitudes, psychology, emotions, personality and politics need to be taken into 
account when trying to understand people’s attitudes to much bigger risks. n
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help. For example, dozens of projects on climate change around the Pacific have failed 

simply because the communicators did not attempt to take the local culture into 

account. Key concepts were used in a language that was unfamiliar to the people. Even 

something as apparently simple as the fact that the outsiders spoke while standing 

up when everyone else was sitting had a negative effect (Nunn, 2009). Understanding 

people’s culture is clearly crucial even to get the message across. 

Culture as a dynamic system

The report does not assume that culture is a ‘thing’ that is fixed and constant – 

cultures are changing all the time (more or less rapidly) depending on the types of 

influences that affect them. Culture is not a set ‘menu’ of what people have to do or 

believe in, although there is often peer pressure to follow some norms of behaviour. 

But even these expectations can be altered by influences from outside a particular 

locality (e.g., fashion, new technology, changing economic incentives, resistance or 

acceptance of external interference). Culture is more of a system that interacts with 

its social and natural environment. A culture interacts with other cultures, and this 

can weaken or reinforce either or both. Interaction can also happen between gen-

erations, sometimes involving younger people (who may adopt outside ideas more 

readily) resisting their elders or choosing to revere other icons than those of their 

cultural origins (ranging from pop stars to extremist groups). Any culture is part of 

a perpetual series of negotiations between the different social groups. This includes: 

nn Tensions between age groups and generations: for instance what is acceptable to 
elders and younger people can diverge

nn Formal education, especially when it includes science and the explanations of risk

nn Interactions between different ethnic or religious groups that share the same loc-
ations: this can produce ‘hybrid’ cultures

nn Conflict between groups (including religious or ethnic) that reinforces in-group 
behaviour to be a more rigid, intolerant and ‘extreme’ form of that culture. This may 
increase the level of violence, such as in Myanmar, Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka

nn Interaction and conflict between insider (the reference group for the culture being 
considered) and outsider groups 

nn Imposed or power-related practices or cultures, including those that affect people 
through colonization or globalization and mass media; for example, all over the 
world people have adopted new religions or integrated them with their own (syncretism) 

nn People’s cultural practices (e.g., dances and costumes) can end up being performed 
only for tourists and their internal value to the people largely eroded.

There are examples of most of these types of interaction in the following chapters. 

Box 1.2 on Sri Lanka illustrates a number of these dynamic and conflicting aspects, 



Chapter

1

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies	 19

World Disasters Report 2014	 The links between culture and risk 

showing also the difficulties of rival cultures (and livelihood perspectives) in dis-

aster relief and recovery. 

For culture in relation to risk, the key issue is when culture becomes ‘activated’ 

as a significant factor in people’s behaviour and in the interaction that goes on 

between insider and outsider. Culture can be the way that ‘inside’ people express 

opposition to what they consider is an external imposition. For instance, cultural 

practices that prevent risk reduction may become reinforced and exaggerated 

when people feel threatened by different ways of doing things that arrive from 

outside. This can have a negative effect on behaviour in relation to health cam-

paigns, when people oppose treatments or preventive measures, as discussed 

below. This is especially relevant where the outside organization has different 

values and beliefs from those of the ‘insider’ people. The fact that culture evolves 

gives some hope to finding ways to reduce the ways that people’s beliefs and 

behaviour can make it difficult to achieve DRR and adaptation. Chapter 7 provides 

some guidance on how to manage this interaction as effectively as possible and 

draws on examples where good practice has emerged.

Even when it is acknowledged that culture must be taken more seriously, this is 

not easy. Culture is complex and difficult to understand. This is often precisely 

because those who are trying to understand it are from outside and, therefore, 

unable to comprehend it as a lived experience. But there are also inherent chal-

lenges in trying to analyse or be objective about organizational DRR culture. It is 

difficult for people in those organizations to have self-awareness of their beliefs 

and assumptions, the framings and logics. Understanding that culture forms an 

important part of any context where DRR and adaptation activities may be applied 

is relevant for both the organization and the people they are trying to help.

Much anthropology research exists on the role of culture in relation to disasters, but 

it has had little impact on mainstream organizations. Although they have mainly 

focused on high-income countries, psychology and risk perception and behavioural 

economics have also largely been ignored, despite their relevance and relation-

ship to culture. These have demonstrated very significant false assumptions about 

‘rationality’ in people’s everyday economic and risk-related behaviour. The theme 

of the World Bank’s World Development Report this year is ‘Mind and mindset’ (World 

Bank, 2014). It draws heavily on behavioural economics and psychology to show 

how many of the traditional assumptions made in mainstream economics are 

wrong or misleading. There is a growing knowledge of how people are in denial of 

climate change in relation to risk perception, psychology and culture (Hulme, 2009; 

Norgaard, 2011). Some of this shows the paradox that more scientific information 

is unlikely to change people’s minds and that it can actually reinforce their denial 

because their viewpoint is related to culture and an emotional attachment to a 

peer group that for them is more important than scientific knowledge.
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With a long-standing conflict in the past, Sri Lanka has entered a phase of rapid economic growth. 
In spite of its new-found peace, there are still serious issues of governance and ethnic-based rivalries 
within Sri Lankan communities. These limit the opportunities for inclusive development, including for 
reducing disaster risk, adapting to climate change and preventing crisis. Ten years after the 2004 
Indian Ocean tsunami, lessons are still to be learned. Although the immediate response brought 
temporary peace, new conflicts arose that both harmed recovery and worsened divisions between 
ethnicities and the governing forces of the island. International media hailed the tsunami as a pos-
sible trigger for reconciliation, but the result was almost the opposite. The parties involved failed to 
understand influences on relations between localities and governing forces, and ethnic divisions 
within communities themselves.

The tsunami happened during a ceasefire in Sri Lanka’s decades-long civil war, and led to a shift 
in the conflict that directly affected the peace process. The massive number of tsunami casualties 
across the island caused the forces of both the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (known as the LTTE, 
an armed group fighting for a separate Tamil territory within Sri Lanka) and the formal government 
of Sri Lanka to pause in fighting and turn their manpower to response and recovery. The impact of 
the tsunami was worst on eastern shores, which at the time were hosting many war-affected people 
displaced from their homes.

Within days of the tsunami, the government declared Sri Lanka to be in a ‘state of emergency’, noting 
that tsunami responses would be extended to all of Sri Lanka and aid agencies would have access 
through checkpoints to areas previously inaccessible due to the conflict. This access was short 
lived, as accusations from both the government and the LTTE emerged over aid obstruction and 
corruption. National-level discord was mirrored at the local level, as communities felt that aid was not 
being dispersed fairly between different ethnic groups. These fears were reinforced by land seizures 
based on national-level decisions. The president set new ‘boundary zone’ regulations with the aim 
of reducing risk of future coastal hazards. But exceptions were made to allow for the construction of 
hotels in buffer-zone areas, while people who had to live by the sea for their livelihoods were moved 
inland. Accusations were made that the policy was another form of resource grabbing by the gov-
ernment. The regulations displaced some of the most vulnerable members of different communities 
already affected by the conflict. Any hopes that disaster response could bring some cooperation 
between ethnicities were quickly dashed as tsunami relief unravelled over entrenched issues of trust.

Going outside formal channels, the LTTE presented themselves directly to donors as viable author-
ities for distributing assistance to people within the territory under their control. The government 
reacted by restricting the aid going to conflict regions and this damaged their relations with both the 
LTTE and international organizations. People in LTTE-controlled areas or on the borders of conflict 
areas thus received the least external assistance. They were already the most vulnerable due to a 
lack of resources and included many who were also the most affected by the tsunami. The LTTE 
capitalized on this by blaming the lack of assistance on the government. As a result, there was an 
increase in violent conflict, an erosion of the rights of conflict-affected people and, just three years 
after the tsunami, the already-fragile ceasefire was formally declared over.

Box 1.2 �Sri Lanka’s ethnic groups and the tsunami aid disaster:  
a lesson for maintaining the peace? 
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Culture and links to power systems

Culture can be a significant factor in creating the higher levels of vulnerability of 

some groups of people, especially where beliefs and behaviours are embedded in 

power systems that allocate risk unequally between different groups of people (see 

Chapter 4). Culture itself can enable some people and groups to have more power: 

it ‘normalizes’ and legitimizes particular attitudes and behaviours that lead to vul-

nerability. This is very evident in relation to gender. In almost all cultures, women 

and girls are relatively less powerful and often materially deprived, and this is a 

significant factor in making females more vulnerable to some types of hazards.

In some cultures, the people who are disadvantaged by such ‘cultures of power’ 

(e.g., landless people, minorities, low class and low-caste groups as well as 

females) may ‘accept’ their position and perceive it as being legitimate because 

By May 2009 when government forces occupied the remaining areas controlled by the LTTE, most of 
the southern and western areas of the country affected by the tsunami had already moved on financially 
and physically. By contrast, post-conflict people also hit by the tsunami were left weak and fragmented 
with a lack of access to resources to rebuild sustainable livelihoods and infrastructure. Still today, many 
former LTTE areas continue to be militarized, chronically poor and highly vulnerable to climate change 
and disaster risks. They are left without the assets necessary to recover from hazards, let alone to plan 
for the future. To these communities, Sri Lanka’s conflict remains a major factor in the area’s political, 
social and economic fabric, just as it has been for decades.

Aid in these regions often fails to recognize or use informal influences and information channels that are 
people’s normal practices or relationships. In spite of strong institutional foundations for risk reduction, 
there is little knowledge of how people’s vulnerability is connected to their ethnicity, economic standing 
and local influence. There is potential for risk reduction to be integrated into development in communities 
in the north as it has been done in central areas of Sri Lanka, but this needs to be coordinated with the 
building of cultural resources. These need to include accessible social networks to be harnessed by local-
level governance strategies. As more permanent settlements are established, knowledge of local influence 
and trust needs to be spread. Crucially, in some post-conflict areas, the development of community 
identity beyond ethnicity has meant that some families feel ready to invest again in their surroundings, 
including in building homes and participating in local risk reduction activities. 

Such social resources should be included in assessments of vulnerability and capacity in order to under-
stand potential challenges and opportunities for the effectiveness of DRR efforts, so that a prevention 
culture can be supported that is sensitive to local contexts and does not increase marginalization. Sri 
Lanka’s people may use risk reduction not only as an objective in itself, but also as a means to a sus-
tainable and equitable peace. This could demonstrate how local-level actions potentially have significant 
national impacts. People affected by the tsunami who were also affected by the conflict have an interest in 
finding ways to use DRR to support peace. After the tsunami, government actors were often mistrusted. 
But local risk reduction efforts are now being seen as real ways that the government is investing in com-
munities. This could lead to more trust in leadership and, after a generation, perhaps a lasting peace. n



22	 Focus on culture and risk

World Disasters Report 2014	 Chapter 1 The links between culture and risk 

it is regarded as cultural rather than exploitative. For example, a flood project in 

Cambodia run by an international non-governmental organization (NGO) had con-

siderable difficulties in dealing with the tensions between groups in a village. The 

villagers believed in reincarnation. Some refused to accept the need to help those 

who had been badly affected: they were being punished for what they had done in 

a previous existence and so it would be wrong to help (Williams, 2003). On a much 

larger scale, the significance of caste was clearly evident as a factor in the vulnerab-

ility-discriminatory aid and recovery after the Bhuj earthquake in India in 2001 (DEC, 

2001). Similar problems were manifest for the Buraku, an ‘outcaste’ group, in Japan 

after the 1995 Kobe earthquake (for both their initial vulnerability and the discrim-

inatory response) (Wisner et al., 2004; McGill, 2011). 

In some situations the oppressed may rebel or resist. Many outcaste people (the 

‘untouchables’) in India converted to Islam or Christianity to ‘escape’ the cultural 

assumption that they deserve to suffer. In recent decades, many have supported 

the Dalit political movement against the caste system, which is largely an integral 

part of Hinduism. Culture, in the form of caste status, gender and other beliefs that 

affect access to resources, remains a significant determinant of both vulnerability 

to risk and access to aid and resources for reconstruction after a disaster. In many 

countries, youth cultures and ‘counter-culture’ groups (the clue is in the name) are 

seen as forms of resistance against power systems that embody oppressive cultures, 

as have struggles against racism and for rights for women, the disabled and people 

with different sexual orientations. 

Information as a false hope for behaviour change: 

lessons from public health

Another significant area of work that has had very little impact on DRR thinking is that 

on public health. Culture is highly relevant in relation to risk perception for disease 

and other public health issues (see Chapter 6). Problems where culture is very signi-

ficant include nutrition, child vaccination and the continued widespread denial of a 

‘germ theory of disease’ (where instead people invoke bad spirits or curses as the cause 

of illness). In Ghana, the Red Cross has had some success in a campaign to promote 

hand-washing, especially at events like funerals where the risk of disease transmission 

is increased among the many people who attend (IFRC, 2012). Interestingly, it might be 

expected that western doctors would fully accept the ‘germ theory’, and yet a report 

into unnecessary deaths in United States hospitals (estimated to number between 

44,000 and 98,000 every year) suggests that many medical staff do not. Cross-infec-

tions between patients account for a significant share of those deaths, which could be 

prevented by more frequent hand washing (Levitt and Dubner, 2009). 
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Some disease eradication programmes are affected by ‘cultures of resistance’ 

against supposed western interference. This has been very relevant for explana-

tions of AIDS in South Africa (see the review by Mackintosh, 2009) and is currently 

blocking polio vaccination campaigns in Nigeria and Pakistan, where powerful 

local leaders and terrorist groups are killing vaccinators and saying the cam-

paign is a western population-control plot. In north Nigeria some local people are 

concerned about the vaccination programme because of local ‘non-germ’ explan-

ations for the disease and suspicion of government (IRIN, 2013). Suspicion of the 

role of government in health matters led to massive opposition to ‘Obamacare’ 

(the Affordable Care Act, 2010) in the United States, even among many people 

who would benefit from it. Some research suggested that race played a part and 

even that some opponents feared that “American culture and way of life” was 

being threatened by foreign influences (meaning state-run health systems) (see a 

survey of research by Waldman, 2014). 

The spread of Ebola disease from February 2014 in West Africa is partly a result 

of a culture clash in how to deal with the dead and of some local people’s suspi-

cion of outsiders’ theories about the illness. Local traditions in Guinea and Sierra 

Leone involve washing the dead, whereas the medical practices aimed at stopping 

the spread of Ebola require quarantine of those infected, both when they are alive 

and, if they die, because they remain infectious (Global Ministries, 2014). In Sierra 

Leone, the Red Cross has formed a specialist burial team that helps bridge the 

cultural gap by respecting local beliefs while providing quarantine safety (IFRC, 

2014).

Knowledge without an understanding  

of culture is not enough

DRR organizations have not taken up one of the clear lessons from many public 

health and preventive medicine initiatives. This is that people do not necessarily 

change their behaviour simply because they receive information. There have been 

some significant advances in some health campaigns that do relate to campaigns 

and information being made available, as for example with smoking and in mass 

childhood vaccinations across many different cultures. But it is not always effect-

ive, and people always interpret information through their own cultural lens, 

especially when local culture becomes a form of resistance against what is per-

ceived as outside interference. 

There are serious doubts about the validity of the idea that providing informa-

tion changes people’s behaviour in the direction of risk reduction, as for example 

in the standard ‘knowledge, attitudes, behaviour’ (KAB) model and ‘informa-

tion deficit model’ (see Chapter 3). This has significance for DRR and adaptation 



24	 Focus on culture and risk

World Disasters Report 2014	 Chapter 1 The links between culture and risk 

programmes. Although people who experience a disaster are more likely to take 

action in relation to a repeat of the relevant hazard, providing information about 

known hazards that may strike people is often not a basis for mobilizing people to 

take part in preparedness. 

Even experiencing a disaster often does not always promote sufficient action. The 

famous ‘window of opportunity’ for change after a disaster is rarely open for long and 

lessons are not learned with any consistency. Many people continue to be adversely 

affected by natural hazards on a recurring basis and, to outsiders, do not appear to 

‘learn’. So if people have often dealt with risk, but do not appear to ‘learn’, perhaps 

much more significance needs to be given to factors that are not knowledge-related. 

Culture shapes how knowledge and understanding of risk is (or is not) applied and 

interpreted. The report finds that culture can be a significant factor that can increase 

people’s vulnerability to natural hazards, including when people view risk through 

their culture and not on the basis of information.

The ways that people’s culture contrasts with DRR rationalities is most evident when 

people give lower priority to risks that outsiders regard as serious. This may be partly 

because people consider that they have minimal ability to do much about those 

risks. And in any case other important factors override conventional notions of risk. 

DRR and adaptation organizations acknowledge that people knowingly live in areas 

that will experience serious hazards and, although many are forced to live in danger 

The Leyte chapter of 
the Philippine Red Cross 
was affected by Typhoon 

Haiyan in November 
2013. All over the world, 
some people, of diverse 

beliefs and religions, 
believe that disasters  

are a punishment from 
their gods or spirits.  

© Jarkko Mikkonen/
Finnish Red Cross 
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by poverty, many others exercise substantial choice in doing so. The significance 

of place and emotional attachments to it are well understood in the anthropology 

and geography literature (see Chapter 3). People enable themselves to live with 

risk through the evolution of cultures that either make them feel safe or remove 

the causes of disasters to a different realm (often religious) that is acceptable 

because it requires no other explanation. 

After some disasters, many people may want to move back to the same location 

even when many have died, homes have been destroyed and the hazard may 

happen again (Oliver-Smith, 1979; 1986). This poses a number of problems for 

DRR and adaptation. Most seriously, it calls into question the underlying logic of 

interventions that assume that, when given sufficient knowledge and awareness, 

people would not live in ‘risky’ areas. It also ignores the fact that most people 

prefer known to unknown risks. They would rather face natural hazards in one 

location than the possibility of loss of reciprocity from neighbours and com-

munity, lack of employment or livelihood options, physical violence or crime in a 

new ‘safe’ place. People who want to return feel that they can be more in control, 

that the variables they have to deal with are known to them and that they can 

make responses within an existing framework of experiences. This makes it very 

difficult for DRR organizations, as it would mean that improving people’s security 

requires persuading them to act against what they think are their own interests, 

or denying their culture or psychological preferences.

It is in the study of anthropology and sociology of risk that the emergence of the 

relevance of culture can be seen. Surprisingly this knowledge has had little impact 

on organizations that deal with disaster and adaptation. Much of this research 

has focused on high-income ‘western’ countries (e.g., Beck, 1992; 1999; Giddens, 

1991; Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982; Lupton, 1999; 2013 provide good summaries). 

Many of their ideas relate to the changing character of risks that result from 

modernity and the shift away from Nature as the primary ‘threat’ towards risks 

such as technology failures, pollution and terrorism that arise from industry, con-

flict and globalization. Caplan (2000) suggests that this involves people dealing 

with increasing uncertainty, because faith in science is undermined and risks are 

‘global’ with the possibility of remote events having an impact over very great dis-

tances. Global warming would now be recognized as the primary example of this, 

although it was a less prominent topic when these authors were writing. 

But there are also significant anthropological approaches to risk and culture on 

‘traditional’ societies and low- and middle-income countries (Caplan, 2000) that 

have also had little impact on DRR and adaptation. A key issue for much of this 

is analysis of the ways that people in different societies choose to define what 

is considered to be a risk and how these choices are shaped. Culture affects this 

social construction of risk, but culture itself is also shaped by how people believe 
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they can (and cannot) deal with different types of threat. Some of Douglas and Wil-

davsky’s views are summarized usefully by Caplan (2000) in a way that is highly 

relevant for this World Disasters Report:

“People see the weight of risks differently, and have to prioritise between them, 

since plainly no one can worry about all potential risks all the time. But in 

order to rank dangers there must be some agreement on criteria, which is why 

acceptability of risk is always a political issue. Since there are no value-free 

processes for choosing between risky alternatives, the search for an ‘objective 

method’ is doomed to failure and may blind researchers, including scientists, 

to the value-laden assumptions they are making.”

She goes on to show how Douglas and Wildavsky argue that “… people who adhere 

to similar forms of social organization take or avoid similar kinds of risks, and that 

for this reason, it is only by changing the social organisation that risk selection and 

perception can be altered” (Caplan, 2000). It would be difficult to put the case for the 

significance of culture and its interaction with risk more clearly.

Is behaviour only cultural or also ‘personal’?

Culture is a neglected but practical entry point for understanding much behaviour 

by institutions and people. By definition it affects many people together, and so lends 

itself to possible group-based or policy-led initiatives. But one of the criticisms made 

of Douglas and Wildavsky is that they overemphasize the social construction of risk. 

For the critics, this makes it difficult to allow for a person to ‘make up their own 

mind’ rather than be constrained by culture. Can people perceive and respond to 

risks on grounds that are not entirely determined by culture? The possible signific-

ance of an individual’s personality and of psychology and genetic make-up is also 

largely ignored by DRR and adaptation organizations. This is in spite of widespread 

awareness of the significance of these factors for understanding risk in (mainly) 

western societies. 

There is little space here to elaborate on this, but it must be acknowledged that 

‘culture’ is not the complete story and that other factors, which are currently 

missing from disaster preparedness and adaptation, must be considered. Not all 

people’s behaviour, attitudes and perception of risk are related to culture alone. 

In a people-centred approach, it would involve several other layers of complexity. 

Beliefs, attitudes, values and the behaviour that goes with them are also connec-

ted to individual traits including what is normally called personality. This involves a 

complex interaction of psychology, genetic make-up and neurochemical responses 

to the environment (including other people). Culture does overlap with the personal, 

and so there is a need to understand not only the ‘social construction’ of risk and 

responses to risk, but also the interaction of the social (culture) with the individual, 
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with personality and factors that relate to behaviours which may not always be a 

product solely of society. 

Clearly ‘personality’ is to some extent outside of culture, because it is largely 

derived from individual genetic make-up. But it is also known that genetically-dir-

ected behaviour is influenced by society more generally. For example, sexism 

(negative male attitudes towards females) and gendered behaviours (differences 

in how males and females behave) change in different cultural and historical 

contexts. The tendency of many people to be drawn to religion is considered by 

some neuroscientists to be embedded (‘hard wired’) in human behaviour. This is 

expressed in terms of a willingness to believe in the ‘supernatural’ as a way of 

explaining the unknown, but also of relating to oneself and others through emo-

tions rather than ‘facts’ (Ariely, 2009). Accepting new ‘external’ knowledge can 

mean people having to reduce their sense of identity because by doing so they 

have to deny or alter an existing attitude or value that they cherish.

Understanding the links between culture and disaster 

risk reduction

This World Disasters Report is intended to at least open the door to culture for 

organizations that work in DRR and climate change adaptation. It is partly ‘aware-

ness raising’ and aims to make it legitimate for professionals and organizations 

to realize that cultural issues are significant. The aim is to show how culture 

is important – both in the ‘people’s culture’ of those who face risk and for the 

‘organizational culture’ of those who are trying to help. Most readers will recog-

nize much of what is discussed, and that it is of such great significance that more 

must be understood about how it affects their work. Culture is not about ‘resid-

uals’ that can be ignored as strange and illogical: it is absolutely crucial to the 

way that DRR and adaptation succeeds or fails. In the context of climate change 

– with more vulnerable people and more frequent and/or more intensive extreme 

events – it is foolish to ignore one of the most significant factors affecting success.

For DRR and adaptation, as in most situations when an outside organization 

engages with people at the local level, two cultures or ‘belief and knowledge sys-

tems’ interact. The local (‘indigenous’) and the external (‘expert’) systems each 

appears to be coherent and logical in themselves: their outlook, resources and 

cosmologies make perfect sense to the people involved, and the people’s and 

organization’s behaviour is embedded in and justified by the culture. This dual-

istic idea of the differences is, of course, simplified, since they interact and have 

an effect on each other. But the key point is that they are initially different and 

contradictions can emerge between them. 
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The idea for this topic of culture and risk arose in a group of academics and NGO 

staff from around the world who have been concerned for some years that DRR has 

excluded culture and ignored lessons from other disciplines that are highly relevant. 

The editors of this World Disasters Report have also organized two conferences on the 

topic, both in Germany (in 2011 and 2013), from which a more academic volume will 

be published (Krüger et al., 2014). The editors of the report do not see it as providing 

all of the answers. Their suggestion is that once the organizations involved acknow-

ledge the culture clash and start being aware of the different ideas that people have 

about risk, then much better progress can be made in DRR and for adaptation. 

Understanding the fact that people have different priorities even when living in 

‘at-risk’ areas requires broadening the frame of reference. It is no longer sufficient to 

focus narrowly on trying to understand how to improve DRR programmes when these 

are largely defined by ‘outsiders’. Instead, it becomes necessary to invest in under-

standing the rationalities for a wide variety of behaviours, some of which appear 

to outsiders to be ‘irrational’. This means moving beyond conventional frames of 

reference of the disaster ‘sector’ and exploring other disciplines such as psycho-

logy, public health, anthropology, sociology and behavioural economics. Moreover, it 

requires confronting the (often) difficult questions that different rationalities pose 

for DRR programming, namely that the priorities and worldviews of the relevant 

organizations are not the same as those of the people they aim to help. 

People live within (and for) their culture while they live with risk. Culture is partly a 

long-term evolved ‘strategy’ for survival in the face of risk, where people can engage 

in behaviour that is sometimes calculated and sometimes spontaneous. In one 

example of volcanic risk in a Spanish island territory, conflicting risk perspectives 

between the local people (anxious to protect their livelihoods) and the authorities 

are clear, with the people making a calculated ‘performance’ of a partially invented 

culture in order to support their interests (see Box 1.3). When people consider that 

they cannot do much about risk (and they have to take risks in order to survive), then 

their interpretations of danger are influenced by culture, can modify culture and are 

deeply inscribed in their day-to-day dealings with risk and livelihoods. 

Without understanding people’s different rationalities, any outsider’s expectations of 

attitudes to risk will be misplaced. Most DRR interventions expect people to behave 

in ways that minimize the same risks as those identified by the outsider. These inter-

ventions fail to take adequate account of the cultural behaviours that often lead 

to people having different rationalities. The supposed ‘irrational’ risk perceptions 

are linked with cultural interpretations of disasters and have evolved in order that 

people can co-exist with hazards, enabling them to ‘discount’ the effects of a dis-

aster. Other beliefs justify why some people deserve to suffer more than others and, 

in many cases, culture can increase people’s vulnerability by supporting values that 

put people at risk.
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Many DRR organizations are divorced from the realities of the life and the expect-

ations of those who are at risk, in either their thinking or their doing, or both. 

People do not behave in the way that disaster managers and institutions want – or 

expect – them to behave. There is a strong parallel with the way that conventional 

economics interprets human behaviour in very rigid ways, usually based on the 

narrow ‘rationality’ of profit maximization and the aggregated behaviour of homo 

economicus. DRR staff and institutions are often aware of the gaps between their 

own goals and those of the people they are claiming to help, although they may 

not understand why this is the case. Organizations are also likely to be dependent 

on funding from donors who are willing to support DRR for specific hazards and 

who cannot or do not want to work on the causes of poverty and vulnerability. 

There needs to be greater willingness to accept that this is a problem. It is very 

difficult for organizations that are charged with DRR to change their focus and 

carry out work that supports people in their needs for everyday life, even when 

the people do not show much interest in dealing with the severe hazards. Yet, 

clearly, for there to be increased success, people’s culture and risk priorities must 

be taken into account, with the hope that the outcome is much greater integra-

tion of DRR with adaptation and development. 

This need is also shown by the information in Figure 1.2, an ‘infographic’ that 

shows the number of deaths worldwide during the 20th century that can be attrib-

uted to different categories of identifiable causes. It is worth noting the very small 

share of deaths that can be attributed to natural hazards: the data ‘bubbles’ can 

barely be seen – at the bottom right of the graphic. The vast majority of deaths are 

understandably a result of disease. However, many of these illnesses are prevent-

able, and are related to problems of development – poverty, inadequate health 

services, poor water and sanitation. One of the largest bubbles is for smallpox, 

which has now been eradicated globally. But many of the other big killers of the 

20th century remain potent or are increasing – including many that are related 

to poverty and likely to increase with climate change. Others can be attributed 

to ‘overdevelopment’ or increasing wealth, for instance diseases of diet and ‘life-

style’ (obesity, diabetes, smoking, drinking alcohol). 

What is interesting is that for many of these there is a connection with culture. 

If culture is significant in relation to risk and natural hazards, it is also clearly to 

be found in human behaviour for many other types of risk: diet, dangerous sub-

stances that bring pleasure or addiction, willingness to engage in conflict, attitudes 

to other people who can be defined as ‘outsiders’ and potential enemies, traffic 

‘accidents’ and cultures of driving dangerously. In short, it becomes abundantly 

clear that whether organizations are interested in preventing disasters linked to 

natural hazards, or many other types of risk, it is impossible to do a good job 

unless they recognize, understand and begin to deal with the effects of culture.
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Small islands and their communities appear to be a perfect laboratory for disaster risk studies: clear-cut, 
isolated, manageable and consistent. But what if a disaster reveals that the idea of an island ‘commu-
nity’ is a metaphor rather than a coherent entity and, in addition, a ‘disaster’ is staged rather than real?

In October 2011, El Hierro, the westernmost island of the volcanic archipelago of Spain’s Canary 
Islands and home to around 11,000 people, experienced a volcanic crisis, its first documented 
seismic activity in the last two centuries. A submarine eruption, preceded by an increasing series of 
low-magnitude earthquakes, caused colouring of the sea, the emission of gas and floating volcanic 
bombs. Located two kilometres offshore, south of the fishing village and diving site La Restinga, the 
eruption continued for five months (Carracedo et al., 2012). 

Figure 1 Location of the Canary Islands

For scientists, this was a 
rare chance to observe 
an ongoing eruption on 
the Canary Islands. Dif-
ferent hypotheses arose 
about the dangers posed 
by the situation and, in 
reaction to a potentially 
serious event, a special 
plan for civil protection 
came into effect that del-
egated responsibilities 
to various regional and 
national institutions. The 
decree called for wide-

spread participation but some of the regional experts were excluded, which would foster a lasting 
dispute about the ‘mismanagement’ of the crisis (Perez-Torrado et al., 2012). Emergency forces 
from the army were sent to the island and in the course of the eruption, La Restinga was evacuated 
twice. Such measures, which also included a fishing ban that affected fishers and diving tourism, 
were viewed critically by some of the island’s population. El Hierro’s politicians were overwhelmed 
by the situation and worked hard to relay information, even though it was sometimes contradictory.

While the population faced a very unsettling, if fascinating, natural event (which thankfully caused 
no casualties), the situation triggered an intense and partly dramatized media coverage. Imagery of 
disembarking military forces and pictures of the ‘boiling’ sea were combined with alarming reports 
of ’poison gas alert’ or ‘explosive gas bubbles’. To this day, a number of web-blogs contain reports 
about the island’s continuing ‘earthquakes’. Maps depicting seismic events contribute to these disas-
ter narratives, although most of the seismic activity they chart is below the threshold of perception. 

Box 1.3 Staging a disaster and restaging a ‘community’ – the seismic crisis of El Hierro
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A viewpoint shared by most locals is that alarmist news coverage and actions taken by authorities had a 
needlessly deterrent effect on tourism, which declined by around 60 per cent in two years. 

A ‘hazardous place’ developing concurrently with the economic crisis in Spain, where unemployment 
was more than 30 per cent, created a double crisis that affected many of the islanders’ livelihoods. Offi-
cial statistics (ISTAC, 2014) do not reflect a heavy drop in the island’s population, but many inhabitants 
assume a wave of emigration.

A closer look at the range of experiences of El Hierro’s inhabitants reveals that the crisis people lived 
through was actually the interaction and circulation of rivalling ‘framings’ of the natural event. These fluid 
sets of interpretations and ascriptions often served certain objectives; ascriptions supplied by the media 
are different from those of scientists, politicians, people involved in the tourism industry and others. 

As framing El Hierro as a hazardous place has damaged the islanders’ well-being, many coping strat-
egies have aimed at altering how the seismic event has been represented. Local media, aware of the 
potential negative impact of ‘disaster vocabulary’, are now trying to manage their imagery and reporting 
carefully. Authorities now tend to refer to positive examples of volcanic activity (as Hawaii does) and omit 
statements about possible risks. The local tourism industry has started web-blogs attempting to reassure 
clients that the island is safe and campaigns now spotlight the island’s volcanic origin. 

This ‘restaging’ also has an effect on islanders’ risk perceptions, as it differs from their own interpretation 
of events. As a consequence, different ascriptions have been merged into a meta-framing that somewhat 
reconciles varied perspectives. In this sense, El Hierro’s ‘identity’ has gained new importance.

El Hierro is often described as the ‘most remote’ or ‘forgotten’ of the Canary Islands due to its isolation 
and historical role as a political underdog in relation to its neighbouring islands. Socio-economic disad-
vantages and hardship caused by water scarcity and periodic drought have always fostered waves of 
emigration and remigration. Many cultural symbols of the island incorporate social unity, modest living, 
a connectedness with the soil and the ‘wild’ nature of its volcanic origin. Being Herreño means being 
connected to nature, neglected by those in power and, consequently, a member of a resilient and strong 
community. This notion of a community is constantly reproduced in local folklore, art, literature, advertising 
and political discourses.

As this community-defining framework is very compatible with current circumstances, where potential 
threats and the fight against adversity are highlighted, statements from individuals in regard to volcanic 
risk or the crisis in general often return to it. In short, to counter the crisis, long-established framings are 
mobilized and, thus, the significance of the community is increased. This has important implications. The 
image of a resilient and unified community entices certain actors to de-emphasize differing perceptions of 
risk and verbally downplay social differences. Accepting volcanic risk as being part of the island’s nature 
establishes a certain self-assurance and is an effective ‘counter-framing’ to avoid further deterrence of 
tourists. But taking individual precautions or showing fear have now become a taboo in some cases and 
visible actions of disaster preparedness, such as public emergency drills, are frowned upon by some. Local 
emergency services are well equipped and constantly improving, but face resentment which can become 
an obstacle. This situation may increase the island’s vulnerability to both volcanic hazards and the effects 
of further disaster narratives. A moderate earthquake (magnitude 5.1) in December 2013 and ongoing 
tectonic deformation of the island indicate that there is still a real need to improve preparedness. n
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A warning from a DRR organization that people are in a dangerous place is not going to 

make them move away to ‘safety’, because they believe that moving is less beneficial 

than the loss of their livelihoods over the longer term. The idea that information and 

knowledge will make people behave differently (‘rationally’) in relation to serious haz-

ards (the ‘information deficit model’) is discredited. In public health policy, it has long 

been known that people do not change their behaviour (e.g., in eating habits or for safe 

sex) simply because they get information (Marteau et al., 2002). The information deficit 

model is similar to the ‘knowledge, attitude, behaviour’ model that many NGOs believe 

is effective in their work. This has also been shown to be inadequate in most aspects of 

human behaviour, especially in regard to environmental problems and most notably in 

relation to climate change (van der Linden, 2014; Kolmuss and Agyeman, 2002). 

It cannot be assumed that information or even education guarantees that people 

will face up to the risks that confront them. ‘Filling the gap’ in knowledge is not the 

same as understanding (see ‘cognitive dissonance’ in Glossary below). Culture, psy-

chology and emotion intervene as ‘filters’ that alter the way information is used to 

In the La Paz ladera, the people who have settled in hazardous places generally do not show great 
interest in mitigation activities, but instead give priority to investment in social venues, stairways, 
sports facilities and better access. There is little interest in geotechnical studies to identify the quality 
of soils and improve the stability of their homes. Socio-economic hazards are more important to 
them: lack of savings, unemployment or irregular work, health and water quality, education, satis-
faction of basic needs, interpersonal security, family problems and the like. Overall, there is a general 
precariousness, insecurity and uncertainty which complicates social progress for many people. Even 
folkloric traditions attract much more attention and investment from households and communities 
than disaster reduction. People spend a lot of money on these types of events, which have the impor-

tant function of reinforcing community and citizenship, 
and contribute to social protection.

A number of people living in hazardous sites in La Paz 
base their resilience strategy around the acquisition 
of a house and inclusion in a neighbourhood, “even 
on top of the mountain”, as they say. It provides sta-
bility and status and a number of other advantages, 
compared to the difficulties faced by those who rent. 
Their resilience strategy is much broader than deal-
ing only with disaster risks. It concerns a range of 
socio-economic risks that are considered far more 
significant and urgent. That is why risk perceptions 
often become embedded in and adapted to strategies 
for social progress, instead of the obvious (to outsid-
ers) priority of the dangers of the hill slopes. n

People from Tacagua in La Paz’s western ladera, celebrating the 
neighbourhood’s foundation day. Folkloric traditions are more important  

for them than reducing the risk of landslides. © Fabien Nathan
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Flood plains are central to the livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people around the world, but they can 
also cause loss of life and property: unsurprisingly, they flood. Governments looking to help people live 
with these risks are faced with two options. First, they can assist people to remain living in flood plains, 
for example by establishing early warning systems and temporary evacuation procedures. Or, second, 
and more controversially, they can attempt to move them out of flood-plain areas permanently. 

Relocating people as a response to climate shocks and change – particularly flooding – is an approach 
that has gained considerable interest in recent years (de Sherbinin et al., 2012).  The main advantage of 
relocation is the near-complete removal of people from the flooding threat. Relocation can also provide 
opportunities for people to have improved housing and state services. However, there are also potentially 
significant disadvantages for relocated populations. First, there is much evidence to show that resettlement 
normally impoverishes people who are moved rather than improves their situations (McDowell, 1996). 

Box 3.2 What are flood plains for? The case of the Lower Zambezi River valley, Mozambique

change attitudes and behaviour. Any new knowledge inevitably has to interact with 

already-significant attitudes and emotions, rather than providing the means to 

change attitudes. This means that it does not always produce the intended behavi-

oural outcome (see Know4DRR, 2013, for an interesting discussion of this problem).

To change such beliefs would in many cases mean that individuals have to alter 

their relationship with neighbours, friends and their ‘community’ completely. Giv-

ing up a belief on the basis of new knowledge affects not only the individuals’ own 

life, but the way that they relate to family and everyone around them. The emo-

tional attachment to perceptions of risk is so strong that it is also difficult to give 

up because it helps define who someone is and how they live with others. As with 

other shared cultural practices (for example, polygamy, dowry and female genital 

mutilation), it is extremely difficult for one person or household to change unless 

everybody else does so. Wanting to do things differently from your peer group 

may lead to being disowned and even having problems in pursuing livelihoods. 

In some cases governments suggest (or even enforce) evacuation from hazard-

ous places, therefore depriving people of their livelihoods. This is more likely to 

happen after a serious disaster, when governments believe that they need to take 

action to protect people from a recurrence of the disaster. This has happened after 

a number of recent disasters, including the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami (see Box 

1.1), where coastal exclusion zones were established in Sri Lanka (Gamburd, 2011), 

and after floods in Mozambique. Box 3.2 provides an assessment of the tensions 

arising because of different goals for flood protection versus livelihoods in Mozam-

bique. An exclusion zone in Aceh, Indonesia, which the government had originally 

proposed, was abandoned by March 2005 after opposition from the people, partly 

because of the difficulties of keeping their livelihoods (Kennedy et al., 2007).
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Second, there is the risk that powerful people might use the threat of climate shocks and change to 
move people for personal economic and political gain (Barnett and Webber, 2009). 

In Mozambique, the history of relocation stretches back to the Portuguese colonial era, as well as the 
socialist period following independence in 1975. In the past 15 years, a series of major flooding disas-
ters in the south and central regions of the county has resulted in the re-emergence of resettlement 
policy. One example involves the Lower Zambezi River, which extends over 700 kilometres from the 
Cahora Bassa dam in central Mozambique to the Indian Ocean. About 3 million people are depen-
dent on this part of the river to sustain their livelihoods. However, in 2007, major flooding displaced 
56,000 households out of the valley and into surrounding higher lands. In response, the Mozambi-
can government decided to relocate the displaced people permanently. This allows newly resettled 
people to live in the ‘high area’ (zona alta), out of the reach of flood waters, and ‘commute’ to the 
‘low area’ (zona baixa) to continue farming. Although the exact number of households moved by 
government is not known, it runs into the tens of thousands. Some western donors and NGOs have 
been involved in the resettlement process, either as a DRR, CCA or livelihoods-support response. 

The results of Mozambique’s resettlement programme are not well understood and a mixed picture 
emerges for relocated people. The risk of flooding for relocated households is reduced and many 
people now live in ‘improved’ concrete houses close to major roads. But new risks have arisen, such 
as an increase in crime in resettlement areas and a range of cultural problems, including toilet-sharing 
in close confines. Some relocated communities appear to be better off overall, whereas others have 
done quite badly, particularly those whose inhabitants have to travel long distances to reach their farms. 
And within communities, the outcomes of relocation appear to be dependent on social status, with 
relatively better-off households more capable of benefiting from their new surroundings in the high area 
than poorer ones (Artur and Hilhorst, 2014). The disadvantages that poorer households face can lead 
to their abandoning resettlement areas after they have been relocated (Arnall et al., 2013). 

Beyond the immediate livelihoods impacts of the resettlement programme, there is controversy about 
the reasons why the Zambezi River is increasingly erratic and the best way to respond to the result-
ing large-scale displacements of people. Some Mozambican NGOs argue that worsening floods in 
recent years are mostly the result of dam construction up-river, and not natural or climate change- 
related fluctuations (Justiça Ambiental, 2011). Other commentators point out that the present-day 
resettlement programme, in addition to being viewed as a DRR strategy, should be recognized as 
the result of a Mozambican legacy to control and ‘regulate’ dispersed rural populations dating from 
the country’s colonial and socialist eras (Arnall, 2013). These alternative perspectives raise important 
questions about the equity of economic development in the Lower Zambezi River valley, and who 
wins and who loses as a result of DRR policies. 

This example from Mozambique raises a number of important lessons for governments and devel-
opment agencies looking to help poor and vulnerable people cope with flooding. First, it should be 
recognized that flood plains are inherently risky and, for many people, the benefits that rivers provide 
outweigh the risks of inundation. Second, resettlement of people out of flood plains is a precarious 
strategy at best and should generally be viewed as a measure of last resort. Third, organizations 
need to remain alert to the political dimensions of DRR and ensure that interventions carried out in 
its name are not unduly appropriated by wider interests. n



Chapter

3

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies	 75

World Disasters Report 2014	 Taking livelihoods seriously

In an article in the Humanitarian Practice Network newsletter on post-tsunami 

construction in Aceh and Sri Lanka, Kennedy et al. (2007) reported that: 

“To avoid recreating tsunami vulnerability, exclusion zones for coastal 

redevelopment were mandated in Sri Lanka and, to a lesser extent, in 

Aceh… Moreover, while exclusion zones generally reduce the risks from 

future tsunamis and other coastal floods, failing to conduct proper assess-

ments in new sites could increase exposure to other hazards. This approach 

also damages livelihoods that depend on living by the sea. In some cases, 

there were accusations that exclusion zones were imposed so that the 

coastal land could be used for other purposes, such as building hotels.”

This again is a clash of cultures: between the disaster agencies who can only see 

the significance of the hazards and the people whose priority is livelihoods. Given 

that many people are willing or compelled by poverty to live in dangerous places 

to gain their livelihoods, the implications of livelihoods for DRR and CCA policies 

must clearly be taken very seriously. Another illustration of this is the reluctance 

of many people to evacuate from danger when they receive a hazard warning. 

They fear theft of their property or loss of their assets which cannot be easily 

replaced if the hazard strikes. The damage to their livelihood from a false alarm 

may be as bad as if the hazard had actually struck. This problem is especially dif-

ficult when people have experienced early warnings that were inaccurate. 

People’s livelihoods are their first ‘line of defence’ against disasters: it is the basis 

for their nutrition, their baseline status and their general health and welfare 

(Cannon, 2008; Feinstein International Center, 2013). Livelihoods determine the 

educational level they are able to secure for their children. A successful livelihood 

is also the basis for people’s capacity to protect themselves from hazards – to con-

struct the right type of home in a safe location. Even when they have the income 

many people will not necessarily protect themselves. Their interpretation of risk 

is such that livelihood takes priority, and spending of income is not related to risk 

reduction (see Box 3.1). The quality of a house and its location (especially in the 

countryside where they are normally self-built) are determined by the cultural 

attitudes to risk (see Chapter 5). Why incorporate safety features if a disaster is 

an act of god(s) or regarded as unlikely, or where the cost of the improvements 

are not considered worthwhile compared with the other things that money can 

be spent on? 

A further set of problems can arise when different groups of people occupy the 

same territory, but with very different ideas of how to use the resources for their 

livelihoods. Culturally, different groups (especially from different ethnicities and 

histories) may perceive environmental resources in different ways. One group 

may destroy some resources (e.g., forest) to carry out one type of activity when 
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Many so-called ‘environmental problems’ are generated by the culture-specific relationship between 
people and their natural environments in regard to their livelihoods. Sometimes the problems arise 
because of very different ideas about what the environment can be used for and one group’s attitude 
may conflict with the needs of another. This case study from Ecuador shows how indigenous peoples 
perceive a drastic change in their natural environment, their lifeworld and livelihoods. Perceived 
changes, however, are not uniform among and within the groups or communities studied. 

The tropical mountain rainforests of the eastern Andean slopes in southern Ecuador have been iden-
tified as one of the ‘mega-hotspots’ of biodiversity worldwide. But in recent decades, these sensitive 
ecosystems have come under enormous pressure due to agricultural land expansion (especially for 
grazing pasture), timber extraction, mining activities, water extraction, road construction and other 
forms of human interference. Indigenous Shuar and Saraguros as well as mestizos (a term generally 
used to indicate people of mixed Spanish and indigenous descent) are settling in the research area, 
the Nangaritza valley, in the Amazon foothills of the Andes. The Shuar belong to the Amazonian 
indigenous groups and are the native people of the valley. They are traditionally forest dwellers settling 
in the lower parts of the tropical mountain forests at 900 to 1,400 metres. They practise shifting cul-
tivation in a subsistence economy and also fish, hunt and gather forest products. The Saraguros are 
Quechua-speaking highland people who live as agro-pastoralists for the most part in the temperate 
mid-altitudes of the Andes (1,700 to 2,800 metres). The Saraguros and the mestizos came to the 
Nangaritza valley as smallholder colonists to log timber and practise cattle ranching and agriculture. 
Since their arrival in the last two decades they have converted large areas of rainforest into almost 
treeless pastures. 

As recent studies in southern Ecuador show, ethnic-cultural identity is one driving factor in the 
relationship between humans and their environment (Gerique, 2011; Pohle et al., 2010). There are 
fundamental differences between the indigenous Shuar and Saraguros in their attitude towards 
the tropical rainforest and what it means to them. These differences affect the management of for-
est resources and the perceptions of environmental risks. But these conflicting attitudes are also 
apparent in wider economic and social activities including all strategies for maintaining livelihoods. 
In 2011, a livelihood and perception survey of environmental, economic and social stresses was 
conducted in 73 households in six settlements in the Nangaritza valley. The communities were 
either homogeneous Shuar centros or mixed communities of Shuar, Saraguro and mestizo. The 
survey clearly revealed that the colonization and deforestation process is an enormous threat to the 
Shuar’s traditional livelihoods and resource-use systems. The colonos’, or colonists’, conversion of 
forests into pasture reduces available land for slash-and-burn agriculture, the basis of the Shuar’s 
subsistence production. Selective timber logging mainly practised by colonos reduces tree species 

Box 3.3 Loss of rainforests and biodiversity: a disaster for ‘indigenous communities’?

that resource is essential to another group. Moreover, the way that resources are 

used can lead to increased hazards, perhaps where deforestation leads to down-

stream flooding. This type of culture clash is explained in Box 3.3 on biodiversity and 

ethnicity for a region of Ecuador.
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which are used for house construction and fruit gathering. There is a reported increase in irregular high 
river levels causing catastrophic flooding and claiming lives, which cannot yet be traced to deforestation 
and still needs further investigation.

Aerial photo and satellite image interpretation in the Nangaritza valley shows that, compared with 2000, 
the tropical forests in 2010 were reduced in area by almost half. The pasture area increased by 15 per cent 
and the cultivated area increased by almost 13 per cent (Pohle et al., 2012). Among the groups studied, 
this loss of forests was, however, not seen equally as a negative factor, a risk or even a disaster. For the 
Shuar, as forest-dependent people, colonization and deforestation clearly mean loss of land (territory), 
loss of animal and plant species for housing, hunting and gathering and, as such, loss of their traditional 
way of life which is still based on a sense of being closely bound to the forest culturally, spiritually and 
economically. For the Shuar, deforestation means a loss of cultural identity. But for the Saraguros, it is a 
gain in opportunity, a strategy to secure livelihoods as pastoralists and farmers.

Some Shuar households are also changing: they have adopted the pastoralist activities of their colonist 
neighbours and are becoming integrated into the market economy. Although monetary income mainly 
stems from selling agricultural products, several Shuar households reported cattle ranching as the main 
income source, while others named timber logging and small-scale mining. As the price for gold rose 
dramatically after the global financial crisis, controversial attitudes towards small-scale gold mining in their 
territories even caused a division of Shuar communities into conservationists and mining protagonists. 

The study shows that indigenous ethnic-cultural groups living in the same locality can have very different 
ideas about how to deal with forests and resources. Community-based approaches to nature conserva-
tion, sustainable development or risk reduction have to be aware of ethnic-cultural, social and economic 
differences both among and within the groups or communities studied. While the loss of forests and 
biodiversity involves the loss of identity for some, it means opportunities to sustain livelihoods for others.

It is also evident that the notion of indigenous peoples living in harmony with nature is as much a romantic 
idea as the idealized concept of community as an entity of people who share the same culture, values 
and livelihood strategies. The example of the Shuar shows that there is a tendency to break into other 
groupings when it comes to economic adaptation and coping. The Shuar’s identity-forming function of the 
forest seems to be decreasing steadily with the loss of their ancestral forest resources. This also means 
that the idea of culture is not fixed but changes constantly in relation to opportunities, resources, com-
petition and changing boundaries. According to Radcliffe (2006), “Culture and development refers to the 
fact that culture is not primordial but is reworked and reproduced around and through development…” 

As indicated in Chapter 1, there are many kinds of events that different people consider to be disasters. 
Sometimes it is not the effects of natural hazards that are most relevant to damaging people’s lives and 
livelihoods: when competing groups perceive a natural resource in different ways it can be a disaster 
for those who lose. And sometimes the damage done to the natural environment in order to pursue 
livelihoods may be responsible for making some hazards (e.g., floods) worse or more frequent. The last 
connection cannot yet be proved in the study area, but is apparent in other parts of the world where 
similar competition over resources is taking place. n
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Culture and livelihoods: different risk priorities

When people are asked, for instance through participatory community risk assess-

ments, what their problems are, very few respond with the risks that outsiders are 

concerned about and which can, of course, lead to serious disasters. Most people 

have a completely different set of risk priorities. The evidence for this comes from 

the many local risk assessments carried out around the world by the Red Cross Red 

Crescent and other NGOs (see Figure 3.1 above). 

These assessments are done normally using participatory methods that are very similar 

in most NGOs, such as the IFRC’s Vulnerability and Capacity Assessments (VCAs). In 

hardly any of these assessments do people include serious hazards in their list of risks. 

While men, women and children (when asked separately) often have different lists 

and priorities, it is very rare for any of them to include earthquakes, floods, hurricanes 

or other sudden-onset hazards. Although no combined reviews of the results of VCA-

type assessments have been published, evidence for this comes from IFRC reviews of 

the VCA system in 2006 and 2012, and from discussions with Red Cross Red Crescent 

and NGO staff from many countries, who have confirmed that people’s risk hierarchy 

hardly ever includes the severe hazards that DRR agencies focus on.

For example, in 2004, the Yemen Red Crescent Society carried out some VCAs with the 

IFRC in two areas that had recently suffered flash floods (IFRC, 2006). The intention 

was to promote participatory activities for flood preparedness. After some months 

working with the people, they created a road safety programme! People identified 

the day-to-day, small-scale disasters of death and injury on the roads as much more 

significant than floods, which might not recur for a very long time. 

In another extreme example, postgraduates studying DRR at Copenhagen University 

went on a field visit to Bangladesh in 2010, just six months after Cyclone Aila had 

devastated much of the coast in the south of the country (and neighbouring India). 

They visited a coastal village in the Sundarban mangrove forest, home to the Bengal 

tiger. The area was hit not only by Aila in 2009 but also Cyclone Sidr in 2007. When 

asked what risks they faced, it was the daily risks that outweighed those of the cyclones. 

Top of their list was drinking water (too salty), next was attacks by pirates, and third 

was the risk of being eaten by tigers (unpublished field reports, 2010). In many parts 

of the world, recurrent hazards are incorporated into normal life (through ‘coping’ 

strategies), such as the many people who ‘live with floods’. In parts of Viet Nam, cer-

tain vegetables can only be grown in flood waters, and people look forward to eating 

and selling them. In both Bangladesh and Viet Nam, over hundreds of years farmers 

developed varieties of ‘floating rice’ that actually grow with the slow-onset floods and 

are harvested from boats. Unfortunately, these are disappearing with the dominance 

of high-yield varieties, and it is essential that the traditional crop varieties are redis-

covered to help with climate change.
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Many DRR institutions do not change their projects to fit local people’s own pri-

orities, and in many cases the external priority given to the severe hazard can 

be imposed on the local people. Risk assessments like VCA are often carried out 

with a predetermined hazard in the minds of the DRR organization or their donor. 

So even if local people prefer to fix their water supply or reduce malaria, they 

get incorporated into the disaster risk project anyway. A significant part of this 

mismatch is that DRR organizations approach local people based on funding they 

have obtained for dealing with certain hazards and not for other types of prob-

lems that the people themselves might prioritize. 

It is, of course, true that the people do face the severe hazards that the DRR 

organization is hoping to deal with. When VCA investigations are carried out, it is 

possible that people restrict their responses about the risks they face to exclude 

serious hazards. For example, people may fail to mention extreme events because 

they don’t think it is possible to do very much about them, or they have made 

‘cultural’ adjustments to them and are fatalistic or accept them as god’s will. 

They may, therefore, focus on problems that they think the outsiders can help 

with, and assume that little can be done about the big disasters. And, even if this 

is true, it just leads back to the significance of culture. If people are not interested 

in disaster preparedness because they make ‘cultural’ adjustments to live with 

the risks, it makes the role of DRR institutions quite difficult.

Instead of being interested in floods, hurricanes, tsunamis and earthquakes, 

people typically mention immediate and everyday problems like food on their 

plate, paying school fees, getting water, crime, road ‘accidents’ and so on. Some 

analysis of disaster preparedness suggests that there is little point in trying to 

engage people in DRR activities until these other difficulties have been resolved. 

DRR must be linked to broader development priorities if it is to succeed (Wisner 

et al., 2004; Blaikie et al., 1996; Shepherd et al., 2013; DFID, 2005; UNDP, 2004). It is 

difficult for DRR (and CCA) interventions to respond to this clash of priorities: by 

definition the organizations concerned are boxed into dealing with severe risks, 

not the problems of everyday survival, livelihoods and development. They have 

normally applied for funding that has restricted uses, and disasters get divorced 

from development partly because of the funding mechanisms.

The need to make better connections between disasters and development was 

partly acknowledged in the Hyogo Framework for Action and more so in the Inter-

governmental Panel on Climate Change’s special report on extreme events (IPCC, 

2012). Better integration is being proposed for the post-Hyogo framework and 

the successors to the Millennium Development Goals (UNISDR, 2014; Mitchell, 

2012; Mitchell et al., 2013). The goal for DRR and CCA institutions must be to find 

ways that work at the local level so that people can both deal with their every-

day needs and have better livelihoods, while also enabling them to take extreme 
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hazards into account. This means that people have to be confident that extreme 

events can be dealt with, which in turn requires DRR institutions to demonstrate 

cultural sensitivity so that they do not appear to be treating local people as irrational 

and superstitious. Where culture is a possible barrier to people thinking they can 

(or should) be able to reduce the effects of serious hazards, then it needs to be fully 

taken into account. 

Cultural adjustments to living with risk

The frequency and severity of hazards – and the number of vulnerable people who 

will be exposed to them – is expected to rise with climate change. It will also bring 

an increase in other hazards, including heatwaves and wildfires, and possibly cold 

waves, as well as new and spreading diseases and pests. Climate change is also dam-

aging the rural livelihoods of billions of people through the effects of changes in 

temperature, rainfall and seasonality. This is making more people vulnerable to all 

types of hazards, not only those linked to climate.

Hundreds of millions of people are, therefore, ‘condemned’ to live with risk, to be 

made vulnerable to the hazards by social processes and to suffer the effects of 

human-made climate change in both daily climate trends and extreme events. So 

whatever is done to reduce disaster risks, it must take place in this context where 

people are living with risk. And the first point of contact is their livelihoods, and how 

these can be made stronger, safer and where necessary replaced (for instance, in 

places where there is uncertainty for the future and where villages, towns or even 

cities will become uninhabitable) (Cannon, 2014; FAO, 2013). 

People live with risk even when they know about previous disasters, and may even 

want to return to their homes after a disaster to the same place that they are aware 

is still dangerous. The UK newspaper The Guardian reported that six months after 

Typhoon Haiyan struck the Philippines, the authorities in the badly-hit city of Tac-

loban are imposing a no-build zone in dangerous areas and fund-raising for new 

housing in safe areas. Not everybody is happy, since it will remove people from their 

livelihoods. Jaime Boctot, who lost 14 of his family, rebuilt his home in the same 

place right by the sea. He is quoted saying, “My life has been spent near the sea. I have 

worked as a diver all my life. I don’t know what to do if that is taken away from 

me.” He is one of thousands of people living in areas designated as no-build zones. 

The Guardian reports that city officials estimate that under the new no-build rules 

200,000 people may need to be resettled (Lowe, 2014). The power of attachment to 

a place is of immense significance for many people and could be considered one of 

the major cultural challenges for DRR. At the moment, this is not taken into account 

enough in DRR and CCA, and knowledge from other disciplines is not being used to 

inform what is done.
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Bocot’s story is a good example of ‘territorial functioning’, a concept used in soci-

ology in relation to people’s behaviour where they show the importance they 

attach to (and their ability to function in) particular places (Taylor, 1988; see 

Glossary below). It is primarily a defensive mechanism that enables people to 

maintain emotional stability in the face of change. It has links with the idea of 

‘ontological security’, which refers to the way that a stable mental state can be 

maintained by having connections with place (see Glossary). Through a sense of iden-

tification with a particular location, people can maintain emotional continuity in 

their lives. A classic example of this in relation to disasters relates to the town of  

Yungay in Peru, studied by Oliver-Smith (1979; 1986). Despite being destroyed by 

a landslide triggered by an earthquake in 1970, many of the citizens campaigned 

to rebuild the town in exactly the same location, even though there was still a 

danger of more landslides. 

Another relevant concept is ‘cognitive dissonance’ (see Glossary), which is a term 

used to describe the emotional stress that people suffer when they are forced 

to live with two contradictory ideas. Instead of being in emotional harmony (as 

they would be if there was no clash between what they want and the barriers to 

that), people experience a ‘dissonance’ in their mind – a clash that upsets them 

– because they cannot control all their circumstances. This is what can happen 

when people live with risk, for example to gain their livelihoods and make their 

living. Because the hazard can actually happen, and they are aware of this pos-

sibility, they have to cope mentally with the fact that they live with the possibility 

of disaster. This can also mean that information (for instance, about the hazard) 

is ignored because it will increase the stress of the dissonance: “When dissonance 

is present, in addition to trying to reduce it, the person will actively avoid situations 

and information which would likely increase the dissonance” (Festinger, 1957). 

This also shows why providing information about risks (or climate change) can 

have the opposite effect from that intended, because it simply reinforces the 

emotional resistance to the idea that someone is in danger. 

An ancient version of cognitive dissonance is Aesop’s fable of the fox who wanted 

some delicious-looking grapes he could see but not reach (see Glossary). The fox 

coped with this clash by denying that they were any good, declaring that they 

must be sour grapes. In the same way, people deal with the upset of knowing they 

live with danger by constructing cultural (and therefore shared) ideas about what 

causes the hazard, and the possibility of religious interventions that can inform 

them of what to do (see Box 2.3), faith in technologies that can protect them (see Box 

2.2) or acceptance of god’s will or being fatalistic. For a DRR organization to inter-

vene and inform people that they are going to do something about the hazard for 

disaster preparedness requires the people to abandon ‘irrational’ ideas they share 

and have held in good faith for a very long time. It is those who attempt to impose 
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their own rationality in such circumstances that are in danger of being irrational.  

As Dr Rance, a character in Joe Orton’s play, What the butler saw, says: “You can’t be a 

rationalist in an irrational world. It's irrational.” 

Culture and beliefs can function like this in religious interpretations of the hazard. 

People accommodate to the danger of the risk by believing something that makes 

it easier to bear the disturbing dissonance. Beliefs are therefore part of the process 

by which people are able to reduce the distress, the cognitive dissonance that goes 

with living at risk. The culture that is used to do this accepts that it is outside of 

people’s own control, but has other sources of control (god, spirits, technology) that 

can be a support. Briones (2012) suggests that there are even parallels in this pro-

cess between what happens in ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies, with shaman and 

meteorologists performing a similar function of reducing uncertainty and providing 

an explanation:

“If ‘traditional’ societies do it through magical–religious practices, ‘modern’ 

societies do it through forecasts. Even with these different epistemological 

approaches, shamans and meteorologists fulfil the function of interpreters to 

reduce climatic uncertainty.” (Briones, 2012; unofficial translation.)

What is interesting is how little DRR or CCA institutions have learned from other 

disciplines (such as psychology, sociology and anthropology) where the concepts out-

lined here are well known and have been used to help explain people’s behaviour for 

many years. Related attempts to bridge the divide and combine the different belief 

systems arise from recent projects that seek to bring together traditional weather 

forecasters and ‘rainmakers’ in Africa with the meteorological services (see Box 3.4).

For many people in the semi-arid and arid lands of Kenya, livelihoods are primarily agro-pastoral-
ist- and pastoralist-based. A typical agro-pastoralist family, for example, combines smallholdings of 
semi-subsistence and rain-fed crops with keeping livestock. People are aware that the timing of the 
seasons is variable and appears to have become more so. To ensure food security for the season, 
the families require information and advice upon which to base a number of key decisions. For pas-
toralists, these include what types of animals and livestock to keep and sell for the season, when to 
migrate for grazing pastures and which routes to take, how to select alternative livelihood options, 
when and how to manage pests and diseases, how to evade livestock losses, when to restock and 
when to return animals to kin. Smallholders need to decide which crops and seed varieties to plant, 
when to plant, when to apply fertilizer and/or pesticides, when to weed, when to harvest, when to 
dry and winnow, how and when to store and which market has the best prices. 

Decisions on these activities are typically based on culture, the behaviour of others and discus-
sion about what the coming season may be like. Information for this comes from a variety of local, 

Box 3.4 Fitting it together: tradition, modernity and predicting the weather



International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies	 83

World Disasters Report 2014	 Taking livelihoods seriously

traditional and scientific sources. The degree of confidence in weather forecasts comes from the reliability 
of their past performance, understanding of the probabilistic nature of the forecasts and the credibility of 
the institution providing the forecast. Confidence in scientifically-derived forecasts is low in many parts 
of Kenya. Furthermore, the use of forecasting at daily, weekly and seasonal timescales is not integrated 
with understanding about longer-term trends in climate variability and change. 

In response to these barriers, the Adaptation (Ada) Consortium, funded by the United Kingdom’s Depart-
ment for International Development, has been tasked with introducing a ‘combined approach’ to adaptation 
in northern Kenya, in particular in the arid and semi-arid lands of Isiolo, Wajir, Garissa, Kitui and Makeuni 
counties. This combined approach consists of establishing county-level adaptation funds to support: 

n community-prioritized adaptations to climate variability and change 

n development of user-relevant climate information services 

n �integration of weather and climate information and resilience assessment tools into county and com-
munity planning 

n establishment of county and ward adaptation planning committees 

n development of a robust monitoring, evaluation and learning framework.

Discussion with a range of users, such as different livelihood groups and decision-makers from across line 
ministries, shows there is reluctance to use current climate information. This derives from concerns about 
the sparse observational network, with users aware that the nearest weather station is often far from their 
area and unable to provide locally reliable forecasts. Other issues concern the lack of awareness of the 
probabilistic nature of the information provided by forecasts, supplied through channels and in formats 
that are not helpful for local decisions and timeframes. While most authorities and community leaders 
strongly endorse efforts to develop more user-relevant climate information services, a small minority do 
not welcome scientific forecasts. They see it as attempting to supplant powers reserved to god. The 
systematic integration of relevant scientific understandings of risk within decision-making across scale 
and sectors requires a significant cultural change, coupled with the development of more reliable, relevant 
and usable information.

Bringing together local and scientific information can support different levels and types of integration, from 
increasing respect for each other’s knowledge sources, developing more relevant formats and channels for 
provision of information, to strengthening the reliability and relevance of the climate information provided. A 
number of approaches to support co-production of climate information have been tried in the project. For 
example, work is under way to assess how local knowledge can support the development and downscaling, 
communication and uptake of county forecasts through the collection of oral histories of local observations 
and traditional forecasts, and time series of local meteorological observations and scientific forecasts.

There have been attempts to compare scientific and indigenous knowledge before, but they can be 
problematic as they often refer to different things. For example, “Indigenous observers [can] base their 
conclusions on multiple environmental and social factors that they consider in an integrated manner (e.g. 
wind speed, direction and variability, combined with temperature and precipitation, as well as the need 
for shelter and safety when travelling with or without family). In contrast, scientists may isolate a single 
environmental variable (e.g. temperature or wind speed) and reach broader conclusions based upon 
an extrapolation from this narrow data set” (Weatherhead, Gearheard and Barry, 2010). The outcome 
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of a comparison of these different sources of knowledge can be that there appears to be more 
disagreement than actually exists. The work of the Ada Consortium is seeking to provide a two-
way comparison between local observations and indigenous indicators, and scientific observations 
and forecasts. This involves linking local observations from a selection of years with similar scien-
tific observations to derive ways of translating time series of observations and forecasts from one 
knowledge source to another and including the uncertainty in doing so. This process of comparison 
aims to develop dialogue and trust between different sources of climate knowledge and knowledge 
providers. It also seeks to provide some form of validation of different forecasting products in terms of 
local and scientific climate conceptualizations. Integrating traditional and local knowledge on climate 
with scientific forecasts will result in usable climate information that is locally relevant and culturally 
valid. This, in turn, will support decisions aimed at improving adaptation to climate variability and 
change to be more appropriately informed by science.  n

Conclusion

These very significant aspects of people’s behaviour – risk priorities and livelihood 

focus – are often not incorporated in the design of DRR programmes and projects. 

Unless much more attention and respect is given to people’s own priorities, beha-

viours and belief systems, it is highly unlikely that DRR and CCA can make enough 

impact. A much closer match is needed between the two ‘rationalities’ so that it 

becomes possible to support people-based projects for reducing risks, especially 

as risks increase with climate change. Along with that, the significance of culture 

must be understood and incorporated into any attempt to deal with natural hazards, 

rather than being treated as an inconvenient and illogical ‘extra’. The importance of 

this for disaster preparedness and post-disaster recovery is shown in Box 3.5 from 

the Red Cross Red Crescent Livelihoods Centre.

A lack of effectiveness in DRR is now of even greater concern because of climate 

change and its effects on frequency and/or intensity of climate-related hazards. 

Climate-related hazards are also likely to affect more people and new locations. Cli-

mate change (not extremes, but changing trends) will also increase the number of 

people who are vulnerable to all types of hazards, including geo-tectonic. Rising tem-

peratures and altered patterns and quantities of rainfall will harm the livelihoods of 

billions of people who are ‘climate dependent’, including some who are not currently 

regarded as poor. This will be the case especially in rural livelihoods in low- and 

middle-income countries. This makes it imperative that disaster risk reduction is 

made even more effective than it currently is. Given that many people want or have 

to live in dangerous places, it is essential that any attempts to prepare for disasters 

and climate change are rooted in an understanding of the complex priorities that 

people have that fall outside the ‘disaster box’. Actions to reduce disaster risk that 

fail to account for people’s cultural perspectives, local priorities and living with risk 

are not likely to be effective.
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When a disaster strikes, figures start to flow: number of people injured or dead, houses and infrastructure 
damaged or destroyed, and estimates of millions in economic losses. Behind these figures, there are 
always personal stories that bring home the real extent of the tragedy. Crops lost and therefore no income 
for immediate basic needs and also less capacity to recover and restart the next harvest. People injured 
without basic healthcare, so they cannot go back to their jobs. Equipment and goods wrecked and little 
or no savings to acquire the necessary assets to reassume activity. 

People are often forced to live in hazard-prone areas for many reasons: unequal access to land, lack 
of education, precarious jobs, power relations, laws that are not conducive to entrepreneurship, lack of 
flexible microfinance schemes. And often the lack of opportunities, the perception of risk and immediate 
survival needs prevent people from even dreaming of living somewhere else or developing alternative 
economic activities. 

The importance of integrating livelihoods in the very early stages of emergency response and recovery 
is increasingly recognized by many humanitarian actors. However, the gap between recognition and real 
practice is huge. The response to Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines is an interesting example. On the one 
hand, it shows the growing recognition of livelihoods interventions in the aftermath of a disaster. Planned 
interventions seem to support livelihoods from an early stage and some, part of the government’s recon-
struction plan, are aiming at restoring, strengthening and diversifying livelihoods. On the other hand, it 
also calls for reflection: why were people’s livelihoods so vulnerable? To what extent will reconstruction 
policies properly address people’s livelihoods? Policies to establish no-build zones in risk areas will force 
families to resettle in new areas where there are little or no livelihoods opportunities. 

Other challenges present problems in mainstreaming livelihoods in DDR and CCA. There are already a 
great variety of hazards, and climate change is causing an increase in their frequency and/or intensity. 
Integrating livelihoods in DRR is a critical strategy to help people to be protected from disasters, prepared 
for them when they do strike and recover from their impact. Although disasters affect a wide variety of 
countries and populations, their effects on the poor are usually greater. 

Some of the challenges to link livelihoods and DRR are: 

n �A lack of evidence to shows results and good practice, especially to demonstrate the long-term 
benefits of investing in preparedness to protect and restore people’s livelihoods. 

n �Many approaches and methodologies have been developed for rural areas and wrongly translated to 
urban settings in which people’s assets and coping strategies may differ significantly. 

Box 3.5 Linking livelihoods with disaster risk reduction

This means that it is essential for DRR and CCA to confront the cultural issues 

that affect people’s willingness to take risks (or inability to avoid risks) and the 

dangers they face. And the key issue is that in many cases, places and situations, 

people will want to continue to live with risks in order to pursue their livelihoods, 

even when they know about the hazards they face, have already suffered from 

them and become aware that the risks will increase with climate change.
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n �The need for good understanding of the livelihood context to enable a proper response and 
alternative analysis. It is important to consider how different groups such as women, youth, the 
elderly or the disabled are affected, and what their livelihoods strategies and challenges can be. 

n �Current DRR programming sometimes focuses mainly on natural hazards and does not properly 
consider the diversity of risks that households face, including other factors such as poverty or conflict. 

n �There is still limited funding for DRR compared to funding available to relief efforts. 

There are already interesting examples to show that simple actions can actually link livelihoods and 
DRR. Supported by the Spanish Red Cross, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society has been implementing 
livelihoods projects with strong components of preparedness and environmental conservation in 
Mekdela and Menz Gera woredas (provinces) in Amhara region. These areas are exposed to cyclical 
drought (over periods of 6–8 years) and the land has suffered inappropriate exploitation leading 
to environmental degradation, loss of productivity and decreasing capacity to cope with recurrent 
droughts. Although rains are scarce, the environmental degradation and the lack of appropriate infra-
structure to capture and channel water not only prevented a better use of water but also damaged 
arable lands and crops downstream. Relying mainly on agriculture, the local people suffered from 
chronic food insecurity that was made worse by the periodic droughts. The projects combine the 
following measures that aim to improve food security and enhance people’s capacity to cope with 
frosts, rains and drought: 

n �Environmental protection, including hillside terraces, soil and stone boundaries, drainage channels, 
pits for planting seedlings, check-dam gabions, drainage channels and reforestation.

n �Improved water conservation and use, with irrigation pumps, construction of different water 
points for human consumption, washing and livestock, community organization and training.

n �Improved agricultural productivity, with distribution of seeds, household and community tools, 
introduction of new crops and training for handling, storage and preparation.

n �Improvement of livestock productivity, with distribution of livestock and training on animal care.

All these actions were implemented in close coordination with the local authorities and included a 
food- and cash-for-work component in all community infrastructures. An external evaluation con-
cluded that results are outstanding in soil restoration, access to clean and safe water, households’ 
income and their capacity to cope with contingencies. Indicators that show the benefits include 
changes in spending patterns, dietary diversification, better time management for women, and hous-
ing improvements. However the evaluation also showed the need to integrate a stronger component 
on gender and sanitation improvement. 

If more funding is invested in good-quality livelihoods protection and preparedness, the costs of 
disaster response and recovery can be significantly reduced. Inspired by the belief that more and 
better livelihoods interventions are needed to reduce vulnerability, the IFRC and the Spanish Red 
Cross established the Livelihoods Centre with the initial support of Accenture Foundation. Its mission 
is to assist Red Cross and Red Crescent National Societies to increase awareness and use effective 
livelihoods strategies to improve people’s capacity, skills and practices. Through this, it aims to main-
tain and restore livelihoods so that people’s living conditions are much more secure. n
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Glossary 

Aesop’s fables

Aesop supposedly lived in ancient Greece in the 6th century BC and is famous for his story-telling and 
fables. The fox and the grapes fable has passed into modern usage. For instance, when someone says 
that they didn’t want something that they clearly did (such as a job they applied for and did not get), one 
says that it is sour grapes.

Cognitive dissonance

Cognitive relates to the operation of the mind to comprehend reality, and the processes that are happen-
ing in the brain to interpret a person’s environment in the context of the physical processes of the brain. 
Dissonance means literally a sound that is harsh, clashing and unpleasant. In psychology it means the 
way that people feel uncomfortable with a particular situation that causes them to feel a clash or painful 
emotion. Cognitive dissonance is used mainly in psychology to describe the clashing, conflicting state 
of mind that arises when a person believes one thing and understands that reality may be contradicting 
it. “Cognitive dissonance is the excessive mental stress and discomfort experienced by an individual 
who holds two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas, or values at the same time or is confronted by new 
information that conflicts with existing beliefs, ideas, or values.” 
Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_dissonance (accessed 8 June 2014).

Ontological security

“Ontological security is a stable mental state derived from a sense of continuity in regard to the events 
in one’s life. Giddens (1991) refers to ontological security as a sense of order and continuity in regard 
to an individual’s experiences. He argues that this is reliant on people’s ability to give meaning to their 
lives. Meaning is found in experiencing positive and stable emotions, and by avoiding chaos and anxiety 
(ibid; Elias, 1985). If an event occurs that is not consistent with the meaning of an individual’s life, this will 
threaten that individual’s ontological security. Ontological security also involves having a positive view of 
self, the world and the future.” 
Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontological_security (accessed 8 June 2014). 
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Ontology

This technical term needs explaining because it is used in ‘ontological security’. Ontology is used 
mainly in philosophy and social science methodology to relate to the process of understanding real 
things, what exists and how people categorize reality. (By contrast, epistemology is the understand-
ing of things: the conceptual and analytical methods that individuals construct in order to understand 
reality). Briefly, ontology relates to reality and epistemology relates to how people understand reality. 
Ontological security is, therefore, a term that is used to define the reality of existence of people in 
the context of how safe, ordered and meaningful their lives are.

Territorial functioning

This “refers to an interlocked system of sentiments, cognitions, and behaviors that are highly 
place-specific, and socially and culturally determined and maintaining.” Taylor (1988) “explores the 
consequences of human territorial functioning for individuals, small groups, and the ecological sys-
tems in which they operate”. n
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The myth of community?
Many organizations that deal with disaster risk reduction (DRR) and climate 

change adaptation (CCA) have developed their own behaviour, values and atti-

tudes that constitute a culture that is sometimes built on faith rather than 

evidence. This chapter examines institutional culture, especially in relation to the 

use of the concept ‘community’, and argues that it is harming the effectiveness of 

outside support. The chapter focuses mainly on what the authors consider to be a 

misplaced belief in ‘community’ and the ‘participation’ that normally goes with it. 

Most non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the Red Cross Red Crescent and 

many international organizations use ‘community’ widely and it is often the pre-

ferred terminology even when it is possible instead to refer to ‘people’ or ‘location’. 

The word has acquired a mythic value and entered the standard jargon of DRR, 

CCA and development more generally. It has problems of dangerous assumptions 

about the potential for benign behaviour and collaboration that may not be valid. 

‘Community’ is often used uncritically (as are the words resilience, sustainable, 

marginalized and so on) because it is embedded in the institutional culture. It is 

intended to convey two things that legitimize the organization and its work. The 

first is the confirmation that it is being done with real people at the local scale 

and is not ‘top-down’. The second is to suggest that there is a collective, possibly 

structured and cohesive entity that will be an asset to the DRR and CCA process, 

once it can be mobilized through participatory activities. 

Most organizations that engage in DRR and CCA have considerable knowledge of 

the power relations that affect the ‘community’. However, these often appear to be 

overlooked when programmes and projects are actually implemented, or they are 

not considered to be a significant barrier. Those power relations are almost always 

present (in a wide variety of configurations), especially on grounds of gender, class, 

ethnicity, caste, patron–client relations or age-group bonding. They are also some-

times justified by culture and religion, making it difficult to intervene from outside.

As most donors support local-level work with the most vulnerable and poorest 

people, ‘community’ has become the badge of honour that enables the organiza-

tions which receive funds to claim that they are doing the right thing. The World 

Bank alone has invested or granted US$ 85 billion in the past ten years to local 

participatory development activities (Mansuri and Rao, 2013). This provides a fin-

ancial incentive to perpetuate the culture: it fosters the co-construction of the 

myth of community by binding together local participants (who may benefit from 

the activities), local partner NGOs (who want to be lined up for the next project), 

the international NGO, Red Cross Red Crescent or other organization (who also 

want the next round of funding) and the donor. This argument may be challenging 

Women by the village 
borehole in Mount 
Darwin, Zimbabwe. While 
local-level, participatory 
humanitarian activities 
can be of great 
value, DRR and CCA 
organizations must learn 
to think outside of their 
existing institutional 
culture to better 
understand the causes of 
poverty and vulnerability, 
and analyse power 
relations within the 
‘community’.  
© IFRC
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Where does the concept of ‘community’ fit into local stakeholders’, experts’ or organizations’ ideas 
of what should be done about disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation? And does it 
overlap with the idea as used by organizations that want to carry out DRR and CCA activities? These 
organizations – NGOs, Red Cross Red Crescent and others – are generally dedicated to supporting 
vulnerable and poor people in the face of severe risk and climate change. For these organizations, 
the idea of community is both useful and valid as it reflects what they believe to be the people’s 
own willingness and ability to collaborate for risk reduction. It also provides a geographical bound-
ary that identifies where funding is used and activities carried out, and a moral guarantee that the 
organization really is dealing with people at the grass roots. Many DRR and CCA organizations are, 
therefore, comfortable with the community concept as a way of engaging with people and justify their 
interventions in ‘community’ rather than other forms of intervention, such as supporting particular 
households or individuals or working on specific target groups (e.g., school feeding programmes). 

However, people at the grass roots do not always share the same priorities as DRR and CCA organi-
zations, and are normally much more concerned by challenges of everyday survival. And a great deal 
of research and practice has shown that many internal divisions exist within the ‘community’ which 
make it difficult to assume that it is capable of being cooperative in relation to hazard and climate 
change risks. The use of the term ‘community’ often seems to assume that internal ‘collectivism’ 
is sufficient enough to allow an outside organization doing DRR or CCA to be able to handle the 
divisions. This means that they can overcome the power relations, which are not always easy to see 
and are often difficult to deal with. 

This does not mean that it is impossible for an outside organization to have an effect even when 
significant divisions and inequalities are apparent. Even if the notion of community is rather roman-
ticized, some organizations may believe that it can help them to support people to move beyond 
their internal divisions and promote cooperation. Change can happen through support for DRR and 
CCA because organizations claim to be able to influence people to behave differently. They may 
have a ‘catalyst’ effect: their presence can change relations between different groups of people to 
initiate more cooperative behaviour. The very presence of the outside organization can be sufficient 
for people from different interest groups to alter their attitudes and support DRR or CCA activities. 

This may result from the ability of the outside organization to reduce mistrust between people (who 
may even be from the same economic group) and initiate cooperation that would not be possible 
without the organization’s presence. For example, some years ago the Nepal Red Cross Society 

Box 4.1 Building confidence in using the idea of community

because it could appear that it suggests that much of the work at ‘community’ scale 

is worthless (see Box 4.1). That is not the argument: local-level work is essential and 

participation, where it can succeed, is also of great value. What the chapter shows is 

that it is important to think outside of existing institutional culture to improve work on 

DRR and community-based activities (CBA), mainly by acknowledging that the causes 

of poverty and vulnerability must be understood, and that the study of power relations 

becomes a key part of the analysis.
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carried out flood preparedness work in some villages. One of the initiatives was to organize households 
to put a bag of rice in a building that they knew was never flooded. The idea was to avoid the delay in 
having to wait for food relief to arrive from outside: each family would have access to their bag if affected 
by flood. This surprisingly simple initiative was probably very difficult to organize without the catalytic 
influence of the Red Cross, because of mistrust between the villagers. However, it probably did not chal-
lenge any significant power relations in the village. This is a key part of the problem: to understand what 
interventions may work because they do not present any threat to existing power and which ones might 
involve significant problems for those who have power and are, therefore, unlikely to work.

Underlying this is the key question that every organization that wants to engage in DRR and CCA must 
ask themselves: in the ‘community’ where they intend to work, how much of the poverty and vulnerability 
is a result of power relations? And from this comes the next key question: how confident is the organi-
zation that its proposals for DRR and CCA can succeed given those power relations? So if the intention 
is to support DRR and CCA at the local level, with the admirable intention of working at the grass roots 
in the ‘community’, can that actually have a real impact in the context of the divisions among people in 
that location? 

The most obvious response to this is to find out if some DRR and CCA initiatives can be achieved that do 
not require any major change or challenge to the power relations. For example, cyclone shelters in Ban-
gladesh (see Box 3.2) can be constructed and the warning system implemented, without much disruption 
of the existing power relations that are rooted in unequal land tenure and gender. This has led to consid-
erable success in reducing mortality in cyclones, but little if any change in poverty and vulnerability that 
relates to land tenure and gender relations. The cyclone preparedness system does not deal with causes 
of vulnerability and poverty, although it reduces some of the specific effects of vulnerability (mortality).

It is, therefore, less a case of a division between those in the intervening agencies who ‘believe’ in commu-
nity and those who do not, but rather, given that all are aware of the power relations, what is the degree 
of confidence in the ability of the organization to:

nn overcome local power through its status and own authority

nn be aware of the power relations but consider it is possible to work with them for the benefit of the poor 
and vulnerable, without having to change them

nn accept that power is so significant that it is instead better to work on targeted groups or sectors rather 
than hope that ‘community’ is a viable category?

Chapter 1 focuses on the need to understand why people are poor and vulnerable in the first place, 
explains how internal divisions may remain hidden by an all-encompassing but blurry concept of ‘com-
munity’ and highlights the way that power systems operate and can, therefore, reduce confidence in how 
DRR and CCA can work at community level. Having first analysed why people are poor and vulnerable, 
how much is it possible to influence this for long-term change through the DRR and CCA activities? 
Extensive research from all over the world related to power relations is assessed in this chapter. Much 
of this is from academic sources, and there should be concern that similar critical views do not seem to 
emerge from the organizations themselves. Are those organizations in danger of exaggerating their impact 
to please donors and maintain their own funding opportunities? n
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There seem to be two approaches to using the idea of community that are diffi-

cult to reconcile. They are based on the amount of confidence of the DRR and CCA 

organization that power relations can be overcome or sidestepped when working in a 

‘community’. Institutional culture is built around a conviction that CBA can often be 

successful and are the right thing to be doing for poor and vulnerable people. Those 

organizations all carry out local-scale participatory activities, such as Vulnerability 

and Capacity Assessment (VCA), that are intended to both collect information and 

engage the local people in the ‘ownership’ of the activities. However, what is often 

missing in the process is any questioning of why people are poor and vulnerable in the 

first place. In much of the world, the DRR and CCA organizations would accept that 

local systems of power are very significant in explaining who is poor and vulnerable. 

It follows that there is a contradiction when the more powerful individuals and insti-

tutions who are part of the problem are involved, and the ‘community-based’ DRR 

and CCA project is trying to make them part of the solution. This is a significant issue 

because in most projects the powerful are approached either to give ‘permission’ for 

the project activities or to become participants and partners. 

Why do institutions like to use the idea of ‘communities’?

Over the past 40 years or so, there has been a major shift in much development work 

from ‘top-down’ policies towards a much greater focus on ‘grass-roots’ and particip-

atory activities. This change has given rise to a greatly increased role for NGOs (local, 

national and international) – including those engaged in DRR and CCA – as major 

agents for development. A parallel change took place in the Red Cross Red Crescent, 

as shown in the widespread adoption of local activities that use the VCA approach 

and explicitly support the idea of CBA.

Community is mostly seen as a location or geographical space, often a village or an 

urban neighbourhood, because this is how the organizations involved give a clearly 

defined boundary within which goals are set, recipients of aid defined, activities car-

ried out and budget spent. So no matter what definition of community an institution 

may have (and they can be good and comprehensive), what happens in the end is 

that projects are carried out within a geographical location (often with specific target 

groups within it). In effect, the definition of ‘community’ that organizations end up 

with is that it is merely ‘where we work’. It is probably not a definition that has been 

done by the people themselves.

There may be some value in using a geographical definition of community: it will 

inevitably include diverse groups who may or may not have a common interest. Their 

actions might be entangled on the local level but this may not be evident at higher 

(e.g., national) scales, so working at the local scale can help to identify local problems 

and come up with local solutions. It is, however, rare to find any analysis of what 
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is meant by ‘community’ or ‘community-based’ beyond the geographical idea of 

the terms: such is the confidence in the benefits and correctness of working at 

the local scale that the most basic concept being used does not get questioned 

(Mansuri and Rao, 2013).

Despite this, there is some evidence that community-based action can be effective 

in DRR (see, for example, IFRC, 2004; Tadele and Manyena, 2009; UNISDR and UNDP, 

2007). Local actors may be enabled to make appropriate choices within the context 

of their environments (Allen, 2006; Jones, Aryal and Collins, 2013). Often, these suc-

cesses can be attributed to a relatively clear concept of what actually constitutes 

the ‘community’ (see, for instance, Abarquez and Murshed, 2007). They may also 

reflect the possibility of successful DRR interventions that reduce vulnerability 

but do not challenge existing power relations (and that may also be welcomed 

by the powerful). Groups within the locality will have a stake in risk and disaster 

reduction measures (Abarquez and Murshed, 2007). It is also at the local level that 

many of the disaster risks can be addressed before disasters occur (Satterthwaite, 

2011). Risk and its manifestations are never abstract but always experienced in a 

particular place and time. These experiences configure locally specific patterns 

of exposure, vulnerability, adaptative capacities and solutions, generating what 

Maskrey (2011) describes as a “social territory of risk”. The example of the Cyc-

lone Preparedness Project in Bangladesh shows how achievements for DRR can be 

made within the context of existing constraints (see Box 4.2).

When Tropical Cyclone Bhola hit Bangladesh in 1970, it claimed at least 300,000 lives. Since 
then, many organizations have been constructing shelters in Bangladesh as a means for 
cyclone preparedness, including the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society (BDRCS) which has built  
147 shelters so far. These are part of the Cyclone Preparedness Programme (CPP), which started as a 
partnership with government in 1972. The CPP provides an early warning system, with volunteers deliv-
ering the warning messages at local level. The aim is to get people to go to a safer place when warned of 
an approaching cyclone. What makes this complicated is a web of cultural and socio-economic aspects. 

One of the biggest challenges for cyclone preparedness is the lack of communal ownership of shelters. 
The earlier shelters were not built in consultation with communities, and so many people felt strongly that 
the shelters belonged to others and that those who built them should, therefore, manage them. Many 
of these shelters became home to development agencies or their projects, further distancing them from 
community participation. 

For several years, the BDRCS tried to develop communal ownership and ensure maintenance through 
shelter management committees that involved diverse local groups. It was expected that the committee’s 
ownership would encourage disaster preparedness. However, few of these committees are active today 
and they are largely dominated by donors of the land used for shelters, who tend to be influential people. 

Box 4.2 Bangladesh cyclone shelters
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“A pro-community committee ensures public usage of shelters, while others create the perception 
that shelters are not for everyone,” says Ekram Elahi Chowdhury, BDRCS director of disaster risk 
management programme and former CPP director. Most of these committees also have no funds 
for regular shelter maintenance. Committees that do have funds lack guidance about using it. “Often 
the fund rests in a bank account, to which the community has no access,” says Jamilur Reza 
Chowdhury. He is a former team leader of the multi-purpose shelter management programme, where 
shelters may be used as schools during normal times and, therefore, benefit from more regular use 
and maintenance.

The decision to move to shelters also largely depends on cultural, safety and security issues. Women 
from conservative backgrounds await their husband’s decision before they move out of the house, 
while men hesitate to send their wives and daughters to shelters where they are likely to stay in close 
proximity to other men. “Women also take care of livestock and livelihood assets, which they feel 

reluctant to leave and be blamed for 
losing their only means of income,” 
says Haurunur Rashid, a former 
director of CPP. As a result, children 
and adolescent girls may not be pro-
tected since they depend on their 
mothers to move to shelters. Rashid 
organized the construction of the 
first of the BDRCS’ 157 killah. These 
are raised earthen platforms that 
provide shelter to secure livestock 
(sometimes adjacent to the cyclone 
shelters) and can also increase safety 
for women and girls.

The cultural factors are in many ways 
connected to design flaws in many 
shelters. The biggest problem is the 

lack of indoor water and sanitation facilities, causing pregnant or menstruating women to shy away 
from shelters often at the cost of their lives. What encourages vulnerable people, especially women, 
to go to shelters is their participation in the shelter management committees. In Cox’s Bazar, women 
like Jareka Begum single-handedly clean the shelter and receive people, naturally attracting more 
local women to use them. “Involving women, especially in making decisions regarding infrastructural 
design, is crucial,” says Ekram Chowdhury. Participation of disabled people in the committee is also 
important to ensure they can access shelters and their special needs are recognized. Crowd control 
and medical support for pregnant women and those who get injured on their way to the shelter are 
needs that have remained unaddressed. “In recent times, with stricter enforcement of the national 
cyclone shelter management policy, the newer shelters are being built with ramps and water and 
sanitation facilities,” says Abdul Wazed, Director General of the Department of Disaster Management 
at Bangladesh’s Ministry of Disaster Management and Relief. 

Shelter built by the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society in Cox’s Bazar where BRAC  
has set up a primary school.  

©Himadri Ahsan/BDRCS. 



International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies	 99

World Disasters Report 2014	 The myth of community?

The policy also addresses people’s concern regarding safety and echoes the statement of Haurunur 
Rashid: “The shelters need to comply with the building code and be able to withstand wind-speed and 
earthquakes”, which represent a significant risk in Bangladesh. It is also recognized that the shelter’s 
location and proximity are important factors that influence people’s willingness to decide to use it; the 
ultimate aim is that people have to go no further than 1.5 kilometres to reach one.

In addition to cultural and design aspects, the effectiveness of warning messages depends on whether 
people trust the source of the warnings. “People take warning messages less seriously until evacuation 
orders are issued by reliable sources,” says Khairul Anam Khan, CPP’s current director of operations. 
“And that is where CPP volunteers play a vital role in mobilizing people to go to safer places, because 
they have earned unmatched acceptance and trust from the communities. In many cases people don’t 
pay attention to messages broadcast by media until CPP volunteers start disseminating the news,” adds 
Ekram Chowdhury.

Rashid and Jamilur Chowdhury agree that more shelters, killahs and towers are needed, especially for 
islands and inhabited sandbanks. But what slips under the radar are factors that reduce access to these 
shelters. Looking at the overall activities of CPP volunteers, it is culture, safety and security issues of 
vulnerable people that complicate the volunteers’ work. CPP volunteers need to be enabled to address 
these complex issues of shelter management: otherwise if it is not a safe place, a family would rather risk 
their lives than stay in a shelter that is hostile to them. 

Saidur Rahman, the founding director of CPP, says that national cyclone shelter management policy is 
remarkably inclusive and enforced, but is still “top-down and missing the aspect of community ownership”. 
This is where CPP volunteers could play a vital role, because their service-delivery design allows the pro-
gramme to strengthen communities’ views by taking part in disaster management at various levels, from 
community-based shelter management bodies to the nation’s top-level shelter management committee. 

Rahman gives an example of 12 shelters that were built and registered under the name of the communi-
ties they served. This “means ownership was handed over to communities on day one, even before the 
shelters were built”, he says, adding: “All these shelters – not just BDRCS’ – should be managed by CPP 
volunteers, because they represent the communities. CPP was introduced so that warning messages 
could reach people in remote areas, and the remaining tasks associated with their preparedness should 
remain with CPP as well.” n

What is wrong with using ‘community’?

Critical thinking (and analysis of what community means) is often missing from 

DRR and CCA practice, and there is little awareness of the intense debates in 

anthropology and development studies that have been going on for decades. What 

‘community’ or ‘community-based’ actually means in the context of internal divi-

sions of class, gender, ethnicity and so on is rarely discussed in papers or reports 

on DRR and CCA activities. It is sometimes emphasized in process, for example 

in handbooks that include discussion of what community means (e.g., Abarquez 

and Murshed, 2007; Twigg, 2009). But this is not the same as assessing the effects 
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of power on outcomes: the actual impacts of power relations on the way the project 

brings about results. 

It is, therefore, important to explore what problems exist with the concept ‘community’ 

and reflect critically on what it actually means, and be aware that it may be harmful 

to DRR and CCA efforts because much about the concept of community is myth. 

There are three major (and interrelated) challenges to the concept of community. 

The first involves criticisms of the idea that communities are a uniform, homo-

genous entity lacking internal conflicts and divisions (see Cannon, 2008, for a brief 

introduction). The second, which derives from the first, concerns the specific role of 

power systems at the local level and focuses on the idea of ‘elite capture’ (see Dutta, 

2009). The third also follows on from the analysis of power at the local level and chal-

lenges the validity of participation as a method of engagement with communities. It 

argues that because of internal divisions and power relations, participation is almost 

always likely to be distorted in favour of some people or groups and may not enable 

poor and vulnerable people to be fully represented (see Christens and Speers, 2006, 

for a review of two key books). 

Divisions and conflicts within communities

A number of key conflicts and areas of exploitation and oppression exist within a 

community. The most significant are related to gender, class, caste, age groups and, 

in some places, ethnicity. Class is defined in terms of different allocations of wealth 

and income, and this is often determined by varying access to, and ownership of, 

productive resources. In rural areas of low- and middle-income countries, wealth, 

income and asset ownership often relate to systems of land tenure. The ‘community’ 

in most cases is a collection of different class groups arranged in a structure of power 

relations linked to which group has more or less ownership of land. Communities 

are also ‘messy’ and are not neatly aligned to fit with the needs and priorities of the 

external institution that wants to work with the people. Barrios (2014) highlights the 

difficulties in identifying communities as “clear entities” (see also Etzioni, 1996; Jones, 

Aryal and Collins, 2013; Goodman, Calderon and Tate, 2014). Twigg (2009) argues that:

“Communities are complex and often not united. There will be differences in 

wealth, social status and labour activity between people living in the same 

area and there may be more serious divisions within the community. Individu-

als can be members of several communities at the same time, linked to each 

by different factors such as location, occupation, economic status, gender, 

religion or recreational interests. Communities are dynamic: people may join 

together for common goals and separate again once these have been achieved. 

These factors make it difficult to identify clearly the ‘community’ one is work-

ing with.”
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The first criticism of the idea of community is that it falsely implies unity, collab-

oration, cooperation and sharing. These notions potentially lead to an idealized 

view of the way people relate to each other, as Taylor (2001) suggests, its “warm 

emotional pull”. Blaikie (2006) provides an excellent survey of the problems of 

using ‘community’ (see also Box 3.5 on Ecuador). Oliver-Smith (2005) argues that,  

“[C]ommunity does not connote homogeneity and certainly does admit differ-

ences within and among communities. More than anything else, community is an 

outcome, a result of a shared past of varying lengths.” This emphasizes its com-

plexity and the fact that it is not easy to translate into practical work.

Many organizations do acknowledge that the real factors creating poverty and vul-

nerability are related to power relations. But when projects last only a few years, 

little can be done to change power and the causes of vulnerability. Overlooking the 

internal dynamics and differences of communities can lead to distorted research 

outcomes (Guijt and Shah, 1998). This is demonstrated very clearly in the case of a 

research project for CBA in some urban ‘communities’ in India (see Box 4.3).

The notion of a community is often artificially imposed by development interventions, including those 
aiming to reduce risk from disasters. The lack of social cohesion and collaboration is most explicit in 
urban settings, including towns as well as cities. This box illustrates some of the issues that arose when 
interventions were made to support urban resilience to climate change in two Indian cities (Gorakhpur 
and Indore). It describes the problems of using the concept of community as a way of locating projects as 
part of a major urban climate change resilience initiative. This initiative was designed to operate through 
the participation and consultation of the ‘community’ that it aimed at benefiting. In Gorakhpur, the project 
team selected one of 70 municipal wards to deal with the problem of flooding. Like most other projects, 
this also assumed a degree of cohesiveness within the tightly defined administrative unit. In Indore, four 
neighbourhoods were selected where the project would help reduce water scarcity. Yet, as the project 
progressed, it was seen that even within these small units there were numerous ‘fault lines’ that sharply 
divided the ‘community’. 

First, there were economic fault lines within the ward selected in Gorakhpur that led different groups within 
this one community to perceive risk and resilience very differently. This became evident in the community 
consultations organized by the project to understand sources of risk and pathways of resilience faced by 
the ward’s residents. It emerged that it was the behaviour of the wealthier residents of the neighbourhood 
(who had built boundary walls around their compounds) that was partly responsible for the inundation of 
the houses of the poorer residents. This was because flood waters would flow past the boundary walls 
of the richer people into open compounds of the less wealthy. This in turn created obstacles for the resil-
ience initiative that required the creation of consensus among the ‘beneficiary community’. In this ward, 
boundary walls were clearly the source of resilience for one section of people but worsened the risk and 
vulnerability for another. 

Box 4.3 Urban class and caste: how a town is not a community 
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Second, there were social fault lines within the selected community which affected the participation 
of different groups in the decision-making processes. Volunteers who were helping run the initiative 
in the municipal ward reported that individuals from the Harijan basti (the part of the ward where the 
lowest castes lived) were, by and large, not included in project processes. While there were a number 
of reasons for this, the key one was that most volunteers and project staff were from different castes 
and, as such, were not familiar with this quarter. Some also had biases against this marginalized 
social group that impeded their interaction with them. For example, one volunteer from a higher 
caste told the researcher that there was no point talking to these people as they are unable to grasp 
key concepts being discussed and provide meaningful input. At the same time, project staff noted 
that securing the participation of those belonging to the Brahmin (the highest) caste had also been 
difficult. This was because many of them were uneasy about being physically seated at the same 
level as the rest of the community in project meetings, and did not want to participate as ‘equals’ 
with them. This shows how what appears to be a small and fairly well-defined community is actually 
rife with complex divisions.

Third, as well as issues of class and caste, there were also political fault lines. This was primarily 
because even as the urban climate change initiative was working to bring benefit to the people of the 
areas in which it was operating, the elected representatives of these communities had a very antag-
onistic attitude towards the project. For instance, in Indore, the urban climate change initiative was 
working to popularize water-harvesting in four neighbourhoods (or ‘communities’) that were facing 
water scarcity. Even though this would bring substantial benefit to people in these neighbourhoods, 
their elected representative had a very negative attitude towards the project. This was because  
it threatened entrenched systems of patronage he had developed through which he allegedly  
provided water tankers in the summer for political allegiance and electoral funds in local elections. 
In Gorakhpur inadequate solid waste management was addressed by project volunteers through 
new arrangements for collecting and disposing of garbage. This was to protect drains from block-
age and to help get rid of storm water to prevent flooding. But this change threatened the existing, 
malfunctioning system of waste management that was allegedly a source of kickbacks for the local 
politician. This made him hostile towards the urban climate change initiative, and the attitude of this 
critically important policy actor at the local level threatened the success of the project. When analy-
sed closely, the seemingly benign unit of the community is clearly the site of coercive relationships, 
highly unequal power and conflicting agendas. All of these need to be considered when designing 
and developing interventions to build resilience and disaster risk reduction.

A number of these issues are common to all contexts but a few key characteristics of urban areas 
require more questioning of the already tenuous concept of community. First, urban areas are 
expanding rapidly, often because of high rates of in-migration. People come into cities from villages 
looking for work. Many move back to the villages during the harvest and sowing seasons. This high 
rate of flux contributes to weak social relationships and a reduced sense of cohesiveness between 
people even when living next to each other. Second, livelihood patterns in rural areas of low- and 
middle-income countries such as India are similar and follow the agricultural cycle. This means that 
villagers are engaged in very similar activities of sowing and harvesting at the same time, with some 
shared tasks and instances of cooperation. This can lead to a certain degree of shared values and 
converging aspirations between neighbours (especially those of similar economic and social status). 
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The World Disasters Report 2004, which focused on community resilience, pointed 

out that groups that are more homogenous in terms of class, ethnicity, liveli-

hood or wealth are more likely to cooperate in building resilience to disaster than 

communities divided by those attributes (IFRC, 2004). But such uniformity is rare 

in most of the world, where conflict, friction, intra-community exploitation and 

sub-groups are the norm. These internal conflicts go much deeper than people 

just not getting on together or mistrusting each other. The critical literature on 

the problem of using ‘community’ dates back at least to the 1950s in sociology 

and anthropology (Cannon, 2008; Barrios, 2014). The effects of power relations are 

often not taken into account, rendering communities “a romantic idea” (De Beer, 

2012), and many studies show concern about using the community concept (e.g., 

Allen, 2006; Cannon, 2008; Dodman and Mitlin, 2013; Yates, 2014; Twigg, 2009; 

Marsh and Buckle, 2001; Mansuri and Rao, 2004, 2013). 

Community and local power systems

The major internal divisions or oppressions found within supposed communities 

are related to the power systems that organize people by:

nn gender 

nn class (in rural areas this is often linked to land tenure – see Box 4.4) 

nn caste (not only in India and Nepal; versions of status or racialized caste hier-

archies exist in other parts of the world, including Latin America, South-East 

Asia, parts of Africa and Arab countries) 

nn slavery and other forms of non-free labour such as debt bondage (which affect 

tens of millions of people globally)

By contrast, most of the poor in urban areas have informal livelihoods (e.g., as hawkers, rickshaw pullers 
or masons) or as wage labourers in low-paid jobs in factories, shops, offices and transport. Isolation and 
lack of common ground, even when people are close neighbours, often result in weak relationships and 
fragile bonds and little homogeneity. Finally, urban areas are highly dynamic, with constant rapid and 
significant changes. Poor areas within cities tend to include a significant share of migrants or migrant’s 
children, with little social cohesion. They are also often more mobile (as a result of evictions or threatened 
evictions from ‘illegal’ settlements) and exposed to arbitrary land-use policies that seldom take their 
priorities on board. Informal settlements in many cities in low- and middle-income countries are often 
demolished to make way for infrastructure projects or speculative investments in other developments. The 
people can rarely reassemble in the same groupings or recreate their previous neighbour groups. Urban 
places are also often riven with violence, threats of violence and coercion. Power relations that divide the 
supposed community are therefore not always even visible or officially acknowledged. n
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nn ethnicity 

nn sexuality 

nn age group.

Slavery is still recorded in many countries including in parts of Africa and Asia (e.g., 

Okogbule, 2013), and in Europe, too. Debt bondage results from the accumulation of 

debt to a moneylender. When it can no longer be repaid, the debt can be passed on 

to the debtor’s children who in effect become enslaved to the moneylender. When 

the concept of community is used, it does not normally deal with these conflicts and 

power relations properly. This chapter has space to deal with gender, land tenure and 

elite capture only.

Gender: Within any locality there is immediately a significant division between males 

and females. Every single ‘community’ is split on a gender basis. This is rooted in 

power relationships that many people will justify in relation to culture (including 

sometimes religion). Gender inequalities are, therefore, not a random set of things 

that just happen – they are based on structures, expectations and ways of behaving 

and aspirations that are long-standing and difficult to overcome (Guijt and Shah, 

1998). This relates to DRR and CCA in several ways:

Gender-based 
social mapping 
in an ethnically 

diverse Nepalese 
mountain village. 

Only Brahmin and 
Chhetri women, 

who belong to the 
upper Hindu caste, 

are participating.  
© Alexandra Titz
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nn The situation of females is generally worse in regard to income, nutrition, 

health and violence. This means that they are generally more vulnerable in 

relation to many hazards and have more difficulty in recovering (including 

unfair allocation of relief and healthcare).

nn Women generally have fewer rights, especially relating to resource owner-

ship, and a greater work load. This means that they have much less control 

over how DRR and CCA activities are carried out, so that they may again be 

disadvantaged.

nn Girls and women are likely to be assaulted physically and/or sexually in nor-

mal times, and there is significant evidence that violence and abuse increases 

after a disaster, both within their household and by men from outside the 

household (especially when women and girls are displaced and living in camps 

or refuges). 

nn In VCAs and community risk assessments, women’s priorities are almost 

always different from men’s, and tend to give preference to everyday needs, 

security and water supply (which occupies many women and children in 

hours of work each day).

nn On the other hand, some evidence suggests that women are better at organ-

izing collaborative work for DRR, and can provide leadership and build better 

trust and stronger social capital for specific goals within the ‘community’ 

(Enarson and Chakraborti, 2009). 

nn However, UNISDR (2011) noted that, for women’s role as agents of change, not 

enough had been done to create institutional incentives to engage grass-roots 

women’s organizations. The prevailing focus on emergency response rather 

than DRR failed to address systemic challenges of poverty and disaster, posi-

tioning women as victims rather than agents of change.

Although gender issues are almost always included in CBA (not least because 

of donor conditions on funding), these activities do not take full account of the 

power relations that determine gender inequality in the first place. For instance, 

it is extremely difficult to discuss violence within households (which is principally 

male-on-female), although it is common in much of the world, with one-third of 

females over 15 estimated to have been assaulted by their partner (WHO, 2013). 

It is, therefore, optimistic of most DRR and CCA organizations to believe that 

they can reduce gender inequalities through specific inclusion of women in par-

ticipatory activities, since the power relations are long-standing and culturally 

embedded. There may also be cultural resistance to the process, with many men 

(and some women) resentful of outside interference in their traditional ways of 

behaving. 
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Land tenure: One of the most significant aspects of the power systems in localities is 

land tenure – the ways that land (especially rural land) is owned and controlled by 

different classes. Unequal ownership and control of land is very significant in many 

parts of the world, including much of Asia, most of Latin America and some parts of 

Africa (see Box 4.4). This includes hundreds of millions of rural poor who are even 

officially regarded as landless (owning no or only tiny plots of land), such as the 

estimated 30–60 per cent of landless rural people in South Asia. Figure 4.1 provides 

the example of Nepal, where one-quarter of all households have no land and 58 per 

cent have less than 0.4 hectares. In Ecuador, the majority of farmland is still found 

in few hands and 64 per cent of farms have only 6.3 per cent of the total agricultural 

land (Herrera Garibay et al., 2010). This single key issue of landlessness and land 

poverty means these huge numbers of people have almost no control at all over their 

prospects to deal with disaster risk or adapt to climate change. Yet there seems to be 

an almost complete gap (in research and practice) on what DRR or CCA means for 

landless people.

Figure 4.1 Land distribution in Nepal: percentage of households in each category
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Source: UNDP, 2004. Data are from 2001; land holdings converted from acres to hectares.
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For rural people the world over, land, and access to it, is at the centre of their lives and livelihoods. Land 
provides soil in which to grow crops, grazing for cattle and even the space and materials needed to build 
shelter. To be without land is to be economically and socially marginalized. 

It is notable then that in many parts of the world land ownership is highly unequal. Indeed in many coun-
tries a small number of people own large tracts of rural land while a significant portion owns no land at 
all. The number of landless people is generally greatest in South and South-East Asia and many parts 
of Latin America. Landlessness is not such a significant problem in much of Africa, but relations of land 
tenure still have major implications for the effectiveness of disaster risk reduction. In many parts of the 
world, it is also generally the case that law and custom prevent women from owning land independently 
of their marital household. Because of the great significance of land in rural economies, and the extent of 
severe land inequality in many societies, rural societies can be understood in terms of ‘class’, based on 
who owns land and who does not, and the power dynamics which result.

Many organizations work at the local level in community-based DRR or community-based CCA. When 
carrying out this work, they often imagine ‘communities’ to be classless (or assume that land tenure need 
not influence attempts to carry out DRR or CCA). These assumptions are frequently wrong, and it is vital 
that organizations are aware of how land is accessed in communities, especially when that access is 
unequal. 

The simple implication of unequal land tenure is that people who do not own land rely for their survival 
on those who do. For most landless and land-poor households this means having to labour on other 
people’s land. The way this is done varies greatly between and within countries, but includes wage labour 
(often paid daily and at a very low rate), rental agreements or sharecropping, where a form of rent is paid 
to the owner in the form of a portion of the harvest (often half or more, depending on who supplies the 
seeds and any other inputs). This process exposes wage earners to the risk of not getting enough days 
of work to survive. As a result, it is often landless (and very small landholding) individuals that form the 
core of the rural poor and malnourished. For these individuals, it is frequently necessary to combine farm 
labour with other work (including seasonal out-migration). 

The simple dynamic of land tenure and its associated power relations can affect DRR efforts sig-
nificantly. Landowners’ ability to refuse employment to landless individuals seeking work or to deny 
rental agreements gives them enormous coercive power. This can take everyday forms, such as 
settling personal scores by refusing to employ people from a family against whom a grudge is held 
or excluding individuals as a sanction for not supporting their voice in a local meeting. The result 
is that landowners are able to exert influence over many project interventions (including for DRR). 
Importantly, this can include distorting projects so that the benefits accrue to certain individuals and 
not others, often benefiting the landowners the most (a process known as ‘elite capture’). Finally, it 
is also common for richer, landed households to provide credit to poorer ones, especially following 
a disaster. This can lead to the poor being effectively tied to the landlord for many years, in a form of 
debt bondage. It can also lead to the further consolidation of land as small landowners are forced to 
sell land in order to pay off debts. 

Box 4.4 Land tenure 
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Elite capture: Elite capture is a problem that emerges from the power relations them-

selves and has been analysed in many local studies for different parts of the world 

(e.g., Platteau, 2004; Dasgupta and Beard, 2007; Nelson and Finan, 2009). In their 

recent review of nearly 500 development projects, Mansuri and Rao (2013) found that 

in most cases wealthier, more educated and higher social status people tended to be 

over-represented in participatory activities and dominant in affecting the outcome 

of projects. 

Local power relations (often involving links to higher-level power systems) subvert 

the intentions of development interventions (see Box 4.5). Those who have power 

are able to use it (either during the project or after it is finished, or both) to acquire 

the assets or other benefits of the project activities. This can clearly be relevant to 

DRR and CCA programmes or any projects that are trying to be community-based. 

Again, the literature is well known in development studies, but seems to be almost 

completely missing in DRR and CCA practice. Elite capture can also happen after a 

disaster, as in the aftermath of the Pakistan floods of 2010. Poor and landless peasant 

households lost crops and homes, while their absentee landlords were able to claim 

large sums of compensation from the government for damage. Some of the poor 

farming families that tried to return to their lands were excluded by the owners, and 

some landlords even pursued the poor for debts despite their being destitute and 

displaced (Hasnain, 2011).

Although not all landowners will act in self-interested ways, it needs to be understood that the power 
dynamics generated by unequal land tenure can have implications for patterns of access to many 
resources that extend well beyond land (especially access to water). DRR efforts usually focus on 
either reducing or redistributing risk, either by changing the way land is used or affecting social 
institutions to manage risk. Since land inequality clearly affects both of these, it should be clear that 
issues of land inequality, and class, are of central importance to DRR efforts. Attempts to implement 
community-based DRR must, therefore, be undertaken on the basis of analysing class differences, 
carefully considering the role of land and associated power relations. While confronting power rela-
tions in community-based DRR projects can be very challenging, understanding them will at least 
offer some understanding of why people are poor and vulnerable in the first place, and may provide 
insight into how such problems can – or cannot – be resolved through ‘community-based’ activities. 

Highly unequal access to land explodes simplistic ideas about community. Land and the power it 
gives or takes away create diverse patterns of vulnerability and grant certain individuals significant 
control compared to others. Effective DRR and community-based CCA therefore requires a thorough 
engagement with issues of land tenure, class and the power relations that result. n
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Microcredit in Bangladesh was originally intended as a mechanism for poverty alleviation. Instead of pre-
vious efforts rooted in charity or social justice, microcredit treats the poor as a resource that produces 
‘returns’ on investment. As originally envisioned, that profit was to be earned through the interest paid on 
loans. But in addition to loan repayments, another form of profit-making has emerged: the redistribution 
of assets obtained by poor people through microcredit. In discussions with water and flood managers in 
Bangladesh, this redistribution is well recognized and widespread. One manager describes the common 
pattern of loan and disaster resulting in increased vulnerability: “The recent cyclone has particularly hurt 
the small businesses. They have taken out microcredit loans, have started business, and then in one 
night, everything is gone. They are now beggars.” This vulnerability associated with loans is multifaceted. 
For example, it is not simply with the loss of assets that the poor are harmed, but in their entrapment in 
the loan system, which requires constant servicing. 

“Then comes disaster,” continues the manager. “Any disaster, anything that happens unusually, they [the 
poor] are the people most affected. So the poor are the most vulnerable section of the people because 
they have very little bargaining capacity, purchasing capacity. They cannot store anything in order to 
bargain. If I have production and can store the goods then I can negotiate the price. But I cannot do this 
if I am always in debt.” 

This process of wealth generation and capture operates across scales, but a common aspect is that the 
rich, through their relative advantages, are able to control the political and economic system for personal 
profit. As a flood manager says, “Five per cent of the population has all of the land. There is a huge dis-
crepancy in wealth, and they have all the land. Even when you go to the villages, someone living in Dhaka 
holds all of the land.” This accumulation of land is the basis for a small portion of the population to profit 
at the expense of the less affluent members of the community.

In such contexts, disasters become the means of ‘asset capture’. As another flood manager explains, 
“Much of the growth thing is that it does not trickle down. So when it doesn’t trickle down the people 
below become more vulnerable when the disasters come. So the growth is not pro-people, it is not 
pro-disaster, it is pro-elite.” Disasters, then, reverse development gains not simply through direct impacts, 
but through manipulation and capture of development efforts like microcredit. These processes show 
that the elite are able to use the poor as a resource. Microcredit has successfully increased the amount 
of assets among poor and vulnerable groups, thereby increasing opportunities to extract those assets 
when those vulnerable individuals are repeatedly affected by disaster. 

Another manager explains: “Disasters are very important in Bangladesh. It should be our top priority. 
[Interviewer: Really? The top priority?] Yes, floods, cyclones, and river erosion are of most importance. 
Many people are becoming landless every day and are having to move to the cities for their livelihoods. 
So this is the major issue.” 

These individuals heading for the cities, though, will have first lost their land and assets to more affluent 
community members before they risk the unfamiliar and dangerous move to cities. Further accelerating 
this process of creation and capture is the well-documented temporary depreciation of assets following 

Box 4.5 �Microcredit and disasters in Bangladesh: how development programmes can be subverted 
by power 
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The perils of participation

The third type of critique in doing community-based work relates to ‘participation’. 

Since community-based DRR and CBA almost always involve participatory activities 

(for example, in VCA and the similar approaches used by most NGOs), it is vital to 

understand what are their limitations. Mansuri and Rao (2013) distinguish between 

‘organic participation’, which originates from the people’s own initiative to be active 

in some aspect of social change, and ‘induced participation’, which is the normal 

type that arises when a development (or DRR or CCA) organization wants to imple-

ment a project with the local people and participation is induced by the outside 

organization. Induced participation is rarely successful, but is a compulsory part of 

the self-justification of the implementing agency and the donor’s conditions.

The validity of participation in development studies was assessed in a book called 

Participation: the new tyranny? (Cooke and Kothari, 2001). It includes the work of David 

Mosse, author of some of the strongest critical analyses of participatory approaches 

(Mosse, 2001, 2003, 2004). Mansuri and Rao (2013) summarize part of Mosse’s argu-

ment on problems of participation:

nn Participatory exercises are often public events that are open ended regarding 

target groups and programme activities. Thus, such events are inherently polit-

ical and the resulting project design is often shaped by local power and gender 

relations.

nn Outside agendas are often expressed as local knowledge. Project facilitators shape 

and direct participatory exercises, and the ‘needs’ of local people are often shaped 

by perceptions of what the project can deliver.

nn Participants may concur in the process of problem definition and planning in 

order to manipulate the programme to serve their own interests. Although their 

concurrence can benefit both project staff and local people, it places consensus 

and action above detailed planning.

nn Participatory processes can be used to legitimize a project that has previously 

established priorities and little real support from the community.

It is clear that problems of participation are linked to both the internal divisions 

within a ‘community’ and the difficulties that can arise with elite capture. It is 

disasters, when groups of desperate individuals are simultaneously forced to liquidate their assets 
in order to meet basic needs. Overall, because the exploitative relations common to communities 
are ignored, microcredit and development more generally provide the fuel for continued exploitation 
and concentration of wealth. n
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extremely difficult to carry out participatory activities in a ‘community’ or even 

to be certain that the ‘community’ is genuine. There have been criticisms of some 

rather romantic ideas about participation since the 1960s (in relation to the United 

States), in particular the notion of types of participation ranging from non-exist-

ent through superficial to more meaningful levels. Arnstein (1969) used a ‘ladder’ 

of participation to show this range, and argued that “participation without redis-

tribution of power is an empty and frustrating process for the powerless”. Few, 

Brown and Tompkins (2006) provide an excellent critical survey of participatory 

approaches in the United Kingdom.

When an organization wants to designate a locality as the place where they will 

carry out community-based work (e.g., DRR or CBA), it is almost inevitable that 

they will need to contact (and get the approval of) the local government offi-

cials and local ‘leaders’. This means that from the very start the danger exists 

that ordinary people will perceive the process as being not for them or that it is 

actually already being linked into local power systems, which they regard as part 

of their problem. This type of problem is illustrated by the experience of Terry 

Cannon. When doing field work in south India, he was invited to visit the home 

village of a Tamil friend. There, he was introduced to the ‘head of the village’. 

The friend explained that the reason he was the village ‘head’ and was powerful 

was because he owned the most land. The previous year his field labourers had 

protested about the low wages he was paying, and he had the two leaders killed. 

There was no investigation or arrest. An NGO going to this village to do a DRR or 

CCA project would inevitably have to seek the cooperation of this murderer. What 

would be the effect on the participation of the local people in disaster project 

activities? In what circumstances would it be possible for the views of the poor 

and vulnerable to be heard? Most people who have worked in low- and middle- 

income countries have similar stories – and much the same would have been 

heard in Europe a century or more ago.

Therefore, any NGO or other DRR agency arriving from ‘outside’ must be con-

scious of the fact that their presence may disturb (or worsen) the existing power 

relations. Including the powerful in the community-based DRR or CCA process (so 

as not to annoy them), while at the same time insisting on giving a voice to the 

less powerful, may lead to problems. This may be overcome by an approach that 

builds community-wide trust and meets the real needs of those at risk (especially 

if this includes the elite and richer groups). Can specific goals be met – for the 

benefit of all – without disturbing the existing power relations? Where vulnerabil-

ity is itself a consequence of power in the ‘community’, it must be questioned how 

long the achievements can be maintained and whether anything fundamental 

has been achieved to reduce the underlying causes of vulnerability. 

Chapter

4
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Conclusion

The ability of people to engage in local DRR and CCA is determined largely by access 

to, control of or ownership of assets that are almost always affected by power rela-

tions. These power relations are highly significant at the local ‘community’ scale and 

therefore any attempt to engage in community-based DRR or CCA is forced to take 

place within that context. Organizations that want to support such grass-roots work 

must make clear distinctions between different economic and social groups and how 

power influences the opportunities to achieve risk reduction and adaptation. The 

assumption must be – from the very start – that most people are poor and vulnerable 

mainly because of power relations that affect their access to assets and income. It 

is, therefore, essential that any attempts at reducing vulnerability and poverty, or 

of adapting to climate change, take place with the understanding that local power 

is likely to want to defend its position. Unless the inherent and integral power rela-

tions involved in the ‘community’ are actively understood and incorporated into the 

required process of transformation, then it is highly unlikely that DRR activities and 

CBA will have any significant impact. 

Four scenarios appear to be related to the goals of community-based DRR and CCA:

nn The interventions being proposed can take place for the benefit of the poor and 

vulnerable without needing to change existing power relations. 

nn Powerful people and institutions are incorporated into the DRR and CCA process, 

and have a common interest in supporting the measures being taken.

nn Because they recognize the common dangers of worse disasters and climate 

change, the powerful realize they need to transfer resources or raise poor people’s 

income so that vulnerability and poverty are reduced.

nn The DRR and CCA interventions challenge the status quo in a way that is unac-

ceptable to the powerful, who may pretend to cooperate while subverting the 

process or capturing its benefits (during or after the project). 

As Keith Ford, a Caribbean DRR specialist, has advised, it is the responsibility of agen-

cies that are engaged in community-based activities to do the necessary studies to 

get an accurate profile of the actors and groups who are involved. This would then 

enable the organization to make an assessment of which of these options is likely. 

Clearly anything that might involve the fourth option should not even be started. But 

it is also likely that the goals that are possible under the first option are very limited, 

and will have little connection with reducing the causes of poverty and vulnerability.

Much of the argument of this chapter is summarized into a series of questions that 

are clustered to guide the way through the problems of defining and using (or not) 



International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies	 113

World Disasters Report 2014	 The myth of community?

FIGURE 4.2 Guiding questions for working at ‘community’ level

At what scale are the questions to 
be used? And at what scale are they 
more or less relevant?

When are these questions rele-
vant, when can they be raised or 
answered? Before the intervention? 
During? After? Always?

Viability of the  
‘community’ concept

Project goals  
and outcomes

Relevance of power 
relations

(How) Do 
power relations 

have an effect on 
the ‘community’ 

approach?

What does 
this mean 

for prospects 
of reducing 
poverty and 

vulnerability?

Who are the people you are making 
first contact with, and why?
Do powerful people have an effect on 
your ability to work with the people?

Are the existing power relations  
relevant for the goal of the project? Is 
the existing poverty and vulnerability 
caused by power relations? 
If yes, in what ways and to what extent?

What are the power systems in the 
locality, and what resources do 
they relate to (e.g., control of land, 
water, other resources, non-material 
assets)?
Can you identify the types of power 
groups and individuals that are there 
(e.g., landowners, politicians, credit 
providers, lenders, gangs)?
How possible is it to control the way 
your intervention operates in relation 
to local power systems?

Given the influence of power relations 
from outside the location, is it possi-
ble to change causes of poverty and 
vulnerability in the locality?

Can a ‘community’ be identified that 
can be worked with? 
Be explicit about how it is identified and 
on what criteria.
Given that ‘community’ is a complex 
and dynamic category, is it probably 
too complicated to work with it in the 
first place?

Given current circumstances in the 
project locations, what conditions are 
needed in order that participation can 
work and ‘community’ be a legitimate 
framework for action?

Are you fully confident this is the 
proper entry point?
What alternative approaches could be 
used (such as targeting individuals with 
particular characteristics, or groups 
such as a school feeding programme)? 
What is the logic of working through 
‘community’?

When you identify (e.g., using insti-
tutional analysis in the VCA) the 
different types of powerful individuals 
or institutions that are relevant locally, 
what do you think their influence will 
be on what you do?
How might their behaviour affect your 
goals?
How might your goals and behaviour 
affect theirs?

In what ways will your presence influ-
ence the ways people in the locality 
present themselves as a community?
Is what appears to be a community really 
a social entity defined by collective chal-
lenges, interests and goals?

Can something be achieved to reduce 
vulnerability without having to change 
power relations substantially?
Are there specific activities that do 
not challenge those who benefit from 
power and can be carried out with their 
cooperation or at least without their 
interference?

How will more powerful individuals, 
groups and institutions support the 
reduction of poverty and vulnerability?

Are there likely to be any conse-
quences for poor and vulnerable 
people that can arise from resent-
ment by other groups who are not 
‘beneficiaries’?

How possible is it to control the way 
your intervention operates in relation 
to local power systems?
Is the outcome of power influences likely 
to help, hinder, or both help and hinder 
the project goals that aim to support 
poor and vulnerable people?

How can differences and conflicts 
within a community be effectively 
bridged whenever they constitute 
barriers to vulnerability reduction and 
disaster relief efforts?

Source: Terry Cannon, Alexandra Titz and Fred Krüger.
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the community concept, and ways to deal with power relations in the design and 

execution of DRR and CCA work (see Figure 4.2).

Some organizations justify the way they work by saying, “We only work with the poor 

and vulnerable: we target them so they benefit.” But what happens when the organ-

ization leaves? And in any case, can anyone be sure that the benefits are not being 

captured right under their noses? It is crucial to realize and expect, from the very 

beginning of dealings with ‘communities’, that some people are marginalized and 

normally silenced. But it is equally important to note that others are trying to shut 

them up, and that there are usually very local reasons why people are marginalized 

in the first place. Local powerful people or institutions are very likely to affect the 

DRR and CCA activities, and must clearly be understood as being part of the problem. 

Under what conditions can they be encouraged to become part of the solution? 

The projects that are carried out may alter the power relations in the locality, due to 

the funding available, the patronage that is possible and the way that the project per-

sonnel relate to local people, powerful and not powerful, and to the local authorities 

and institutions. The activity by the DRR and CCA organizations, therefore, consti-

tutes an additional type of power relation within the community. Consequently, it 

is also essential to analyse how the project and its power relations will overlap and 

interact with the existing power systems. Moreover, the presence of an organization 

in a locality will alter people’s behaviour. People may try to optimize their access to 

the resources and other benefits (for example, prestige, travel, esteem and training) 

that come with the project. This also means that relations between people and dif-

ferent social groups will be changed – something that the outside organization may 

find difficult to analyse.

Chapter 4 and Box 4.1 were written by Terry Cannon, Research Fellow at the Institute of 

Development Studies, UK; Alexandra Titz, Assistant Professor, and Fred Krüger, Full Pro-

fessor, both at the Institute of Geography, Friedrich-Alexander University Erlangen-Nürnberg, 

Germany. Box 4.2 was written by Khaled Masud Ahmed, Programme Coordinator; Maliha 

Ferdous, Manager, Community Resilience, and Himadri Ahsan, Manager, Communications, at 

the IFRC’s Bangladesh delegation. Box 4.3 was written by Aditya V. Bahadur, Senior Research 

Officer, Adaptation and Resilience, at the Overseas Development Institute, London. Box 4.4 

was written by James Morrisey, Researcher on Extractive Industries and Governance at Oxfam 

America. Box 4.5 was written by Brian Robert Cook, Lecturer in the School of Geography at the 

University of Melbourne, Australia.
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Floods have long 
been a risk in the 
Netherlands, where the 
concept of protecting 
individual dwellings 
has never disappeared, 
as illustrated by this 
amphibious house  
in Maasbommel. 
© Anne Loes Nillesen

Culture, risk and  
the built environment 

Over several decades an increasing number of well-intended disaster recovery pro-

jects have failed because social and cultural elements were ignored and because 

external professional personnel involved in recovery efforts were ignorant or failed 

to consider these elements as within the scope of their primary responsibilities. 

In different socio-economic environments around the world, post-disaster recov-

ery efforts have sometimes foundered on the cultural issues that arise because 

the needs and understandings of people were misunderstood or disrespected by 

well-intentioned aid personnel and Western cultural paternalism. 

The principal aim of this chapter is to draw attention to the built environment 

(the totality of humanly created, modified or constructed spaces and places) as 

an important arena for disaster risk reduction and to highlight the advantages of 

integrating indigenous knowledge and vernacular architecture within contem-

porary urban development and construction techniques.

Five million survivors were left in immediate need of shelter when 1 million homes 

were damaged or destroyed as Typhoon Haiyan struck the central Philippines 

in November 2013. All disasters affect the built environment and many, like the 

earthquake that devastated Port-au-Prince, Haiti, in January 2010, also exacerbate 

a pre-existing housing crisis. The state of the built environment, particularly poor 

construction and inadequate maintenance in hazardous locations, is a major con-

tributing factor in determining community risk and is often largely responsible 

for what makes people vulnerable in many disasters. Dennis Mileti went so far as 

to somewhat ironically suggest that many disasters were actually ‘designed’ into 

the nature of the modern built environment (Mileti, 1999). Others, on the other 

hand, squarely place the blame for this increasing vulnerability on vernacular 

architecture that uses traditional construction materials and techniques that are 

perceived as weak, unsafe and outdated. 

Both ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ technology have shortcomings as well as merits 

depending on context, application and circumstance. Increasingly, however, ver-

nacular architecture is being replaced by structures built with non-traditional 

materials especially reinforced concrete (RC) and concrete block. In some countries, 

the result is often a marked deterioration in the structural integrity of buildings, 

a decline in traditional building skills and a loss of heritage value that exposes a 

growing population to future disasters.



122	 Focus on culture and risk

World Disasters Report 2014	 Chapter 5 Culture, risk and the built environment

Disasters not only affect people’s lives and environment but also the cultural heritage that is signifi-
cant to them. Local and national communities can be affected seriously by the loss or deterioration 
of heritage, due to its symbolic and material importance for their identity, as a mirror of the past and 
the present, and for its socio-economic value. Disasters damage many heritage sites and practices. 
Major earthquakes devastated the citadel of Bam, Iran in 2003 and disrupted the New Year’s ritual 
among the Qiang people in Sichuan, China in 2008. In 2010, a massive fire ravaged the Kasubi 
Royal Tombs in Uganda, endangering the associated beliefs, practices and knowledge of local 
communities. 

Human-induced hazards, including nuclear incidents and serious pollution, can also affect heritage 
negatively. Damage may be intentional in the case of armed conflict and terrorism, as in the destruc-
tion of mosques and churches in Kosovo in 1999 and the destruction of the sixth-century Buddha 
statues in Bamiyan, Afghanistan in 2001. In Mali, after the 2012 coup d’état, armed groups destroyed 

Box 5.1 Safeguarding heritage in the face of disasters 

The world’s population is 

projected to rise to 9.6 bil-

lion in 2050 and to have 

reached 10.9 billion by 2100 

(UN, 2013). Already more 

than half the world’s pop-

ulation live in urban areas 

and that percentage is 

estimated to rise to 68 per 

cent (6.3 billion people) by 

2050 (Swiss Re, 2013). There 

has always been a dialectic 

between attraction and risk in the determination of human settlement patterns, a 

trade-off between soil, resources and location on the one hand, and hazards, such 

as volcanoes, earthquakes and floods, on the other. But the scale of urbanization 

in the 21st century and the concomitant changes in livelihoods and technologies 

have affected most people’s relationship with previous cultural norms of settlement 

and construction and now pose a continuous challenge to the provision of safe, sus-

tainable and affordable buildings. A particular feature of this rapidly changing built 

environment is the fast-growing, sprawling urban conglomerations located mainly in 

the high-growth markets of East Asia. These often coastal and riverine urban areas 

like the Pearl River Delta in China are frequently exposed to multiple hazards such as 

floods, typhoons and tsunami. Many, too, are also located in seismically active areas, 

such as Metro Manila in the Philippines. The sheer concentration of lives and assets 

exposes more people more often to more risk.

Port-au-Prince, Haiti.
© Amanda George/

British Red Cross
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16 mausoleums and 4,200 ancient manuscripts in Timbuktu, and also suppressed the local communi-
ties’ customs and rituals, crafts, songs and dances, thus depriving them of a source of livelihood and 
expression. 

Disasters may further increase the risk of illicit trafficking of movable cultural properties, as they weaken 
structures that protect cultural heritage, such as museums, law enforcement and local communities. The 
number and intensity of disasters are expected to rise, partly as a result of climate change. Human-induced 
disasters also do not seem to be diminishing. It is therefore of the utmost importance to prevent and 
reduce the negative impacts on heritage and to safeguard it in the post-disaster or post-conflict phase. 

Of great significance, if less understood, is the positive role that heritage can play in reducing a disaster’s 
impacts on people’s lives, properties and livelihoods. In the event of a disaster, heritage in both its tan-
gible and intangible forms may serve as an important source of resilience for communities to overcome 
challenges, materially and psychologically. Well-maintained heritage sites, including natural ecosystems, 
cultural landscapes and historic urban centres, may reduce disaster risks, supported by the traditional 
knowledge associated with environmental management and building techniques. For example, when 
earthquakes struck the regions of Kutch, India (2001), Kashmir (2005) and Sichuan (2008), it was observed 
that modern buildings constructed with reinforced concrete – but where engineering standards had not 
been strictly applied – experienced pancake collapse, while those constructed using traditional methods 
were more able to withstand the shock and save lives. Typical bhunga dwellings of the Kutch region 
survived remarkably well while many new constructions collapsed in the 2001 earthquake. 

The safeguarding of intangible heritage can be equally beneficial. During the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, it 
was noted that the number of casualties among the Moken, ‘sea people’ living in Myanmar and Thailand, 
was quite low compared to other coastal communities. The Moken apparently survived better because 
of their knowledge and oral traditions associated with their nomadic, seafaring way of life. Thanks to the 
‘legend of the seven waves’, reflecting the ancestral memory of previous tsunamis, they were able to 
run to higher ground when they saw the seawater starting to recede. Research is revealing an increasing 
number of examples where heritage and the continuity of traditional practices have made such positive 
contributions to resilience.

During the post-disaster or post-conflict phase, the rehabilitation of familiar heritage landmarks and the 
resumption of traditional cultural practices may contribute to the recovery of a community and help vul-
nerable people recover a sense of dignity and empowerment. Retaining the cultural diversity expressed 
in material and intangible heritage, finally, is essential to enable stable societies where differences are 
acknowledged. 

Protecting heritage from disasters is, therefore, not a luxury, but a fundamental consideration to be given 
priority together with other humanitarian concerns, especially when traditional knowledge and sustainable 
practices that ensured a certain level of protection from the worst effects of natural hazards or human-
made disasters are being progressively abandoned. 

In recent decades, many international and national institutions have gathered a considerable wealth of 
experience in reducing disaster risks for cultural and natural heritage. Models and tools have been devel-
oped and tested. Guidelines have been prepared and will be published later this year. 
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Adapting the built environment

People adapt the built environment to accommodate the risk of living for many gen-

erations in places where they are regularly exposed to hazards. These patterns then 

become embedded in cultures over time (Moore, 1964). This cultural adaptation, 

however, is shown to depend on three crucial factors: that the hazard is repetitive; 

that it is of a nature to allow forewarning; and that it inflicts significant damage 

to human and material resources (Wenger and Weller, 1973). Most natural hazards 

reflect these criteria: storms (including hurricanes or typhoons) are seasonal; floods 

can be modelled; and the recurrence of earthquakes can be statistically estimated. 

Fire, frequently underreported, is an omnipresent threat, especially in the shanty 

towns and suburban–wildland interfaces of many of the world’s largest cities. World 

heritage sites, too, are often at risk, like Dukezong in Yunnan, China, a large part of 

which burned to the ground in January 2014. Alerts are even issued for tsunamis. 

Over the centuries, communities have adapted to risk in the shaping of their environ-

ment. Where the hazard was frequent and of a magnitude to regularly cause loss of 

life and property damage, people in the past developed the pragmatic and theoretical 

knowledge of learning to live with threat on a day-to-day basis. This accommodation 

is reflected in the design of buildings and the materials and construction techniques 

used. Vernacular architecture is often a trade-off between multiple hazards as most 

communities are exposed to a variety of dangers and have to prioritize risk. As an 

example, the traditional, stone, low-roofed houses of the Batanes Islands in the Phil-

ippines are designed to withstand the ferocious wind speeds of frequent typhoons 

but are dangerous during the much less frequent earthquakes. No architecture, of 

course, can be attributed to a single environmental threat. It is always “the con-

sequence of a whole range of socio-cultural factors seen in their broadest terms” 

Despite this, the reality is that most heritage properties, cultural or natural, still do not have any estab-
lished policy, plan or process for managing the risks associated with potential disasters. Intangible 
cultural heritage rarely figures in disaster prevention efforts or post-disaster relief, and national and 
international mechanisms for combating illicit trafficking are under-resourced. Existing national and 
local disaster risk reduction strategies and plans, moreover, usually do not take into account the sig-
nificance of heritage sites and expressions, and do not include heritage expertise in their operations. 
As a result, a vast number of heritage sites and expressions are virtually defenceless with respect to 
potential disasters, while communities worldwide are not exploiting the full potential of their heritage 
for reducing disaster risk. 

It is therefore critical to strengthen the preparedness of cultural heritage properties to disasters, 
through appropriate planning and capacity building, and at the same time integrate consideration for heri-
tage in general disaster risk management strategies and programmes at national and local levels. n
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(Rapoport, 1969). The main point here, perhaps, is not so much the original factor 

or factors that lead to the development of an architectural style, which are likely 

to be multiple and varied, but why in hazard-prone areas a particular method of 

design and construction is retained, able to adapt to new circumstances and even 

accommodate non-traditional materials, often for generations.

If properly maintained, vernacular architecture continues to perform well under 

extreme conditions. To take the case of earthquakes, the high death tolls in Izmit, 

Turkey in 1999, Bam, Iran in 2003 and Haiti in 2010 were due more to the failure of 

contemporary buildings than to vernacular constructions (Dogangün et al., 2006; 

Audefroy, 2011; Langenbach, 2013; see Figures 3.1 and 3.2). The performance of 

vernacular architecture on any occasion, however, depends on how well such 

structures have been maintained. The traditional taquezal-infilled, timber-framed 

houses of Nicaragua largely maintained their structural integrity during the 

earthquake that shook Managua in 1931 but collapsed in the subsequent 1972 

earthquake as timber frames had been allowed to deteriorate badly in the tropical 

climate (Langenbach, 1989). 

Figure 3.1 Marmara earthquake 1999
Heavily damaged/collapsed houses in Kocaeli and Sakarya (selected) districts

Figure 3.2 Marmara earthquake 1999: number of houses damaged  
by type in Kocaeli and Sakarya (selected) districts
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Many architectural adaptations persisted well into the 20th century, even in Europe. 

They continue to influence housing in rural areas of some parts of low- and middle-in-

come countries to the present, although they are fast losing ground to the ‘economics 

of the cinderblock’. The reason for this rapid decline is due to a combination of factors 

including population pressure, loss of indigenous knowledge especially among the 

young, and fashion and status that lead to a marked preference for modern-looking 

houses that do not incorporate earthquake-resistant features. Another factor is the 

widespread deforestation of recent decades that has made timber, an integral material 

in most vernacular architectures, increasingly scarce and unaffordable (Hughes, 2000).

Why culture matters in reconstruction

The focus of government and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) post-disaster 

is often on building a large number of units with limited resources in the shortest pos-

sible time. However, to be successful, reconstruction needs to be linked to sustainable 

development and include local community input in the design and construction of 

practical and culturally appropriate houses that also improve resistance to hazards. 

At its most abstract, culture is enshrined in the core values that inform the United 

Nations (UN) Operational Guidelines on Human Rights Protection in Situations of Natural Dis-

asters: that owners of destroyed houses should, as far as possible, decide themselves 

how they are rebuilt (Carver, 2011). Housing is a matter of rebuilding community and 

restoring social and cultural capital and, frequently, livelihoods. These values are 

universally recognized if not always implemented and are enshrined in the Guiding 

Principles of the World Bank’s Safer Homes, Stronger Communities (Jha et al., 2010).

The importance of community was, for instance, manifest in the Bam earthquake of 

2003, when initially temporary units provided by the government were located in the 

open desert too far from damaged or destroyed homes and date-palm orchards. More 

than one-third of these units were left vacant because local people preferred shelters 

sited either on or near their own properties (Rafieian and Asgary, 2013).

Poor decisions about the site of temporary settlement made under pressure to provide 

emergency shelter divide communities, disrupt livelihoods and increase vulnerabil-

ity. An owner-driven approach that involves community input, especially of women 

and marginalized groups, and that incorporates culturally acceptable building forms 

and traditional techniques are the foundation for reconstructing communities as 

well as providing shelter. Unfortunately, embracing people’s preferences can some-

times also impede the reconstruction of more disaster-resistant buildings. In a study 

of rural Iran, families offered a choice between larger, more modern-looking homes 

rather than better quality, more earthquake-resistant structures expressed a marked 

preference for the former (Azimi and Asgary, 2013). Cultural considerations often 

need to be tempered by the provision of education and technical incentives. 



Chapter

5

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies	 127

World Disasters Report 2014	 Culture, risk and the built environment

Cultural considerations are not just embedded in decisions about transitional 

shelter but are also very much integral to long-term reconstruction. Vernacular 

architecture can provide an important guide for building new houses. For example, 

more than 150,000 rural units have been successfully rebuilt using traditional 

construction materials and techniques following the 2005 earthquake in Kashmir 

(Schacher and Ali, 2009). The salvaging of traditional materials (timber, iron, brick 

and stone) for reuse and the repair and restoration of vernacular houses wherever 

practical also preserves architectural heritage and constitutes an important 

source of community identity as well as aiding psychological recovery. 

Early repair, in particular, helps to restore normality, minimizing the disruption 

of displacement, interrupted livelihoods and consumption of resources for tem-

porary measures. The debate about whether to rebuild or demolish Christchurch 

Cathedral following the September 2010 earthquake in New Zealand was above 

all a matter of civic pride and community identity, demonstrating the intangible 

factors involved in reconstruction (Lee, 2013). 

How buildings are built, the nature of the built environment and how buildings 

are rebuilt in the aftermath of a disaster are as much to do with culture as they 

are to do with the materials, the design and the means by which they are con-

structed. The following sections examine these issues in more detail.

Building resilience

Over the past half-century, culture, hazard mitigation and disaster recovery have 

primarily been associated with the protection and restoration of heritage proper-

ties. The conventional wisdom has been that historic buildings are vulnerable and 

need to be upgraded and protected. Observations of recent disasters, however, 

question this presumption and people have begun to realize that heritage struc-

tures and traditional cultures have a lot to teach today’s scientists and planners 

about resilience and disaster recovery.

‘Modern’ building culture

Turning to earthquakes, the issues surrounding culture and tradition have often 

been neglected at great cost to both responders and affected populations. Earth-

quakes present two very important problems: they are the principal naturally 

occurring force that buildings are designed to resist (albeit not without structural 

damage); and they occur without warning. The first of these two problems is not 

often fully appreciated. Current building codes are predicated on an expectation 

of damage in a design-level earthquake. Nuclear power plants are an example of 

highly specialized structures that are constructed to remain within the elastic 

limit. Many of these building codes are influenced by model building codes that 
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were first developed in the United States. While this fact is widely known, it is often 

not fully recognized that North America is a region where, even in urban and sub-

urban areas, a traditional light wood-frame construction remains predominant for 

new construction. Approximately 90–95 per cent of the population of Canada and 

the United States live in timber structures and, in general, both in North America 

and around the world, timber construction has proven to have a low vulnerability to 

earthquake collapse. 

This contrasts sharply with 

most earthquake-prone re- 

gions of the world where  

the predominant form of 

construction for all buildings 

in urban and rural areas is 

now an RC moment frame (a 

frame constructed with rigid 

joints between the beams and 

columns designed to resist lat-

eral forces) with unreinforced 

masonry infill construction. 

The proliferation of RC frame construction represents a transformation of the build-

ing industry around the world over the past half-century. This change has been so 

accepted and even applauded that its ever more apparent risks are rarely discussed, 

despite the increasing statistics of earthquake casualties in modern RC structures. 

RC construction has become identified as strong and safe in the public mind. In India, 

it is now mainly what people mean when they express preferences for puccha (strong) 

houses and, in Kathmandu, Nepal, only RC buildings are allowed to exceed two stor-

ies. The problem is that the promise of RC has not been realized when it comes to 

earthquake safety. With each 

new major earthquake over 

the past decades, increasing 

numbers of fatalities have 

been found under the pan-

caked floors of RC frame 

structures – most notably 

recently in the 1999 Turkey 

earthquake (20,000 fatalit-

ies) and the 2008 Sichuan, 

China earthquake (69,000+ 

fatalities). 

Construction in 2014 
of a large four-storey 

apartment building near 
San Francisco, California, 

with three stories in 
timber construction  

atop a one-storey RC 
parking garage.

© Randolph Langenbach  

A row of collapsed 
buildings in Golcuk, 

Turkey, after the 1999 
earthquake.  

© courtesy of United 
Nations
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What makes criticism of RC moment 

frames as a system difficult is its proven 

strength and resilience on occasions. 

No one can but be impressed when 

looking across the Banda Aceh, Indone-

sia, landscape left by the 2004 Indian 

Ocean tsunami, where only an RC frame 

mosque still stood amid the otherwise 

total devastation. By contrast, in New 

Zealand during the 2011 Christchurch 

earthquake, a six-storey RC frame 

structure, the CTV building, killed 119 

people when it collapsed, the biggest 

single loss of life and responsible for 

all but 35 deaths of 170 fatalities in the 

central city (Pomonis et al., 2011).

Image of Banda Aceh mosque still standing after 
the 2004 tsunami.  
© US Navy photo by Photographer’s Mate 3rd Class 
Jacob J. Kirk

Situated around the Rhine–Meuse–Scheldt delta and bordering the North Sea, the Netherlands is a mostly 
flat and low-lying country in the north-western part of Europe. A significant part of its urban and rural areas 
is situated in polders that are often below sea level and, in many cases, still subsiding. These polders and 
other low-lying areas risk flooding as a result of storm surges and peak river discharges.

The Netherlands has a long history of flood-risk protection. Many centuries ago, houses were built on top of 
natural or artificial mounds in order to protect them from flooding. This system gradually evolved into today’s 
ingenious system of dams, dykes and polders that is one of the country’s trademarks. Although constructing 
houses on mounds became largely superfluous as a result of this evolution, the basic concept of protecting 
individual dwellings never disappeared. Nowadays, different types of flood-proof houses exist. Examples are 
the pile house, floating house, amphibious house, water-shielding or wet-proof house, and a modern incar-
nation of the classic ‘mound dwelling’.

The pile house derives its name from piles that protrude several metres from ground level and serve as 
its foundation. The floating house is essentially an extended version of the traditional houseboat. An 
amphibious house normally rests on a foundation at terrain level and only floats when needed – in case 
of flooding or high tides. Traditional housing types that are adapted to prevent damage in case of flooding 
or high tides are called water-shielding or wet-proof houses. In the case of water-shielding, a house is 
transformed by adding water-shielding façades and window frames; in wet-proof houses, the construc-
tion is optimized so as to minimize damage in case of flooding. For example, by including waterproof 
floors, elevating electricity plugs or by applying vertical zoning rules, there are no vulnerable functions at 
ground level.

Box 5.2 Flood-proof houses in the Netherlands



130	 Focus on culture and risk

World Disasters Report 2014	 Chapter 5 Culture, risk and the built environment

Effectiveness of flood-proof houses 
In the Netherlands, embanked and unembanked areas have different flood-risk characteristics.

Flooding of a polder, protected by dykes, will cause the largest amount of damage. As safety levels have 
risen over the years, due to the gradual reinforcement and extension of dykes, the probability of a pol-
der being flooded has steadily decreased. Flood-proof houses nowadays are considered economically 
infeasible and, given the level of flood-risk protection offered, are seldom constructed in polders. The 
consequence, however, is that if a polder is flooded, there is little protection left. Given the tremendous 
impact of such a flood, the recent debate in the Netherlands concentrates on using flood-proof housing 
techniques as a second ‘safety layer’, in order to reduce the consequences of a polder flooding.

Flood plains, coastal areas and other unembanked areas are frequently faced with regular water-level 
fluctuations. It is in these areas in the Netherlands that flood-proof buildings are economically feasible 
and a lot of experiments with flood-proof houses are taking place.

The mound dwelling and pile dwelling are fixed in their location. Their effectiveness from a flood-risk 
perspective is limited to areas where the maximum water level is somewhat predictable, as this type 
of dwelling is flooded as soon as the water level exceeds the height of the mound or piles. The pile 
house is, therefore, mainly used in areas with fluctuating but controllable water levels, such as the 
polders. If such a pile house is built in an area with extreme water-level fluctuations, it generally has 
very high piles. Building on mounds is still applied in some ‘de-polderized’ and now unembanked 
areas. However, this type of housing has little flexibility with regard to the expected increase in water-
level extremes that may occur due to climate change.

The water-shielding and wet-proof houses are primarily used in areas with a high risk, or frequency, of flood-
ing, such as historical cities and villages along rivers. These housing types are comparable to the mound 
and pile houses: given their fixed position, flexibility with regard to the impact of climate change is limited.

The new interest in floating and amphibious houses is due to their flexibility as far as flood levels is 
concerned, providing robustness with respect to climate change. However, floating houses are lim-
ited in the amount of water fluctuation that can be accommodated. Such houses are often anchored 
at mooring poles; if the water-level exceeds the height of the mooring poles, floating or amphibious 
houses will drift. In addition, most floating or amphibious houses are not autarkic; a service pipe 
connection to the quay is commonly used to provide electricity and to serve as water supply and 
sewer. This connection is flexible and able to accommodate the same fluctuation level as the mooring 
poles. The mooring poles and pipes can be easily adjusted.

Amphibious houses are not only suitable for riverbed areas with fluctuating water levels, but also for areas 
that are used for water retention. These retention areas are polders that are designated to be inundated 
under specific conditions, to decrease the water levels of rivers or to accommodate extreme rain water levels.

Flood-proof strategies
A global tradition of using flood-proof housing techniques exists. Often, these housing types become 
obsolete and disappear when large-scale flood-risk structures are developed. Flood-proof buildings, 
however, have many advantages and are a very robust and adaptable form of flood-risk protection. 
There is, therefore, a renewed emphasis on the potential of flood-proof houses among designers 
and policy-makers. Flood-proof buildings have the quality and potential to become an important and 
integral part of flood-risk protection strategies. n
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Vernacular architecture

At the opposite end of the socio-economic spectrum is Haiti, which was struck 

by an earthquake in 2010 that devastated the capital city of Port-au-Prince. This 

earthquake revealed the urgent need to address the risks attendant with RC 

moment frame construction as a building type. In particular, it was the perceived 

failure of notable RC buildings (two luxury hotels, one the UN headquarters, the 

historic cathedral and the National Palace), that gave rise to the initial impres-

sion that the death toll in the dense hillside informal settlements largely built of 

concrete block must be catastrophic. In fact, a substantially greater percentage 

of self-built slum housing remained standing than did the more formal, con-

tractor-built and sometimes even engineered buildings of recent RC construction 

(Langenbach, 2014). Similarly, many of the 19th century ‘gingerbread’ houses near 

central Port-au-Prince constructed with walls of a mixture of brick and rubble 

stone also remained standing (Langenbach et al., 2010). 

A critically important lesson can be learned from findings about these century-old 

rubble stone construction and self-built slum houses that remained standing: the 

best insurance against collapse in earthquakes may simply be that buildings need 

walls, whether they are of traditional masonry, cement block or poured concrete. 

It is a case of simple arithmetic – a wall is simply larger than is the rigid connection 

between the columns and beams in a moment-resisting RC frame. If the RC frame 

is top quality, its performance can be extraordinary, but this standard can only 

be expected in a small percentage of buildings now that such construction has 

become so common and is undertaken in environments where quality assurance 

in materials, workmanship and oversight is inadequate.

Non-engineered concrete block and slab houses in Jalosie 
informal settlement, Petionville, many of which survived the  
2010 earthquake. © Randolph Langenbach

The Villa Castel Fleuri, which was constructed with walls 
of brick and rubble stone, was still standing after the 2010 
Haiti earthquake. © Randolph Langenbach
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Another form of traditional construction in Haiti that 

did better than the masonry bearing wall construc-

tion was the half-timber (colombage) or timber frame 

infilled with a single layer of masonry. This kind of 

construction existed in Ancient Rome, as evidenced 

by the excavation of the ruins of Herculaneum. It has 

demonstrated its seismic resistance in a number of 

large earthquakes over the last two decades, includ-

ing 1999 in Turkey, 2001 in Gujarat, India, and 2005 

in Kashmir. Historically, versions of this form of 

construction were developed specifically for their 

aseismic qualities in Lisbon, Portugal after the 1755 

earthquake and in southern Italy after the 1783 

Calabria earthquake. 

Today, interest in many different forms of vernacular 

construction is growing and, in earthquake areas, 

has increasingly focused on traditional construction 

typologies that have demonstrated a greater than 

expected resistance to collapse when compared with 

modern RC frame structures. The most impressive 

example of the increased acceptance of traditional 

construction for earthquake hazard mitigation to date 

is in Pakistan. There, a year after the 2005 Kashmir 

earthquake, the government of Pakistan approved 

dhajji dewari (half-timber) construction as compliant 

with government rural housing construction stand-

ards and eligible for government financial subsidy. A 

year later, they also approved bhatar, a timber-laced 

bearing wall masonry construction. By 2009, at least 150,000 new homes had been 

constructed using one of these two traditional typologies in this region of northern 

Pakistan (Langenbach, 2009).

From a hazard mitigation perspective, readoption of these traditional local techno-

logies represents a potentially sustainable approach to housing construction in many 

low-income countries as an alternative to the now ubiquitous use of RC frames. While 

it cannot entirely displace the continued building of RC frame structures, it provides 

the basis for establishing a better balance so that every building need not be just in 

concrete. The embrace of only concrete as ‘modern’ often has been destructive of 

architectural and itinerant craft traditions in many parts of the world. Restoration 

of the kind of crafts needed for the reemergence of local vernacular architecture can 

also help preserve other aspects of community culture.

New dhajji construction in Thub, Pakistan.
© Maggie Stephenson/UN-Habitat

‘Gingerbread’ house in Port-au-Prince.  
© Randolph Langenbach
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Retrofitting reinforced concrete buildings

The question remains as to how to deal with the problem of now proven risk 

presented by the many existing RC moment frame buildings. Of the 37 countries 

represented to date in the United States National Science Foundation-funded 

World Housing Encyclopedia, 23 have submitted reports on seismically vulner-

able RC structure with masonry infill construction. They have also produced a 

useful open-access, 70-page tutorial on the correct design and construction of 

buildings with RC frames with infill (Murty et al., 2006). While this document aims 

at improving future construction and discouraging the untrained and unregu-

lated use of this technology, its observations touch on the scale and severity of the 

risk of existing buildings worldwide that are vulnerable to sudden collapse. For 

example, when the World Bank did a study of the potential collapse hazards in 

Istanbul after the 1999 earthquake, it determined that funds were simply insuf-

ficient to correct the problem and turned its attention to schools, hospitals and 

other critical buildings (Yanev, undated).

New construction in Turkey increasingly includes RC shear walls, which are designed 

to resist shear, the lateral force that causes most damage in earthquakes. This prom-

ises a substantial reduction in the risk of collapse. Confined masonry is a viable 

alternative. However, retrofitting the vast numbers of existing moment frame build-

ings with shear walls is very costly and involves the removal of the occupants for 

extended periods. Other, less disruptive but effective methods are beginning to be 

proposed for these types of buildings to address and correct the systematic exclu-

sion of the infill masonry walls from the conventional engineering analysis and 

calculations used for such buildings. It is increasingly clear that if seismic retrofit 

A multi-storey RC frame apartment  
house in Golcuk, Turkey partially  
collapsed by the 1999 earthquake.  
The lack of adequate moment connections 
and very thin columns is evident.
© Randolph Langenbach

A ten-storey RC frame 
with infill structure 
in Istanbul with an 
extremely weak and 
vulnerable ground floor.
© Randolph Langenbach
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of these structures known to be vulnerable is not undertaken, it will take at least a 

century for the normal cycle of building demolition and replacement to reduce the 

hazard that now exists. 

After the 1999 earthquakes in Turkey, people in Istanbul started carrying whistles in 

their pockets, so they could be heard if caught between the pancaked slabs of their 

own homes. Unfortunately, they still need them.

Post-disaster reconstruction 

The impact of a crisis is not only death, injuries and physical damage to property 

but may also involve a perception of the failure of and loss of confidence in local 

systems, local building culture, local organizational structures and traditional values 

(Oliver, 2006). The aim of post-crisis assistance is to enable affected populations to 

recover rapidly their pre-crisis status. In some instances, this aim is extended to 

‘build back better’ including risk reduction at the level of settlements or safer building 

construction. 

Determining appropriate shelter solutions 

The disaggregation of shelter recovery into distinct phases and activities described 

as relief, transition, rehabilitation and reconstruction does not reflect the experience 

of many households for whom (re)making a home is more of a continuum. For some, 

reconstruction starts the day after a disaster; for others, many steps may be involved 

to get to a durable housing solution, including temporary shelter, staying with rel-

atives, mobilizing resources and construction over several years. The challenge for 

shelter assistance actors is to acknowledge the complexity of shelter recovery and to 

ensure shelter support (financial and technical) optimizes local capacities and adds 

value strategically to enhance those capacities for the future. 

During the relief phase, the emphasis by external assistance agencies on needs 

rather than capacities, the description of affected communities as ‘victims’ and the 

importation of standardized solutions can be counter-productive to the dynamics of 

local recovery. Likewise the control of resources and assumption of responsibility and 

authority by external relief actors on issues such as shelter and housing recovery can 

inhibit the initiative of local households, local leaders and local institutions to pro-

pose and implement solutions in their own way. This is particularly critical in areas of 

frequent disasters, such as cyclones and floods, if the population is to attain a degree 

of resilience and avoid repeated losses and dependence on external assistance. 

Optimizing local capacities may involve technical experts using their wider access 

to information to share appropriate technological know-how to address shortcom-

ings or achieve improvements in local building practices. These weaknesses may 
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be inherent to the technology, to loss of traditional knowledge and skills or to 

the poor execution of modern technology. Each case requires different technical 

support strategies. For example, the IFRC’s Sahel shelter project responded to the 

need for more culturally and environmentally appropriate shelter solutions for 

populations displaced by disaster and/or crisis in West Africa following concern 

about the poor performance and cost of imported tents and shelters. After flood-

ing in Burkina Faso (in 2008, 2009, 2012 and 2013) and regional conflict, drought 

and food security issues in the Sahel from 2011 to 2014, the project replicated 

the familiar rectangular form with a domed roof based on traditional Tuareg 

semi-nomad shelters but achieved greater structural stability and reduced tim-

ber requirements. The specification of local mats ensured local procurement and 

sewing skills were used and the project development benefited from traditional 

knowledge of details for rapid assembly and dismantling, important in a nomadic 

culture (IFRC, 2012).

Unfortunately, the exigencies of shelter programming often tend to exclude such 

approaches. If time is a key constraint to using local solutions in emergency shel-

ter, it might be expected to be less so in rehabilitation and reconstruction activities. 

In practice, however, bias about saving time continues in reconstruction projects 

where advocates for prefabrication, industrialized techniques and contractor 

construction promote their apparent advantages and efficiencies including time. 

The danger of losing traditional skills

Building cultures are always in a process of 

development and evolution. In particular, 

the shift from rural to urban culture has 

been a change from agriculture and sub-

sistence to a largely cash-based system. 

Rural cultures are also in transition, usually 

less dramatically, but often with significant 

losses of traditional skills, sometimes due 

to the arrival of modern materials. 

Disasters occur within this context of 

transition and may accelerate aspects such 

as urbanization, adoption of new materials 

and change from joint to nuclear family 

households. A major crisis may also precipitate conscious and deliberate change, 

for example, local masons devising solutions to address weaknesses in buildings, 

institutions or authorities introducing policies or regulatory measures to drive 

changes in practices, or assistance actors promoting change through training or 

subsidies.

Girl organizing shelter  
in Kashmir, 2005.
© Maggie Stephenson/
UN-Habitat



136	 Focus on culture and risk

World Disasters Report 2014	 Chapter 5 Culture, risk and the built environment

There is a risk in this accelerated period of change that valuable assets, knowledge 

and skills are lost, including through the demolition of traditional buildings rather 

than their rehabilitation. Local building culture may be further undermined through 

exclusion from the menu of choices for reconstruction and from standards and tech-

nical guidance. 

The time following a disaster is critical in the definition and redefinition of building 

cultures. It is a period of exceptional focus on construction issues and decisions, a 

process that can either validate, promote or improve local and traditional skills, or 

reject them as invalid and replace them by alternatives.

Women carry the largest burden of an inadequate home. The bond between women and their built 
environment is particularly important for women from cultures where the home remains the primary 
site of their social and cultural practices, largely because they spend most of their time in and around 
the home. Moreover, as women are often the primary caregivers to children and other vulnerable 
people, their ability to manage their household is paramount to the entire family unit. Women and the 
people they care for benefit disproportionally from decent housing and settlement planning. 

Shelter agencies operating in post-disaster situations find it much easier to identify local needs than 
to identify and unleash the potential of local assets. This is a general problem but is particularly true 
for women. The IFRC recognizes that the potential of women to play an active, rather than a passive, 
help–recipient role should receive particular attention. The organization says: “In a disaster, women 
in general may be affected differently from men because of their social status, family responsibilities 
or reproductive role, but they are not necessarily vulnerable. They are also resourceful and resilient 
in a crisis and play a crucial role in recovery” (IFRC, undated). So how can shelter agencies ensure 
that women play this positive role and contribute fully to the process of housing recovery that means 
so much to them?

Women and housing 

Disasters come with loss of homes, homes that denoted and carried the family structure and its prac-
tical, social, economic, religious and cultural relations to the larger community. As a representative  
of SNEHA, a local NGO active in reconstruction after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, stated,  
“We are not building houses, but it is a way of life that needs to be restored.”

In many cultures, women are given full command of their households and ample autonomy to man-
age them. They can act as the primary homemakers providing for the household, cook, bring up 
children and perhaps also manage livelihoods activities from the house. Women are also involved in 
many ways in building, as labourers during construction and as supervisors. They might be respon-
sible for preparing their houses for harsh weather and for beautifying their homes as an expression 
of individual and collective cultural identification. 

Box 5.3 Women: a crucial role in housing recovery 
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In times of upheaval, women have proven to be crucial partners to humanitarian agencies during the 
housing recovery process. Their role can span the entire housing process, from planning and home-
making to construction depending on their culture and context. 

In the case, for example, of planning displacement camps, especially if cooking and bathing are organized 
through institutional arrangements, assuring privacy and security can be addressed in a culturally appro-
priate way through planning together with the women. But as Swarna Rajagopalan from an Indian-based 
feminist thinktank reflects, “Agencies tend to see the inclusion of women through their gender framework, 
and miss the women’s own efforts for change. All relations within a community are trade-offs between 
power structures on the one hand and kinship, security, etc. on the other. It is important to reflect on 
whose vision of a women’s inclusion are we promoting?” 

Rehousing propels a change in cultural 
practices and people find themselves living 
in dwellings that have little, if any, relation 
to their original houses. If women’s roles 
include safeguarding traditions, the home 
can become the place of resistance to 
guarantee their values and rebuild their 
community identity. During times of crisis, 
cultural practices related to homemaking, 
such as cooking according to their own 
traditions, often become treasured main-
stays for the affected people. Women 
frequently become key players in ensuring 
that their cultural practices do not dissipate 
with the pressures of adjustment. 

Housing recovery: an active role for women 

As the culture of ‘not being able to talk it’ remains rife, agencies try to ensure that women are included as 
members of staff in humanitarian organizations and represented in community-level meetings, as well 
as during policy elaborations. Women immersed in the local community are preferred (e.g., rural women 
if rural knowledge is required). It is sometimes useful to avoid bringing everyone together to make joint 
decisions; instead planning sessions are broken down into focus groups and committees with women-only 
participants to better discuss women’s specific needs. Other measures include anonymous lines of com-
munication and placing gender protection advisers at shelter clusters. There are boundaries to talking 
in public about what are considered private activities such as bathroom habits. Women’s specific needs 
are still a taboo in community planning sessions, even in agency and inter-agency meetings among ‘pro-
fessionals’. Some women may not talk to men outside their family or community about private issues 
without the consent of community leaders or husbands. 

Disasters tend to shift the housing process from a feminine or domestic realm to a masculine or public realm. 
In many communities women are not the official household representatives, resulting in their underrepre-
sentation in decision-making structures. Furthermore, women and their organizations might find it difficult to 

Mother and children prepare dinner in a makeshift shelter in Kashmir.
© Robbie Reynolds/GOAL
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The role of assistance agencies

Assistance agencies and technical professionals involved post-disaster are key parti-

cipants in the process of deliberation about building cultures and choices. Their activities 

include technical research; the review or development of standards, training and public 

awareness; support for owner-driven shelter and housing rehabilitation, retrofitting and 

construction; and settlement protection and mitigation works. The majority of these 

actors may have no previous knowledge of the local area or building culture, and their 

introduction post-disaster is at a time when local systems are weakened. 

External ‘experts’ generally arrive in the role as pathologists, to right the wrongs of 

inadequate and inferior technology. They assume superior expertise and solutions 

rather than recognizing there is as much to learn as to impart. While many experts 

quantify losses, few investigate damaged buildings qualitatively to understand the 

causes of poor performance in consultation with local building professionals. Fewer 

still document the local buildings that performed successfully. 

There are exceptions, however, when agencies have successfully identified, promoted 

and regenerated local knowledge. One example is the use of quincha, a traditional 

system of lightweight cane panels, for both shelter and permanent construction 

post-earthquake in Peru by Practical Action. Another is the integration of traditional 

typhoon-resistance principles of framing and tying down roofs promoted in new 

and hybrid construction techniques by Development Workshop in Viet Nam. In both 

get heard, as they are usually less assertive and networked. Similarly, women are given less influence 
in financial decisions in communities where they are less likely to have a regular income. Agencies 
counter this, for example, by giving women specific responsibilities within community organizations. 

Laws may discriminate against women. In some societies women are given few rights in terms of 
ownership of land and property, making it difficult for their voices to be heard. Elsewhere, properties 
are registered in the name of a woman in the family, a custom derived from a more protective atti-
tude towards women. Disasters are often seen by agencies as an opportunity to redress differential 
gender practices and, for example, they try to ensure women are signatories on any documents and 
introduce joint ownership of property. Housing microfinance often provides an opportunity for women 
to have more input into the development of their homes. 

In short, the female role of homemaker is put under great pressure in post-crisis situations because so 
much depends on it. This heightens the need for cultural sensitivity and understanding from agencies. 
Unless it is deliberately identified, the challenges of the homemaker role may simply go unnoticed. 
Shelter agencies will also typically be more focused on the familiar challenges of giving women a public 
role. As measures are taken by agencies to ensure that women play this crucial role in recovery through 
gender-sensitive programming, challenges remain for shelter agencies. What is particularly taxing for 
agencies is to ensure women play that crucial role devised by their particular culture and context when 
there is no stereotypical cultural model or women’s role on which to base procedures. n
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cases, local knowledge was valued and replicated but also interpreted in accord-

ance with the evolving economic context. These two examples also illustrate 

key factors in the valorization and regeneration of local building cultures: the 

importance of an iterative development process in close partnership with local 

communities particularly with local master artisans. 

The greater proportion of post-disaster shelter and housing reconstruction is 

built by the affected population with their own resources, and their continued 

construction and settlement decisions determine their future vulnerability or 

resilience. Longer-term benefit can be achieved if external technical and financial 

resources add value to existing local building processes, including facilitating the 

regeneration of local knowledge and skills, developing appropriate improvements.

Imparting local building practice 

Coordination and policy development support should ensure access to the wealth 

of knowledge held by key resource people and institutions, promoting the voice of 

local artisans and the advice of national experts for external cross reference. The 

continuation of research and development work before and after a crisis ensures 

a greater understanding of the normal construction context, expands knowledge 

of the engineering performance of local technolo-

gies through empirical testing and analysis, and 

establishes greater awareness among technicians 

and decision-makers of the potential of vernacular 

construction. Continuous research and advocacy, 

for example, by the Catholic University of Peru 

and others on adobe construction has sensitized 

a generation of engineering students about earth 

construction nationally, regionally and worldwide 

(Hardy et al., 2006). Likewise, research into the 

conservation of historic stone structures in Italy 

has provided valuable knowledge for the rehab-

ilitation of traditional housing elsewhere (World 

Housing Encyclopedia, undated). 

However, educating local masons, carpenters and households requires creative 

engagement with and understanding of local culture. Simplification and illustra-

tion of conventional engineering language, for example, into posters is a common 

approach but may not acknowledge that local units of measurement (for example, 

in Swahili-speaking areas of Africa, measurements are based on the span of a hand) 

do not follow engineering conventions (Oliver, 2006). In some building cultures, 

specialization is fundamental to the preservation of tradition, with formalized ter-

minology and rules; skills are learned and traditional practices sustained through 

Traditional carpenter: 
learning through  
inter-generational 
transfer.
© Maggie Stephenson/
UN-Habitat
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the repeated copying of agreed models. Models establish not only construction prin-

ciples but also associated form and design principles which comprise the architectural 

vocabulary which may endure even as construction technologies change. 

The demonstration or model pattern of transmission may be one of the most effect-

ive post-disaster. Full-scale construction of test or demonstration buildings is easy 

to understand, enables inclusive experimentation including modifications with real 

materials, is accessible for feedback and generates information on time, cost and 

other aspects which are critical for decision-making by both masons and house-

holds. Demonstration buildings can revitalize and valorize local skills when master 

artisans construct to model standards afforded by supportive sponsors. Participat-

ing engineers and architects should be encouraged to learn from the artisans about 

topics not covered by formal engineering education. The central role of master artis-

ans in this process reinforces their cultural position as reference and best practice. 

However, master artisans may not be willing to lose their specialist status by sharing 

knowledge or may not have good communication and mentoring skills, issues which 

need to be taken into account as part of the cultural context. 

For many years disaster officials have commented on the problems of corruption, such as disaster 
assistance that is diverted into large pockets or the construction of shoddy, unsafe buildings due 
to building inspectors being bribed to approve the construction of reinforced concrete beams with 
missing steel reinforcing bars. However, over recent years, hearsay, gossip and suspicion are being 
replaced with potent evidence of a ‘culture’ of corrupt practice with governments and their political 
leaders and public officials openly being identified. 

Transparency International (TI), the German-based NGO, has performed an outstanding service to 
the global humanitarian community though their investigations and their courageous naming and 
shaming of those held responsible (Maxwell et al., 2008; TI, 2013). For example, they revealed a 
massive US$ 500 million shortfall of unaccounted money in the US$ 1.2 billion received as aid by 
Sri Lanka after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami for which the government has never provided any 
adequate explanation (TI, 2007a; 2007b). 

A probing analysis of corruption in Sri Lanka conducted by the Humanitarian Policy Group in 2008 
concluded that: “…the vast amount of humanitarian assistance that entered Sri Lanka after the tsunami 
exacerbated corruption risks…[and] that many politicians at the national, provincial and local levels and 
other non-state actors used the large influx of resources as an opportunity to increase their political 
capital amongst their constituencies and for personal enrichment” (Elhawary and Aheeyar, 2008).

Corruption also blights disaster risk reduction in certain countries. Transparency International has 
stated that 60 to 70 per cent of the £640 million spent by the Pakistan government’s Federal Flooding 
Commission since 1977 has been embezzled. The consequence of this theft, resulting in the failure 

Box 5.4 Tackling corruption
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to construct vital flood defences, can be partly held responsible for the loss of the 1,600 people who 
perished in the Pakistan flooding of 2010 (Hunt, 2010). 

In 1976, a world authority on engineering seismology, Professor N.N. Ambraseys, began his talk at a 
Royal Society conference in London on the Guatemala earthquake, where 22,000 people died due to 
collapsed buildings, with the cryptic statement: “Today’s ‘Act of God’ will be regarded as tomorrow’s ‘Act 
of Criminal Negligence’.” It took a further 35 years for him, working with another eminent seismologist, 
Roger Bilham, to substantiate his prophecy and provide conclusive evidence of corruption as a major 
cause of earthquake deaths and damage: “Of all earthquake fatalities attributable to building collapse in 
the past three decades, 82.6 per cent occur in societies that are anomalously corrupt.” Their explosive 
conclusion came from an examination of earthquake fatalities in building failures within countries that are 
assessed as corrupt by Transparency International (Ambraseys and Bilham, 2011; TI, 2013.) 

Corruption is particularly rife in reinforced concrete dwellings. Damage assessments conducted in China, Haiti, 
Pakistan and Turkey reveal that reinforcing steel is regularly omitted from concrete beams and columns, and 
that cheap sea sand containing corrosive salt is substituted for more expensive quarried sand (Krimgold, 2011).

The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) produced a book of advice to journalists 
covering risk reduction issues and addressed the corruption issue by raising the critical concern that only 
independent and regular inspection can ensure the integrity of building construction. They noted that: “… 
the main perpetrators may not be site workers. Pressure for omissions, to cut costs or to save time, may be 
applied by managers as a consequence of backhanders to obtain the work and to secure the contract, an 
increase of overheads only redressed by cutting costs and reducing quality in the process” (Leoni, undated).

Actions to prevent corruption
An ambitious series of linked approaches are needed from varied sources and sectors of society to prevent 
corruption (Davis, 2014):

Education
• Ethical education from primary schools onwards in schools, mosques, temples and churches
• Ethics to be part of the higher education curriculum for building and infrastructure professions
• Ethics to be built into staff training and ongoing professional development
• �Training opportunities of enforcement officials by the NGO sector to be expanded.

 Professional standards
• �Professional codes of practice for engineers and architects established – perhaps using the examples 

of ethical medical codes 
• �Governments setting an example of exemplary practice in all their dealings, contracts, buildings, etc.

Adopting anti-corruption practice and procedures
• �Tendering procedures for contracts
• �Developing building and planning code supervision as a key requirement of governance 
• �Paying enforcement officials good living wages so that they do not need bribes as income supplements 
• �Ensuring strong legal support, with sanctions imposed for failures
• �Avoiding large contracts where possible, since corruption is minimized when contracts are kept small 

with tight community financial control and surveillance
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• �Avoiding ‘middlemen’ in the allocation of funds: direct cash grants to affected people in disaster 
reconstruction projects have been found to reduce corrupt interception of grants or loans 

• �Building specific anti-corruption measures into guidelines: the World Bank’s Safer Homes, Stronger 
Communities handbook provides an excellent example (Jha, 2010).

Public awareness to promote advocacy to avoid corruption
• �Recognition of the vital role of an informed media, to draw attention to corrupt practice.

Official pressure from international organizations
• �Key agencies responsible for risk reduction and adaptation to climate change (UNISDR, United 

Nations Development Programme, IFRC, World Bank, etc.) need to boldly build this issue into 
their agendas and put pressure on countries with serious corruption problems to comply with 
internationally recognized building practices and standards.

Summary
Given the scale of the entrenched problem of corruption being a major ‘risk-driver’, valid solutions 
need to be as wide-ranging, on the lines of the approaches above. Concern followed by actions 
cannot be confined to government leaders and public officials but needs to extend far deeper into 
civil society and involve key professions, religious leaders, trade unions, teachers, the media, etc. A 
concerted commitment is needed from all stakeholders to insist that every project needs to start from 
an ethical base of core values (honesty and integrity, transparency, accountability, equity, protection 
of the vulnerable and maintaining professional codes and standards) and not merely from a planning 
strategy and tactics (see Figure 1). A further ethical concern includes independent supervision of 
building siting, design and construction to ensure that safety factors are assured and maintained.

FIGURE 1 Project planning and implementation model 
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Just over 200 countries were signatories to the 2005 Hyogo Framework for Action to indicate their 
commitment to the high ethical ideal of disaster risk reduction. Yet 69 per cent of the 177 countries listed 
in the 2013 Transparency International Corruption Index (see Figure 2) ‘indicate serious corruption prob-
lems’. The regional picture is particularly alarming with 95 per cent of countries in Eastern and Central Asia, 
and 90 per cent of countries in sub-Saharan Africa perceived as having serious corruption problems (TI, 
2013). It is now essential to undertake correlation studies of disaster casualties and damage with national 
corruption levels. 

FIGURE 2 Transparency International corruption index 2013

Despite mounting evidence of widespread corruption in building practices, this deadly ‘risk-driver’ still 
awaits the serious attention of international agencies on account of its political sensitivities (Alexander 
and Davis, 2012).

Corruption needs to be rescued from the obscure sidelines of polite discourse concerning disaster risk 
reduction and placed centre-stage as a principal concern. It has to be accurately described as a form 
of criminality that demands urgent international and national action by all who seek to reduce risks. n
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Conclusion: Sustaining cultures

The sustainability of local building cultures including their continued practice after 

a disaster is closely linked to the sustainability of natural resources used in their 

construction, including extracted materials like stone and earth, and renewable 

materials like timber, bamboo and the like. However, increasing pressure on resources 

has made their continued use in construction controversial, a debate heightened by 

blaming environmental degradation as a contributing factor in disaster losses. In 

fact, a disaster may galvanize political and social will to take action to improve envir-

onmental management. Where this is a feasible proposal, it may be a key initiative 

for the assistance community to support. For example, investing in settlement-level 

mitigation may be more technically and cost effective than focusing on individual 

household mitigation as, for example, in the case of flood protection. 

Critics of traditional construction on environmental grounds tend to miss a number 

of related issues such as the environmental impact and often poor climatic perform-

ance of alternative modern and imported materials, the relative energy efficiencies 

of modern versus traditional housing, and the potential to increase the lifespan of 

buildings through improved construction methods, repair and rehabilitation.

Local populations do not make decisions regarding their homes and settlements 

based on a single criterion. They are balancing social, economic, physical and cul-

tural criteria according to their own preferences and perceived choices. After a 

disaster, the humanitarian community can distort this decision-making by imposing 

or prioritizing certain criteria over others, biasing technical over cultural criteria. It 

is important that external assistance and interventions serve to help people make 

informed decisions about the built environment but not at the expense of cultural 

criteria they value more highly than outsiders do. 

Following a disaster, most agencies involved in reconstruction focus primarily on housing while 
the importance of preserving or restoring the natural resources that constitute an integral part of 
human habitats is commonly neglected. Rehousing disaster-affected people in multi-hazard-resistant 
houses is thus considered the priority, often without taking into consideration local culture, livelihoods 
and social organization, and how these factors relate to people’s natural and built environment. This 
was the case for example in Tamil Nadu, India, where reconstruction in the aftermath of the Indian 
Ocean tsunami of December 2004 was characterized by an emphasis on building houses without 
realizing the importance of trees (Duyne Barenstein, 2010).

Before the tsunami, Tamil Nadu’s coastal villages were embedded in a large number and variety of 
trees whose importance for people’s culture and lifestyle can hardly be overemphasized. Like all 
Hindu communities, fisherpeople consider trees a symbol of life, immortality, fertility and generosity. 

Box 5.5 Trees in a tropical lifestyle: a neglected factor in reconstruction 
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Beliefs associated with trees are expressed in practices such as the tree-planting ritual during wedding 
ceremonies, where the newly married couple jointly plants a tree. Tree products are essential ingredients 
for the performance of various rituals. They can be sacred, temples where gods reside, or represent 
human beings who have passed away. 

Tree products are extensively used in every home and are also a valued source of income. They are 
connected to notions of health, protection, beauty and sacredness and are an important source of food, 
fodder, medicine and construction materials for housing, furniture and utensils. The products of trees 
are often sold to complement the income earned from fishing. For elderly men and women who can no 
longer engage in fishing and related activities, the products of trees may constitute their main source 
of income. Trees are a source of fodder for goats, which are a particularly important livelihood resource 
for widows and elderly people; they may be considered as poor people’s savings as they can be sold in 
times of stress.

Trees are also related to the need for protection. In 
cyclone-prone areas they provide protection from 
the recurrent strong winds and many people were 
saved from the tsunami by holding on to trees. 
Trees surrounding houses provide privacy and are 
often planted in rows to grow into natural fences, 
to demarcate the homestead plot and also to serve 
as landmarks. 

But perhaps the most important role of trees in 
coastal Tamil Nadu is to provide shade and thermal 
comfort (Duyne Barenstein and Pittet, 2013). In a 
tropical climate, the importance of shade cannot 
be overemphasized. Fishing communities’ lifestyle 
is closely related to the availability of shaded areas; 
most of their productive and recreational activities 
take place outdoors under the shade of trees and, 
during the summer months, people often sleep 
outside. Trees define community spaces where people meet and nurture their social cohesion. Men tra-
ditionally mend their nets collectively under the shade of trees, while women and children relax and play 
under the shade of trees after completing their domestic chores. Under the trees people share information, 
joys and sorrows, and provide each other emotional support. 

Most agencies involved in post-tsunami reconstruction did not recognize the fundamental importance 
of trees for coastal communities’ well-being. Due to the need to maximize the number of houses to be 
built in a plot and to enable contractors to build more efficiently, in many villages thousands of trees were 
felled, while many new settlements were built on saline soils where no trees can grow. People thus found 
themselves in concrete houses with RC flat roofs in grid-patterned settlements without any trees and 
no shade. The absence of trees was described by many villagers as one of the worst consequences of 
agency-driven reconstruction as it was perceived to have severe consequences on their health, livelihoods 
and well-being. People commonly describe their new habitats to be “burning like fire” and associate 

Mending nets in the shade of the trees in a Tamil Nadu village, India. 
© Jennifer Duyne Barenstein
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many of their health problems such as frequent fever, headaches, jaundice and skin diseases with 
the absence of trees and the fresh air and breeze that they used to provide. Many elderly people are 
severely affected by having lost an important source of livelihood. Due to lack of space and fodder, 
keeping goats has become very difficult. The loss of trees also affected people’s diet; they now eat 
fewer fruits because they need to be bought, brought from other places and are expensive. The 
exchange of fruits and other tree products among relatives, friends and neighbours was previously 
a common practice that also contributed to social cohesion.

The felling of trees led to an annihilation of community spaces, which had detrimental effects upon 
the well-being of the people: loneliness, boredom, physical and mental health problems, worry 
about children, discomfort, tension, alcoholism, deep sadness and a sense of uprootedness were 
experienced by many people and were directly associated with the loss of the trees and related 
community spaces. People not only felt lonely, but actually can no longer rely upon reciprocal help, at 
least not to the same extent as before. What took place under the trees was not merely a sharing of 
news and fostering of friendship; the bonds created translated into a personal feeling of security and 
materialized in the various favours people performed for each other every day. The loss of community 
spaces has led to reduced interactions among people and to the weakening of social capital. For 
example, it used to be common and important, in particular among women, to borrow and lend each 
other small sums of money. The distance among them caused by the absence of communal spaces 
has now made it very difficult, if not impossible, to borrow money from others (Naimi-Gasser, 2013).

If reconstruction agencies had given more importance to understanding the local culture and life-
styles they would have realized the fundamental role of trees, that coastal communities have a 
strong housing culture and building capacity, and that with adequate support they would have been 
able to rebuild their villages by themselves. Sensitivity to people’s needs and capacities would have 
resulted in more serious attention being paid not only to the construction of houses, but also to the 
social, economic and cultural significances of private and public spaces and to the many important 
functions of trees. n
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Culturally sensitive public 
health: the HIV/AIDS 
disaster and beyond
The relation between disasters and health is twofold. First, a hazardous event, 

social crisis or war might corrupt living conditions to such an extent that diseases, 

injuries or other acute health impairments occur. Such emergency situations 

often develop into what are termed ‘complex disasters’, which “challenge conven-

tional views on development and erode the cultural, civil, political and economic 

integrity of societies” (IFRC, 2013). Second, diseases themselves can provoke dis-

astrous conditions. The HIV and AIDS pandemic serves as a good example of this: 

its catastrophic effects are no less devastating than ‘classic’ acute disasters and 

have been termed a slow-onset disaster (IFRC, 2008; Stabinski et al., 2003). From 

a public health perspective, such disasters are particularly complex because a 

political process is first needed to acknowledge the hardship of those who are 

affected in order to officially designate a situation as a disaster. This can consid-

erably delay intervention. 

In humanitarian and public health action, the importance of what are often rather 

vaguely labelled ‘communities’, ‘local response’ and ‘resilience’ has been widely 

acknowledged. ‘Local’ includes beliefs, perceptions, attitudes, routines and prac-

tices ‘on location’, where the intervention takes place. It is here, however, where 

action, either routinely embedded in primary healthcare or in the form of excep-

tional disaster relief, often collides with understandings from different epistemes, 

worldviews, narratives and experiences – in short, from different ‘cultures’. These 

collisions occur either despite standards and guidelines in place, which claim to 

take account of other cultural framings of health and risk, or simply because 

these other interpretations, beliefs, societal framings and practices are not detec-

ted, not accommodated for, not understood or totally ignored or denied. In other 

words, barriers to a successful implementation of health-related measures can be 

attributed to what could be described as a ‘cultural insensitivity’ of public health. 

Thirty years into the epidemic, the HIV and AIDS pandemic is a good example of 

a public health approach related to local culture. Culture is not only a local set 

of customs, beliefs and values. It can be interpreted more comprehensively as 

intrinsically tied to everyday practices, situations and organizational framings. 

This chapter shows that different, and sometimes opposing, cultures (such as 

‘biomedical’ public health versus ‘traditional’ medicine) interact with each other. 

They sometimes find ways to operate together, and the chapter argues that it 

is important to take account of this in public health. While this chapter does 

Advocating tolerance:  
an HIV/AIDS campaign  
in southern Zambia 
against the discrimination 
of people living with HIV 
and AIDS (PLWHA). 
© Fred Krüger
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not advocate for alternative medicine where it does not work or causes harm, it 

does contend that biomedical public health programmes that ignore the fact that 

many people believe in, and practise, ‘other’ concepts of medicine and healing are 

not likely to produce sustainable effects.

People-centred approaches and local solutions in public 

health

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and many other humanitarian organ-

izations base their principles and standards for humanitarian response on the 

Humanitarian Charter. This charter acknowledges that people who are affected by a 

disaster should have “the right to life with dignity, the right to protection and security, 

and the right to receive humanitarian assistance on the basis of need” (Sphere Project, 

2011). Living conditions are never homogeneous and, after a hazardous event or in a 

disaster, an unfavourable or dangerous situation that might have existed before may 

be aggravated for certain people. It is, therefore, essential for humanitarian action to 

differentiate and identify those who are, or have become, particularly vulnerable. “Not 

all individuals within a disaster-affected population have equal control of resources 

and power. People are, therefore, impacted differently on the basis of their ethnic origin, 

religious or political affiliation” (Sphere Project, 2011). Any assistance thus needs to be 

essentially “people-centred”, which implies the recognition of local capacity, effective 

participation or the sharing of information and also includes the right for the recipients 

of humanitarian assistance to complain and have their cultural practices respected 

provided they are in line with human rights (Sphere Project, 2011). Correspondingly, the 

IFRC, in its Code of Conduct, recognizes local culture, practices, knowledge and capacit-

ies. It states in its principles that “We shall respect culture and custom” and “We shall 

attempt to build disaster response on local capacities” (IFRC and ICRC, 1994).

The IFRC, with “millions of Red Cross Red Crescent volunteers [living] in rural and 

urban communities worldwide” (IFRC, 2013), has incorporated a cultural sensitivity 

into its policies and practice. The IFRC describes these local volunteers as its “eyes 

and ears”, as an effective early warning system. It can be claimed that, although 

there may be a significant overlap, ‘local’ and ‘culture’ are not the same – the term 

‘culture’ should not be confined to local customs. This is not to say that customary or 

traditional local practices are not important; they may indeed often form an integral 

part of dealing with disasters and risks as, for instance, “burials and religious cere-

monies and practices, […] are often an essential element of people’s identity, dignity 

and capacity to recover from disaster” (Sphere Project, 2011). Culture does not stop 

at the local level nor is it confined to regions or nations. It is also not necessarily 

homogenous among members of a population group or within a ‘community’, but 

transgresses the boundaries of live contexts (see Chapter 4). 



Chapter

6

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies	 155

World Disasters Report 2014	 Culturally sensitive public health: the HIV/AIDS disaster and beyond

Cultures can be identified as expressions of ‘fields of practices’ where cer-

tain economic, religious, societal or political commitments based on respective 

assumptions lead to agendas, norms and organized actions. Reaching beyond (but 

encompassing) the idea of belief systems, customs, traditions, values or norms, 

‘culture(s)’ are talked of as everyday routines and conventionalized practices, but 

the term can also be employed, for example, for cultures of political parties, media 

agencies, companies, in national political contexts or global economic doings, at 

local to global scales. Humanitarian assistance and public health schemes are 

thus also expressions of, and are forming, cultures. 

Cultures perceived as integral parts of fields of practices, as commitments, agen-

das and actions, may coexist in a local setting, but not necessarily in harmony. 

They may collide, or be contested or ignored, and people or organizations whose 

actions are framed by different cultures might suffer from the consequences of 

these contests. The example of HIV/AIDS-related research in Botswana is used to 

explain the implications this has for public health and to illustrate the perspect-

ive, in this chapter, of culture and health. Many individuals who work in public 

health and in disaster management, or who are directly affected by calamitous 

health-related events, have observed that, in public health and humanitarian 

assistance evolving around HIV/AIDS, local nurses and other medical personnel 

have a good understanding of the needs and hardship of those living with HIV and 

AIDS. They are, however, often restricted in their actions by conditions governed 

at higher levels of their institutions.

HIV and AIDS and the local response in Botswana

Beginning in the early 1980s, HIV and AIDS were considered a major global health 

threat by researchers, medical personnel and health advisers, although some 

were initially reluctant to call the emerging epidemic a ‘disaster’. Doing so would 

have meant, in the eyes of some public health actors, conceding the inevitab-

ility of the catastrophe and accepting defeat (IFRC, 2008). Most experts were of 

the opinion, however, that the HIV pandemic could have been prevented had it 

not been for widespread inaction, indifference, denial, negative discrimination 

and stigmatization. Plainly, such opinions are normatively charged and can, to 

varying degrees, entail blaming ‘the other’. In the early years of the pandemic, 

homosexual men, then prostitutes and then, in an extreme generalization, vari-

ous ethnic groups became targets of such blame for their allegedly promiscuous 

behaviour. Only when it became evident that HIV/AIDS was not only a deadly 

health threat for these specific and discriminated-against groups but also an 

economic burden of a national and global scale, were decisions taken to invest 

more in prevention, care and support. In 2000, a new global funding mechanism 

was introduced, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, which 
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was financed by governments, pharmaceutical companies and private sources such 

as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. As HIV seroprevalence (rates of infection) 

soared in some countries, and larger portions of society became directly affected, 

there was no longer any doubt that the pandemic was a disaster ‘in its own right’.

The AIDS pandemic in Botswana

In Botswana, HIV seroprevalence among people aged from 15 to 49 years is currently 

at approximately 23 per cent (UNAIDS, 2014). Seroprevalence in pregnant women in 

this same age group is even higher, though it decreased from 37.4 per cent in 2003 

to 30.4 per cent in 2011 (NACA, 2012). Despite large-scale awareness campaigns ini-

tiated by the Botswana government in the early 1990s, AIDS was rarely talked about 

in public due to widespread discrimination and stigma (Geiselhart, 2009; Geiselhart 

et al., 2008).

Efforts to contain the pandemic continued and universal treatment was introduced 

with government commitment and international aid. The Botswana HIV response 

included the nationwide introduction of an anti-retroviral (ARV) therapy scheme 

via the Masa programme (masa is Setswana for ‘new dawn’). This has somewhat 

reduced societal tensions. Stigma and discrimination of HIV-positive people are, by 

and large, matters of the past (Geiselhart, 2009). In Botswana, almost everybody has 

experienced the traumatic effects of HIV and AIDS, as the disease has cut across all 

sections of society. Before the introduction of Masa and ARV therapy, death was an 

ever-present feature of daily life. With the therapy, however, patients who had been 

deemed terminally ill were able to pick up their lives again. Not only were people 

living with HIV and AIDS (PLWHA) given a chance to live a life in dignity, but con-

valescence also became ‘visible’. This increased a public willingness to talk about 

the pandemic, its causes and its consequences and to engage with the illness and 

recovery of fellow human beings. In recent years, an increasing number of people 

have voluntarily had themselves tested for infection, realizing the advantages of 

undergoing treatment rather than denying their infection status. This new openness, 

however, has its limits – people who openly admit their infection still tend to be the 

exception than the rule. 

In order to improve surveillance and to monitor the pandemic’s progress, the gov-

ernment introduced routine HIV testing in 2004. Everybody who is hospitalized is 

tested for HIV unless they explicitly object. Routine testing, however, met with ser-

ious objections from human rights activists. It could only be justified by referring 

to the extraordinary severity of the circumstances and by providing ARV treatment 

free of charge to people tested HIV-positive and in need of medication. This is a first 

example of cultures of different fields of practice colliding: the rationales, values and 

targets of the medical ‘apparatus’ clashing with those of human rights organizations. 
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The Masa ARV scheme dramatically reduced AIDS-related mortality in Botswana 

(see Figure 6.1). Despite its achievements, however, the scheme concealed some 

problems. The introduction of Masa occurred alongside a rigorous cutback of gov-

ernmental support to self-help initiatives. Alternative therapy approaches, too, 

were largely marginalized. Obviously, mutual consent between governmental 

health institutions and other actors on concepts of health, and what adequate 

treatment should involve, had either not been reached or never been attemp-

ted. Many non-official solutions came under suspicion of competing with public 

health action or even of being counter-productive and a threat to the success 

of governmental health programmes. Practices that were potentially detrimental 

were highlighted while little effort was made to check in more depth whether they 

were indeed harmful or, on the contrary, able to support the patients’ well-being, 

especially in areas of mental or emotional assistance where ‘approved’ biomed-

ical measures had little effect. 

Figure 6.1 Selected HIV/AIDS indicators and their trends for Botswana

The main barriers for public health action can be participation and commu-

nication failures, as well as what is often termed ‘ignorance’. In participation 

schemes, the actors involved can have difficulties in understanding what exactly 

outside intervening agencies intend or mean to communicate. Those for whom 

support is intended might, for instance, have long-standing interpretations of ill-

nesses that differ from biomedical explanations or different priorities in regard 

to improving their well-being and livelihoods. In these cases, the target audiences 

are sometimes marked down as ‘ignorant’: not able to, not having been taught to, 

not willing to or not having the knowledge (and wisdom) required to understand 
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the situation at hand. This touches on the cultural background of the intervening 

activists and raises questions about perceptions of people affected by the disease 

which is discussed below.

Participation and ‘ignorance’

The importance of communication and participation (often, however, reduced to 

‘listening to people’ in intervention practice) has been highlighted in all recent con-

cepts of public health and disaster medicine actions. But how can understanding take 

place when, at the same time, ignorance is identified as a major barrier for behavioural 

change? How can it be decided whether people act out of ignorance? By definition, 

ignorance means a lack of knowledge or understanding, but on whose part? 

Comprehensive prevention, care and treatment have saved tens of thousands of lives 

in Botswana. This healthcare intervention has been very successful, and prevented 

many HIV-related deaths and related morbidity. It has therefore made PLWHA support 

groups (which are trying to address stigmatization and discrimination) less relevant. 

Many local nurses and public health workers were convinced of the importance of 

self-help initiatives, support groups and networks of PLWHA, and some medical staff 

supported them privately or by providing access to equipment and meeting rooms 

without the explicit consent of their employers. Despite this, however, governmental 

awareness of the health-supporting benefit of these groups was lacking and funding 

from a higher level of administration was cut. As a result, most of these support groups 

were dissolved, and thus a retreat and a space for articulation for those who felt dis-

criminated against in the HIV/AIDS crisis were lost. There is, indeed, evidence for the 

benefits of actively involving PLWHA in the response to the pandemic (see Box 6.1). 

A growing body of evidence highlights the benefits of community-based approaches, which include 
delivering HIV testing and counselling (HTC); maintaining people on ARV therapy and dispensing 
drugs; supporting adherence; retaining people in care; preventing new HIV infections; improving ser-
vice quality, health outcomes and quality of life of PLWHA; and ensuring their dignity and protecting 
their rights. 

Community health workers or volunteers are lay people who have received standardized and nation-
ally endorsed training outside the nursing, midwifery or medical curricula. In many contexts, these 
volunteers include PLWHA. In addition to taking on the role of a CHW, PLWHA are peers and may 
thus (with adequate training and support) provide the full range of peer-led, -driven and -supported 
interventions proven to support PLWHA effectively throughout their health and life’s journey. More-
over, PLWHA can ensure that HIV programmes are relevant, appropriate, accessible to and accepted 
by the end-user, i.e., the person living with HIV (GNP+/UNAIDS, 2013).

Box 6.1 Optimizing HIV treatment through communities and PLWHA
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The treatment cascade

One of the main goals in HIV response is to reach everyone at risk of HIV and everyone living with HIV: 
seek, and link them as quickly as possible to HTC to know their HIV status: test. Once diagnosed, peo-
ple should have access to appropriate prevention, care and support services that meet HIV-related and 
other health and social needs of the person and their families: treat. They need to be assessed for ARV 
therapy eligibility and offered the therapy in a timely manner, they should receive the support needed to 
ensure long-term adherence along with retention in care and re-engagement of people lost to care: suc-
ceed; and achieve sustained viral suppression (i.e., a low amount of HIV virus in the PLWHA’s body, thus 
reducing the person’s risk of transmitting the virus to others), so that over time an impact at population 
level can be attained: health and social impact. Together, these steps have become known now as the 
‘treatment cascade’ (WHO, 2013). A simplified and adapted version of the cascade is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1 The treatment cascade

Source: Adapted from IFRC and GNP+, 2014.

The role of community-based support, including support provided by CHWs and PLWHA, in each step of 
the treatment cascade is vital. ARV therapy is not about access to medicines alone. A holistic approach 
to supporting PLWHA, their families and communities requires that they be in line with Positive Health, 
Dignity and Prevention (PHDP) programmes and interventions to:

nn empower PLWHA and their networks

nn promote health and service access

nn promote and support gender equality

nn promote and support human rights

nn prevent new HIV infections

nn promote and support sexual and reproductive health and rights 

nn provide social and economic support

nn measure impact.
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But how do stigmatization and discrimination occur? In modern cognition, HIV- and 

AIDS-related stigmatization and discrimination are often regarded as an effect of 

the disease rather than one of language. Metaphors used in the HIV/AIDS context 

can, however, be more devastating to the identities of those who are infected than 

the disease itself (Sontag, 1990). Moreover, the assumption of a modern causal chain 

of contagion effectively shifts responsibility to individuals. In awareness campaigns, 

people infected with the virus have been stamped foolish or lacking in judgement 

(see photo below). People living with HIV and AIDS were even identified as poten-

tial murderers (as has happened in an awareness campaign in the 1990s; see photo 

below). Such campaigns only bolstered denial and aversion of getting tested, as 

people became afraid of becoming social outcasts because of their infection status.

This, in turn, will lead to increased access to evidence-informed, high-quality and rights-based HIV 
and broader health services that support individuals living with HIV in making choices that address 
their needs and allow them to live healthy lives, free from stigma and discrimination. It will also 
expand and improve existing HTC, care, support, treatment and prevention programmes that are 
community-owned and -led, and create opportunities for PLWHA to empower themselves and their 
sexual partner(s), rather than experience barriers. Lastly, it will increase investment in community 
development, networking, capacity building and resources for community-based organizations and 
PLWHA networks.

If gaps in the treatment cascade are to be closed, community engagement in service planning, deliv-
ery, monitoring and evaluation is also essential. As non-clinical issues are often the most significant 
barriers to service access, communities are well placed to provide leadership and support to address 
these issues. This is especially true for key populations, who face acute challenges in accessing 
services through mainstream health systems in many contexts. n

A discriminatory 
poster displayed in 

Botswana in the early 
2000s (right); a 1990s 

billboard indirectly 
accusing PLWHA of 

potential murder.  
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(right); Fred Krüger 
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Such stigmatization and discrimination was in fact brought about by the label 

‘HIV/AIDS’. As long as AIDS-related conditions were referred to by indigenous 

names (for example, boswagadi or meila), they were linked to culturally established 

ideas about what their roots and causes were. They were treated by traditional 

doctors long before ‘other’, modern explanations surfaced (Rakelmann, 2001; 

Tabalaka, 2007; see also Mathangwane, 2011; Geiselhart, 2009). In short, these 

established ideas explained certain phenomena and health-related conditions 

and made them comprehensible and meaningful to the people affected. In the 

course of the biomedical healthcare intervention, meanings shifted. Indigen-

ous knowledge was often displayed as inadequate, untrue or mythical. Modern 

biomedical knowledge was promoted as being superior, while some traditions 

were condemned as supporting the spread of HIV. Participatory projects with 

traditional healers were introduced, but healers were not given equal footing. 

Healthcare agendas were, and still are, set elsewhere, as John P. Setilo, chair of a 

healers’ association, explained in an interview with the authors: “They concen-

trate maybe on HIV/AIDS. Nowadays there is diarrhoea. So they will workshop us 

on diarrhoea. And that’s it” (Setilo, 2012). In principle, traditional healing systems, 

due to their low level of formalization, are very flexible and may easily adopt 

new influences (Ingstad, 1990; Andrae-Marobela et al., 2010). But this requires an 

attempt to acknowledge the potential of healers and to engage them in a process 

of communication. The influence of traditional healers on people’s health-related 

perceptions must not be underestimated – healers can, for instance, serve as good 

mediators between different understandings of disease, health and healing.

This chapter is not promoting traditional medicine (or spiritual healing or 

witchcraft) as being superior to ‘modern’ approaches. Traditional medicine may 

support affected people’s well-being, but it may also have no effect at all or even 

be dangerous and harmful. This text aims at showing that different cultures (as 

expressions of different health-related fields of practice) coexist and sometimes 

collide. As many people believe in traditional medicine, it would be wrong to 

ignore it and even more so not to try to work with it, i.e., not to take account of it 

in public health.

With respect to AIDS-related public health action, many healers have felt patron-

ized and forced into a parallel realm of practice (see Box 6.2). The consequences 

are manifold: messages delivered by public health agents may no longer reach 

healers and their clients, patients may be excluded from effective biomedical 

treatment and traditional healers’ approaches and therapy concepts may go 

unnoticed in modern healthcare, despite their positive effects on treatment and 

recovery. The latter is of particular importance, as it has implications for social 

cohesion. If patients experience positive effects of alternative healing practices 

but these practices are unacceptable to a larger part of society, or not appreciated 



162	 Focus on culture and risk

World Disasters Report 2014	 Chapter 6 Culturally sensitive public health: the HIV/AIDS disaster and beyond

by physicians or public health personnel in the biomedical realm, discrimination of 

these patients may follow (Barcan, 2010). Also, healers are generally more ready to 

refer patients to clinics or doctors than vice versa. Cooperation with spiritual healers 

is often clandestine. As Barcan (2010) noted, “The interchange between the medical 

systems works in two directions. Although it is markedly asymmetrical, both sides 

have something to lose. A medical psychic [healer] is at risk of being publicly and 

critically evaluated by sceptical doctors and patients. But so too any GP [general prac-

titioner] who works with a medical psychic puts his or her own reputation at risk.”

Promoting involvement of people based on the assumption that this mitigates ‘ignor-

ance’ is thus a tricky undertaking. Participation and inclusion are not simply about 

‘listening to people’ and getting to know their views and needs. They imply a willing-

ness to understand – one which reaches deep into a broader notion of culture and 

which might even involve having to discard, at least temporarily, the rationality of 

modern healthcare ideas and their particular notions of logic, knowledge and truth. 

ARV adherence as a cultural process

Contestations of ‘modern’ or ‘traditional’ healing, and the blaming processes 

described above, can be attributed to different cultural framings where understand-

ings of health collide. But even when there is no obvious clash, culture remains an 

important factor in public health. The degree to which HIV-infected people follow 

medical advice and stick to the prescribed regime of their ARV medicines is crucial 

for both the efficacy of the therapy and the effectiveness of the ARV scheme. In fact, 

this adherence is a major factor in the long-term success of the whole therapy pro-

gramme. Abandonment, or even a short interruption, of the lifelong treatment may 

allow the highly mutable virus to rapidly develop drug-resistance, with devastating 

consequences for the therapy programme in Botswana and elsewhere. The precondi-

tions for adherence, and the potentials of its success or failure, are not only rooted in 

the medical sphere but also embedded in, and constituted by, socially and spatially 

disposed everyday practice, i.e., culture (Krüger, 2013). It is, therefore, of paramount 

importance to monitor closely the socio-economic and socio-cultural conditions of 

adherence.

Adherence cannot be taken for granted in all everyday situations. Botswana’s Masa 

scheme, therefore, tries to secure adherence through an array of measures which 

have so far helped to minimize treatment interruptions or abandonment. However, 

adherence is largely centred on patients. Other actors, the socio-spatial environ-

ment and non-medical aspects still receive little attention: what will the effects be 

when patients have to take their medication in public, at the workplace, in view of 

their colleagues? Will they be stamped as unfit and frowned upon? Will their work-

mates steer clear of them for fear of contagion? Will they postpone or skip intake 
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as a consequence? How does having to travel for hours (or even days) to a clinic 

in order to receive a new weekly or monthly dose of pills affect family life or 

work, and vice versa? These are only a few examples of (potential) barriers to 

adherence, of how it is linked to the social logics of health and risk, and how it is 

deeply embedded in everyday practices. Here, once again, is a cultural challenge: 

a medical concept that assumes compliance (based on deference and cultural 

alignment) on the one hand and, on the other, individual behaviour that is linked 

to, for example, fear of people’s perceptions or the loss of privacy and intimacy. 

Adherence must thus be interpreted both as biomedically mandatory and as a 

cultural process that needs to be taken into account in order to ensure the long-

term success of AIDS-related public health action. Doctors face many problems as 

they are expected to discuss all of these factors in their short consultations with 

their patients. The latter, therefore, need support from outside the (bio)medical 

realm. Acknowledging adherence as a cultural factor is all the more important 

as mortality has drastically decreased thanks to medication, and the number of 

people living with HIV/AIDS is increasing (see Figure 6.1). 

According to a 2002 WHO directive, alternative healing practices should be integrated into national health 
systems, not only because some countries might fail to introduce nationwide access to public health 
services, but also because alternative healing has been found to be gaining acceptance, even in high- 
income countries (WHO, 2002). Many alternative or traditional healing techniques have proven efficacy 
or have at least shown that they can contribute to the well-being of patients. 

Many countries have already established legal cooperation between their national health systems and 
practitioners of complementary medicine. Botswana is one of the last countries in southern Africa where 
such a process is still pending, and a bill which would have introduced such cooperation was rejected 
by its parliament. Referring to local varieties of traditional healing in Botswana, Moagi Gaborone, the local 
WHO representative, notes: “Traditional medicine is a very broad area. It’s very difficult to come up with 
a definition that covers the whole area [...] of this practice” (Gaborone, 2012). According to Gaborone, 
there is a lack of standards, such as for exact doses of medicinal herbs.

John P. Setilo, president of the Baitseanape ba Setso mo Botswana (association of traditional healers), 
offers a different explanation: “Some officers, because of their religious beliefs, [...] don’t feel comfortable 
with letting such a bill go through. […] People tend to equate witchcraft to the practice of traditional medi-
cine” (Setilo, 2014). He sees hypocrisy on the part of people who live modern lifestyles and pretend not to 
have faith in traditional belief systems or medicine but who would still consult a healer for assistance with 
relationship problems, bad luck or economic hardship. Setilo states that even some politicians consult 
healers, especially when looking for a way to win election campaigns.

Both of these statements point to three serious issues. First, despite healers calling themselves ‘traditional 
doctors’, the term has developed historically as a category to differentiate healers from ‘modern doctors’. 

Box 6.2 What is traditional healing? WHO guidelines challenged in Botswana
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There is no explicit definition of the techniques these healers are using. Second, the rationality of 
traditional healing based on spirituality is incommensurable to modern understandings which often 
assume a strict causality of natural processes (see Foucault, 1973). Third, wherever spiritual healing 
is practised, witchcraft and sorcery can be found as well, spreading an economic system based on 
fear and retaliation. 

A traditional healer in Botswana (known as a ngaka or sangoma) relies on spirituality, especially when 
diagnosing by means of an oracle. As part of their training, healers say they develop the ability to 
enter a state of consciousness in which ancestors, and in some instances natural spirits and god, 
give them knowledge about clients, herbs and treatment. By connecting themselves to the spiritual 
world, healers can identify the forces that are harming their patients. In treatment and rituals, these 
negative forces can be appeased, retaliated against or repelled so that a patient can regain spiritual 
integrity and thus recover from illness. 

In modern conceptions, transcendent 
entities such as spirits could never 
justify medical insights. However, if 
the existence of spirits is accepted, 
the practices of spiritual healers do 
not appear to be irrational at all. When 
spirits are appreciated as authorities, 
intuitive knowledge gained directly 
from them must be considered as 
a valid insight. Spiritual healing can 
be regarded as a distinct approach 
to medicine because its practices, 
reasoning and knowledge form a 
coherent system which permanently 
confirms itself in the everyday deal-
ings of the people involved in it. Not 

only healers claim the success of their treatments; clients, too, report experiences of healing. Anthro-
pologists (see, for example, Kirmayer, 2004) and psychoneuroimmunologists (Money, 2001) have 
found evidence that symbolic rituals can be physiologically effective.

There is, however, a ‘dark side’ to spirituality, as not all spirits are morally good. The capacity to 
interact with a spiritual world also provides the opportunity to unite and form alliances with harmful 
spirits. Employing such spirits is regarded as witchcraft. No specific techniques of witchcraft can 
be clearly separated from those beneficial to health, and even healers themselves find it difficult to 
draw the line between the two. Distinguishing witchcraft from healing is primarily a moral distinction 
based on whether intentions are good or bad. What may help one client might harm other people, 
especially when requested services are to foster economic success or good luck. Fees for healing 
services are small, but services associated with witchcraft are often well paid. This economic reality 
gives healers an incentive to engage in witchcraft. 

Sangomas dancing in order to gain spiritual insight. © Klaus Geiselhart 
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How public health and humanitarian action are culturally 

embedded

The Botswana example shows that the Masa scheme developed a specific traject-

ory, according to its targets, values and programme strategies: medical and public 

health competence and financial, political and administrative resources were 

focused on mainstreaming ARV therapy into the national HIV response. Imple-

menting the Masa programme involved a vast number of decisions, but choices 

could have been made differently. Where the Masa scheme crossed the interests, 

perceptions and values of other fields of practice such as self-help initiatives, 

healers or human rights organizations, however, implementation was more a 

case of hegemonic power than one of participation and empowerment.

Because the traditional healing systems remain influential on people’s perceptions, 

there have been attempts recently to involve healers in their capacity as mediators 

in a new project commissioned by the Southern African Development Community. 

As John P. Setilo comments: “Since last year we are going round the country train-

ing traditional doctors on issues of HIV/AIDS so that they can teach others in their 

respective regions about [these] issues. Traditional doctors in this country are happy 

with that” (Setilo, 2014). Why did such involvement and communication, normally 

regarded as essential factors of disaster-related action, not happen earlier?

Tracing the viewpoints and attitudes of people who are (potentially) facing risks 

or who have been hit by a disaster, and actively including recipients of support in 

public health action, is unanimously deemed essential in public health guidelines. 

An obstacle for participation, however, can often be found within the logic of an 

agency or organization involved in health-related disaster risk reduction (DRR). 

In Botswana, botho is a metaphysical notion of the interdependence of all beings in the universe. It 
includes the moral obligation to be aware of oneself as linked to others and thus to be concerned about 
the good of fellow human beings. Botho is said to bring “healing where there is no cure” (Mmualefhe, 
2007). Discussing traditional healing in terms of botho might help in formulating an obligation that healers 
refrain from witchcraft and other actions that harm people. The introduction of modern medicine required 
a similar assurance of honesty, and this was codified in the Hippocratic Oath.

Believing in spirits is often associated with superstition, but this disregards the therapeutic potential of 
spiritual healing. Witchcraft is also a reality for people living where such spiritual beliefs are prevalent and 
has both societal effects and health implications. It is, therefore, comprehensible that Botswana is still 
carefully considering how traditional healing can be integrated into the national health system as WHO 
suggests. To do so, innovative solutions are required to bridge the gap between divergent worldviews. 
Unfortunately, the political process of such bridge-building seems to have come to a standstill. n
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As already stated, community health workers and nurses engaged at grass-roots 

level are often well aware of the needs, rationales and constraints of those who are 

affected by health threats. However, such empathy and cultural sensitivity seem to 

vanish at the higher administrative levels of intervening institutions and in political 

and economic contexts. At these levels, decisions are made more on the basis of fixed 

agendas and goals, and it is mandatory for all employees to follow these agendas or 

meet the targets. Decisions are governed by the dynamics of huge administrations 

and the need to manage financial and political issues plus complex machineries 

of logistics with regard to, for example, relief supplies. Highly qualified experts are 

supposed to solve problems efficiently, based mainly on definitions which stem from 

biomedical, technical or administrative understandings. This culture of the human-

itarian agency masks what is known at the grass-roots level, despite a willingness, 

in principle, to consider ‘local’ ascriptions to illnesses and well-being. Understanding 

what other people understand, and of course incorporating this information into 

the design, implementation or modification of assistance schemes, is a huge task for 

public health agencies.

Successful approaches in times of disasters are often those that build on existing 

systems rather than ‘import’ personnel whose aim is to intervene, train and leave 

(Barron, 2004; Bughra, 2006). It is obvious that giving local health workers a voice in 

their organizations, and not letting their experience with local cultures fade away in 

the meanders of higher administrative levels, is essential. Involving people directly 

affected by health threats is, of course, equally important. When differing concepts 

of disease, health and well-being are not noted or are deliberately ignored, pub-

lic health initiatives, grounded as they are in everyday routines and practices, are 

unlikely to tap their full potential. Beliefs, persuasions, customs, norms or taboos 

often ‘overrule’ the importance of calculated physical threats and prevent people 

from cooperating in actions that seem self-evidently beneficial from the viewpoint 

of an outside public health or DRR expert. ‘Health’ as a complex and rather abstract 

concept competes with other priorities more directly linked to seemingly immediate 

well-being: water, food, shelter or protection.

Diverging interpretations of what constitutes health and healing may lead to the 

most vulnerable or marginalized missing out on public health assistance. The 2008 

World Health Report highlighted the renewed importance of primary healthcare com-

mitments, originally laid down in the Alma Ata Declaration in 1978 (WHO, 2008). 

The report stressed the danger of deteriorating social cohesion in many countries. 

Health systems, seen as a key element of the architecture of contemporary societies, 

have had increasing difficulties in providing services that meet people's expectations 

and needs (WHO, 2008). Social justice and the right to better health for all, clearly 

stipulated in the Alma Ata Declaration, have not been translated everywhere into 

tangible public health reforms. The involvement of local stakeholders and, as such, 
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the inclusion and empowerment of those whose voices and choices have been 

neglected or negated, is deemed a core element in the design or reform of public 

health action. 

What can institutions that engage in public health and health-related DRR learn 

from these observations and the HIV/AIDS example above?

nn Health issues are linked to everyday life and cultures as expressions of fields 

of practices. Not all public health actions, even if they are scientifically proven, 

will be accepted willingly if they are not fully comprehensible or if they con-

tradict long-standing interpretations or endanger established power relations 

or economic interests. In addition, if people do not believe in a biomedical 

theory of disease, and have an alternative causation framework, this should be 

acknowledged as a relevant and legitimate expression of culture and people’s 

everyday experiences (as long as it is not harmful). It should not be ignored or 

dismissed as ignorance.

nn Cultures also exist within public health institutions. It should be ensured that 

competence at grass-roots level is transferred to higher levels of decision-mak-

ing and concept framing. Observations and opinions should be taken seriously 

even if they are not immediately comprehensible or contradict common 

assumptions and agendas.

nn An interpretation of situations and conditions as ‘disastrous’ by one group of 

involved actors may not be shared by others. Cultural traits that may determ-

ine what actually constitutes a risk or a disaster should be reflected upon. 

Preventive and curative public health action should be planned such that mes-

sages delivered by public health agents also reach those who choose to remain 

outside the domain of biomedical healthcare or are excluded from it.

A comprehensive model of health

Many of the social determinants of health identified in the HIV/AIDS example 

and linked to culture and its implications for public health action are included in 

the World Health Organization (WHO) comprehensive model of health: “Health 

is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the 

absence of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 1948; Üstün and Jakob, 2005). This concept 

implies that health is the result of a complex condition dependent on a multitude 

of influencing factors which stem, above all, from living and working conditions, 

the physical environment and people’s individual characteristics and behaviours 

(WHO, 2014a; see Figure 6.2).

Understanding health as a comprehensive concept acknowledges that it is deeply 

embedded in culture. This is further revealed in public health schemes that are 
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based on the integrative approach to health and touch on local living conditions 

and everyday practices (as in the combat against pneumonia and diarrhoea) or in 

health challenges linked to globally intertwining economic interests that have raised 

considerable public awareness (for example, workplace safety). Box 6.3 gives a more 

detailed account of these two examples. 

Figure 6.2 The determinants of health
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A comprehensive model of health, listing a vast range of influential factors (see Figure 6.2), has contributed 
to achievements made, for instance, in the provision of drinking water or the marked reduction of child 
and maternal mortality worldwide. Nevertheless, numerous health challenges remain to be resolved. For 
example, ending preventable pneumonia and diarrhoea deaths among children remains a major goal in 
public health intervention. These two diseases alone account for 29 per cent of deaths of children under 5 
years of age and result in the loss of 2 million young lives each year (WHO and UNICEF, 2013; see Figure 
1). Children who are poor or hungry are more likely to become infected by these diseases than others – in 
general, 35 per cent of deaths in children under 5 years of age are associated with malnutrition (WHO and 
UNICEF, 2013). Tackling cases of pneumonia and diarrhoea does not require major advances in tech-
nology. These children are dying mainly because they have no access to adequate healthcare services. 
Only about one-third of children with diarrhoea or suspected pneumonia receive therapy or antibiotic 
medication. Universal health coverage remains a prime target for global health policies (WHO, 2014b).

Figure 1 Diseases and conditions accounting for deaths of children under 5 years of age

Source: WHO and UNICEF, 2013. 

Box 6.3 Linking health-related guiding principles and culture
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The comprehensive understanding of health underscores the importance of link-

ing public health action, which is often designed at higher levels of international 

and humanitarian agencies, to local fields of practice. A key concept that has been 

increasingly promoted in recent years to enhance involvement of local actors in 

health promotion efforts is the employment of community health workers (CHWs). 

CHWs are usually members of the communities they serve. Because of their often 

intimate understanding of local health-related challenges, and the trust they enjoy 

among their group, they may serve as intermediaries between health services and the 

people affected by health threats and impairments (see also Box 6.1). Earlier assess-

ments of the outcome effectiveness of CHWs have shown inconclusive results, with 

some projects not meeting expectations partly because they lacked a clear focus of 

CHW activities or slack documentation (Swider, 2002). Also, the community concept 

as such is vague and hampers more effective outcomes (see Chapter 4). However, 

local ownership of public health action can indeed be increased through CHW out-

reach. And there is no doubt about the potential of CHWs to better understand their 

clients’ language and cultures, to deliver messages that can be understood, and to 

Efforts to tackle the global problem of pneumonia and diarrhoea in children present a good example 
of the logic behind the concept of health outlined in Figure 6.2. An integrative view of health has 
helped to design intervention frameworks and establish roadmaps and guidelines for national gov-
ernments and their partners to plan and implement appropriate public health measures. The Global 
Action Plan for Pneumonia and Diarrhoea provides an integrated framework of key interventions to 
prevent and treat these diseases. It consists of three core actions: protect, prevent and treat. Also, 
it identifies not only healthcare facilities as ‘delivery platforms’, but also families, schools and other 
societal institutions. All of these actions and platforms are inseparably connected to, or are expres-
sions of, cultural factors.

Public health achievements are linked to guiding principles and the definition of health standards as 
well as legal regulations on health and safety. The formulation of such norms and regulations, i.e., 
the negotiation of what is deemed ‘acceptable’, ‘necessary’, ‘mandatory’ or ‘intolerable’ is again an 
expression of cultural practices. Workplace safety is one of many fields where health issues and the 
enforcement of regulations have become of growing national and global concern. Public awareness 
of shortcomings in occupational health and safety has increased, sometimes triggered by tragic 
events such as the collapse of a garment factory in Bangladesh, where in April 2013 more than 1,000 
employees were killed and another 2,500 workers injured. A year after the collapse, thousands of 
survivors took to the streets, with the disaster’s anniversary marked by protests where campaigners 
called for better compensation and for the creation of working environments in compliance with the 
International Labour Organization convention (Mustafa, 2014). The Bangladesh case demonstrates 
that occupational health and safety is no longer at the whim of local employers but is an international 
responsibility in a globalized world – at least when it comes to production sites of consumer goods 
that are distributed to higher-income countries, where buyers are taking an increased interest in the 
working conditions in regions where merchandise is sourced from. n
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detect perceptions, feelings and needs in the field (see Canadian Red Cross, 2014 

for one of many examples; CHWCentral, 2014 for an overview; Catley et al., 2014 

for related participatory impact assessments). 

In this vein, for more than 30 years, information, education and communication 

have been core parts of a public health approach to empower people regarding their 

health actions. This client-centred approach aims to foster positive health practices 

individually or institutionally to contribute sustainably to healthy behaviour (WHO, 

2001a). Abundant experience-based information on how to communicate with 

populations of different origin, education and tradition (and, thus, culture) exists, 

although it is not always put into good practice. Surveys on knowledge, attitude and 

practice can find out what a target audience ‘knows’ (this is often underestimated, 

as for example with teenage pregnancy in Box 6.4), what attitude different actors 

have and whether behaviour change is actually taking place or not. 

More than half the world’s population is under 25 years of age (WHO, 2001b). Adolescents hold the key 
to the future yet many of them must overcome numerous challenges to lead healthy lives. One crucial 
concern is teenage pregnancy, which for teenage girls is fraught with risks. Pregnant girls may be ostra-
cized by their families and might be condemned to live in poverty as single mothers (WHO, 2006). The 
most severe threat, of course, is the risk of dying during childbirth, which is higher than in adult women. 
Thus teenage pregnancy is an important public health issue. To develop culturally sensitive policies and 
interventions, it is necessary to understand more about how adolescents in different contexts deal with 
unwanted and unplanned teenage pregnancy. A study funded by the Swiss National Center of Com-
petence in Research (NCCR) North-South aimed at learning more about factors that can contribute to 
building girls’ reproductive resilience towards unplanned and unwanted teenage pregnancy (Pfeiffer et 
al., 2013). The study focused on female adolescents aged 15 to 19 years in urban and rural sites in Tan-
zania (Dar es Salaam and Mtwara) and Ghana (Accra and Begoro). Altogether more than 2,500 female 
adolescents were interviewed, of whom 16 per cent in Ghana and 15 per cent in Tanzania were either 
pregnant or already mothers. 

A surprising proportion of the interviewed girls in both countries were ‘resilient’ as defined in the study: the 
ability of young people to overcome risks. In Tanzania and Ghana about half of the women who had never 
been pregnant fell into this category (see Figure 1). They could get the information and social, cultural 
and economic support they needed to avoid pregnancies. An even higher proportion of pregnant women 
and young mothers were resilient in terms of being capable of dealing with pregnancy in the wider social 
context. The majority of respondents in both countries knew how to avoid or tackle health problems that 
might affect them or their babies, and they could get the social, cultural and economic support to do 
so. Practices, such as the mobilization of different types of resources, are shaped by cultural norms and 
taboos. Only girls that maintained a good social reputation and acceptance within their socio-cultural envi-
ronment were able to get the needed support. Many expectant or actual mothers managed to navigate 

Box 6.4 Unplanned and unwanted teenage pregnancy in Ghana and Tanzania
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through these norms and tried to deal proactively with the demands of pregnancy and childbirth. 
These findings defy the common stereotype of adolescent mothers as ignorant and unprepared. It is 
important to look at these girls as active social agents who creatively influence their own lives while 
juggling the various cultural expectations directed towards them. While childbirth may be a turning 
point for female adolescents, it can also offer new opportunities for them to break away from the past. 

Girls turn to different people for advice on how to avoid pregnancy or deal with it. According to 
traditional norms, young females in both Ghana and Tanzania receive sex education from relatives 
such as aunts and grandmothers, rather than from their mothers. However, this is changing as a 
result of increased mobility due to formal education and migration to towns. Findings from the survey 
showed that, today, parents and other caretakers are particularly important sources of information on 
sexuality and teen pregnancy. But whether they can contribute to resilience building also depends 
on the socio-cultural context. While for girls in Accra who had never been pregnant, it is the parents 
and other caretakers who strengthen their resilience, in Dar es Salaam, this could not be observed. 
Results highlight that the critical role of parents in providing sex education to girls cannot be overem-
phasized. It is, therefore, important to increase the skills of parents, relatives and other caregivers to 
communicate in a well-informed and sensitive way about sexual matters with young people.

Family members, partners and peers may, however, not be very reliable sources of information 
about sexual health and pregnancy. Mass media such as radio, television and magazines aimed 

Figure 1 �Ability to cope with unwanted and unplanned teenage pregnancy among girls aged  
15 to 19 years in Ghana and Tanzania 

A young mother in Tanzania. © Matthis KleebSource: NCCR North-South survey research.
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Health, cure, economy and security as cultural traits

As can be seen in the example of HIV and AIDS in Botswana, customary, traditional 

and spiritual practices constitute an important variant of care and treatment 

in the broadest sense (Bankoff, 2014). Indigenous healthcare is deeply rooted in 

societal traditions and concepts of health and healing may form a part of the 

ethnic identity of local populations (Reeve, 2000). Healthcare intervention is still 

largely constructed according to western or northern norms and practices. One 

possible result of this is an unnecessary medicalization of normal human reac-

tions simply because they are outside the accepted clinical model (Bughra, 2006; 

Bankoff, 2014). In disaster circumstances in particular, mental stresses, such as 

a feeling of loss or prolonged grief, or a normal response to fear are too easily 

turned into pathological disorders. Labelling suffering as a disorder through the 

use of standardized medical definitions and categories might in fact lead local 

people to invalidate their own culturally accepted methods of dealing with health 

threats and challenges (Bankoff, 2014; Ganesan, 2006). Gronemeyer (2005) called 

these effects of public health intervention the “collateral damage of help”. 

at a young audience can provide young people with accurate information and increase their resilience. 
Cultural values, norms and taboos influence how youth select, rearrange or reject different types of 
information. According to the survey, girls who used different media as sources of information were more 
resilient regarding teen pregnancy than their peers who did not. However, access to media such as TV 
and magazines is easier in urban areas

In Ghana, for instance, in urban areas in particular, television is widely watched and youth programmes 
such as Campus life are popular among adolescents. However, these programmes do not focus specifi-
cally on sexual and reproductive health but on issues of everyday life in general. Reaching youths through 
programmes that inform about sexuality and teenage pregnancy offers untapped potential. 

In Tanzania, context-sensitive youth magazines focusing on reproductive and sexual health appeared to 
be very effective in terms of resilience building for girls who had never been pregnant. Young girls who 
were reading the magazines knew more about how to protect themselves against teenage pregnancy. 
Such magazines should also be targeted at young mothers and mothers-to-be to inform them on how to 
reorganize their lives during pregnancy and after birth to avoid the risks associated with teenage childbirth. 

Current biomedical concepts of teenage pregnancy as a risk should be critically reflected upon when 
used in an African context. Focusing on the strengths and capacities of young people rather than on their 
weaknesses opens new possibilities to reduce unwanted teen pregnancies. It is thus of key importance 
to learn from the young people themselves about their sexual and reproductive health realities and to 
include their lived realities and culturally embedded everyday practices in health policies and interventions 
aimed at preventing unwanted teenage pregnancies. n
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It is not sufficient, however, simply to recognize the existence of other concepts of 

healing and care. A dualistic notion of modern versus traditional hampers public 

health success if these concepts remain unconnected. Traditional healers play a cru-

cial role in linking the two, as they can become mediators between governmental 

public health systems and clients who have faith in traditional healers’ abilities 

(Kundu and Bag, 2012). In regions of the lower Amazon basin, for instance, such a 

medical pluralism is working (Reeve, 2000); after having made a diagnosis, these 

local curers have the choice of either referring their patients to a medical physician 

or prescribing a traditional therapy. Indigenous healthcare systems have often been 

characterized as flexible and open-minded with regard to new developments (Ing-

stad, 1990; Andrae-Marobela et al., 2010; Barcan, 2010). Not only should traditional 

medicine be acknowledged by modern public health (as long as it acts within human 

rights boundaries), but biomedical healthcare should also have the potential to be 

integrated in, or be compatible with, indigenous methods. Medical pluralism can be 

observed in many settings where people’s life experiences are in transition and dif-

ferent health concepts coexist. 

It cannot be denied, however, that the field of complementary medicine conjures up 

charlatanry and profit-making. Indigenous healthcare systems, too, with long-stand-

ing traditions and soundly embedded in local settings, sometimes display harmful 

Individual leadership 
and responsibility 

promoted in the 
Botswana HIV/AIDS 
campaign. Leading 
politicians and the 

village chief serve as 
role models.  

© Fred Krüger
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practices. And some modern therapeutic measures rely on belief in the way cures 

are provided, even if their effectiveness is not proven scientifically. Conflicts are 

apparent between medical cultures in the western world when biomedicine 

and homeopathy, or the interests of the pharmaceutical industry and political 

priorities, clash. This should be taken as an incentive to intensify the exchange 

of experiences and ideas between modern and complementary practitioners.  

Otherwise markets evolve in an uncontrolled manner and healing practices, 

which may have harmful effects for the customers, are traded. These markets of 

healing (not all of them detrimental, of course) are governed less by price than 

by belief. As these beliefs change to accommodate the choice of therapies and 

subjectively perceived effects of therapies influence beliefs, the social space of 

beliefs and the markets of healing are related (Thornton, 2010; van Dijk and Dek-

ker, 2010). It is important to note that not all healing in this market produces 

health in its strictest sense (van Dijk and Dekker, 2010; see also Mmualefhe, 2007). 

Sometimes, cure is attributed to placebo effects, an interpretation that has been 

complemented by much more differentiated explanations in the latest literature 

in psychoneuroimmunology or anthropology (for instance, Meissner, Kohls and 

Colloca, 2011; Mommaerts and Devroey, 2012; Ostenfeld-Rosenthal, 2012).

In modern medicine, diseases usually appear as the pure effect of natural determ-

inants; as such, they are countered with an attitude of uncompromising combat. 

This explains, on the one hand, why modern medicine has become highly effective 

and, on the other, how life can be lived despite illness or the absence of healing (in 

the strictest sense of healing as a cure) has shifted out of focus. More recently, pub-

lic health approaches have begun to overcome these purely modern epistemes. 

Therapeutic pedagogy, psychopathology and palliative medicine are examples 

where the logic of the natural sciences has opened up to aspects of life beyond the 

rationality of maths, chemistry and physics, which, however, continue to control 

large parts of health-related research and politics. Such rationality is most obvious 

in the discussion about biosecurity which is increasingly being linked to health 

systems (see Box 6.5). This discussion has intensified and, with the threat of glob-

ally emerging infectious diseases perceived to be increasing, turned into a debate 

on international human security. Hazard scenarios are taken as a legitimization 

for prioritizing protection against pathogens rather than developing culturally 

sensitive public healthcare. New health surveillance technology suggests that the 

reliability of outbreak predictions has been greatly enhanced, though this may not 

always be the case; even the relatively foreseeable influenza outbreaks still leave 

health authorities acting upon scientific uncertainties (Gostin, 2004). The dilemma 

for public health agents is obvious: “If interventions are well targeted and timed, 

then public health officials may prevent untold economic and human harm. 

However, if the interventions over-reach, officials will be accused of disregarding 

essential economic interests and fundamental human rights” (Gostin, 2004). 
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In April 2014 WHO published alarming results of its first global examination of antimicrobial resistance 
(AMR). According to the report, AMR is an increasing threat for global public health, “so serious that 
it threatens the achievements of modern medicine” (WHO, 2014c). Treatment for common infections 
becomes much more difficult, expensive and in some cases impossible with a growing number of 
micro-organisms no longer responding to the limited number of known antibiotics. Over the last 
two decades, health threats related to infectious diseases have received considerable attention and 
infection control reappeared among the top priorities of global health politics. This is what Nicholas 
King termed an “emerging diseases worldview” (King, 2002).

Different considerations helped to establish this ‘worldview’.

Facing antimicrobial resistance, rapid mutations of bacteria and unexpected crossings of species 
boundaries, medical professionals abandoned the modern hope of an ever-increasing mastery over 
infectious diseases. A new microbiology concedes the evolving nature of bacteria and virus, and their 
ongoing capacity of resistance and emergence (Cooper, 2006).

At the same time, the growing integration of markets and the global adoption of certain consumption 
and lifestyle choices are perceived to facilitate the threat of emerging diseases. Global circulation 
of goods and people may allow for an infectious agent to spread widely while travel times are often 
shorter than incubation periods. The growing demand for meat increases large-scale livestock farm-
ing under conditions where the preventive feeding of antibiotics is a prerequisite or a practice by the 
farming industry to boost growth and weight for sales. The biological simplification, uniformity and 
extension of crop and livestock systems lead to their enhanced ‘invisibility’.

And finally, the United States military strategy began to identify health issues as a possible security 
threat. Facing the threat of bioterrorism, public health became a concern for the Department of 
Homeland Security and international infection control resurfaced as a security issue. This problem 
definition was shared internationally and different initiatives of global health security emerged in the 
early 2000s such as the formation of the Global Health Security Initiative in 2001 or the acceptance 
of the revised International Health Regulations in 2005.

Those three different strands of argumentation – a growing discourse on mutations and emergence 
in microbiology, the imagination of an “infectious disease burden of globalization” (Saker et al., 2004) 
and the securitization of health – are forceful in putting the issue of infection control high on the cur-
rent agenda of global public health politics.

It is important to understand the selectivity of this emerging diseases worldview. By establishing an 
outbreak narrative as the centre of global public health, this worldview prescribes a certain structure of 
urgency. This draws certain health problems and threats to be relevant and tends to neglect a range 
of equally important global public health concerns (for example, nutrition, maternal mortality reduction, 
child survival). The ‘threat protection mentality’ established through this rather narrow perspective fits in 
especially with the self-protection interests of states in the global north and with the military doctrine of 
human security. Without consensus of the global community, the understanding of global public health 
changed from being a humanitarian issue to being a domain of security. ‘Global health security’ then 

Box 6.5 Global health security? Questioning an ‘emerging diseases worldview’
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The intimacy of health and the right to a self-

determined life

Assessing risks for a particular population is not merely a technical or logistic pro-

cess. Public health schemes are often based on rationales that prioritize biomedical 

approaches and efficiency, the latter mostly grounded in economic viability. But 

questions of health and healing reach deeply into private and very personal 

experiences in that they touch on intimate – and sometimes relentless – issues 

of suffering, which can also include the death of relatives and friends as well as 

the need to confront one’s own mortality. This extends into the realm of emotions, 

mental well-being, beliefs and collective and private assumptions. Here, questions 

arise (how to live a meaningful life? what comes after death? etc.) that cannot be 

answered conclusively on a scientific basis alone – philosophical, religious or spir-

itual explanations are needed. These explanations, when put into practice, form 

culture. The ways societies deal with people’s quest for meaning and the evolving 

worldviews are essential to social cohesion. Sustainable people-centred healthcare 

is thus inextricably linked to social justice (Rosenberg, 2014). Justice and the pro-

tection of intimacy (which includes the right to self-determination), firmly rooted in 

cultures, make matters complicated. It is, therefore, a requirement in public health 

action to:

nn perceive culture not merely as a local entity but understand cultures as a 

mesh of different fields of practice interacting, and sometimes competing, 

with each other

reorients policy priorities and resource allocation. Special attention is given to the strengthening of global 
disease surveillance and to the development of local capacities for rapid biomedical interventions into novel 
pathogens. The demand to build up global disease surveillance is not always beneficial as it binds manpower 
and money into often redundant surveillance networks. High-income nations often become the beneficiaries 
of the early warning information and the scientific data produced through these surveillance systems while 
low- and middle-income countries lack the necessary basic health infrastructure or biotech industries to 
respond adequately to those warnings or information. In lower-income countries, strengthening the health 
systems first would ultimately be a more efficient way to achieve proper detection and response to outbreaks.

In sum, the emerging diseases worldview is a convincing depiction of current health problems but at 
the same time a selective approach with questionable political implications. It could be argued that the 
consequential securitization of global health is strongly biased towards the interests of western nations. 
Furthermore, the implied orientation towards the discovery of a novel pathogen and the prioritization of 
surveillance, early warning and emergency responses is leading to the occlusion of underlying more struc-
tural factors driving disease emergence. Hunger and the lack of clean water, a growing number of urban 
poor or the ongoing deterioration of national health systems are challenges that need to be re-centred 
on the global public health agenda against an emerging diseases worldview. n
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nn acknowledge that public health agencies are engaged in very different cultural 

framings at different scales (which implies, for instance, contrasting challenges 

faced by CHWs, who work in local everyday realities of life, on the one hand and 

requirements for actors who engage in global agenda setting on the other)

nn take into account that organizations have their own internal communication and 

decision cultures, not necessarily compatible to others, and that probably restrict 

their ability to implement appropriate assistance to truly meet people’s choices 

and needs.

Self-reflective culturally sensitive public health that incorporates these complexities 

into its actions can make a difference in ensuring that basic healthcare and long-term  

disaster management, such as tackling the HIV/AIDS pandemic, become more sustainable. 
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Putting culture at the 
centre of risk reduction
Disasters only happen because trigger events (natural hazards) interact with 

vulnerable people. Hazards are only ‘translated’ into a disaster if there are vul-

nerable people to be affected by it. For example, the same hurricane can pass over 

three different countries in the Caribbean and have very different effects in each. 

The intensity of its impact depends on the vulnerability of the people, including 

the level of preparedness of the country to deal with it. The idea that disasters are 

not ‘natural’ but are a product of how human systems make people vulnerable 

(in different degrees) has long been acknowledged (e.g., Hewitt, 1983; Blaikie et 

al., 1994; Cannon, 1994; Cardona, 2004; Wisner et al., 2004). People’s vulnerability 

is largely determined by factors of politics (how well government functions and 

how power is used to benefit all citizens), economics (how income and assets are 

distributed and taxes used for preparedness) and society (whether some people 

are suffering discrimination on gender or ethnic basis). This idea of the ‘social 

construction’ of disasters means that when a hazard happens, it is not automatic 

that a disaster follows. 

For vulnerability reduction and increased preparedness (what is often called 

disaster risk reduction or DRR) to succeed, it must overcome the factors that 

generate vulnerability. Most assessments of disasters accept the role of politics, 

economics and social factors as a key part of the process. To these, culture must 

also be added as a very significant and neglected factor that affects disasters. As 

this report shows, it is difficult to consider disasters outside the context of cul-

ture. However, there is little mention of the significance of culture in the work of 

most DRR and climate change adaptation organizations. 

Culture is relevant because it affects how people perceive risk and behave in rela-

tion to it. But the hazards that people face have also been a key part of how 

culture is created and evolves. And organizations also develop cultures – their 

behaviour in DRR and adaptation can be interpreted as organizational culture. 

These have internal logics, beliefs and behaviours that also interact (and some-

times clash) with the culture of the people they work with.

The issue of culture matters now more than ever, as both hazards and vulner-

ability are affected by climate change. The resulting stresses in social, physical 

and economic systems are shifting the world into a new era of risk. To prepare 

the most effective responses to these changes, it is necessary to recognize the 

underlying causes of risk. This cannot be done without considering the central 

role played by culture. 
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Culture is of crucial important for three reasons: 

nn People’s beliefs (and how people behave in relation to hazards because of those 

beliefs) can often act as an obstacle to disaster risk reduction.

nn Local people’s culture can support DRR and adaptation, but this opportunity is 

often missed because culture is not regarded as important by the organizations 

concerned.

nn For most people culture is an integral part of everyday life, embedded in their 

resource use and interactions with each other, and tied into the power relations 

that determine a great deal of their existence and their vulnerability.

Disaster risk reduction involves many actors at several stages, from preparedness 

through to reconstruction. At every stage there are different perceptions of what 

is taking place, in particular by the people affected and by the organizations that 

get involved. Interventions after disasters have often been criticized for not taking 

account of local contexts, especially including the affected people’s culture. This 

chapter highlights how culture can pose a challenge in dealing with natural hazards, 

but also how it can sometimes support DRR. It provides guidance on how culture 

should be incorporated in disaster preparedness and mitigation, especially because 

of the increasingly uncertain future due to climate change. 

Climate change is a crucial driver of both hazards and vulnerability. Adaptation to 

climate change must therefore integrate much more with disaster risk reduction. 

There is a close relationship between these two domains (Mercer, 2010; Schipper, 

2009; Schipper and Pelling, 2006; Thomalla et al., 2006). There are important differ-

ences between the way they operate, their goals and the relevant actors. But this 

report argues that culture is as relevant to adaptation as it is to DRR, because both 

involve people’s perceptions of risk and the behaviour that follows from that. For this 

reason, this chapter presents conclusions and recommendations to support progress 

in both disaster risk reduction and adaptation to climate change. 

This chapter aims to show how cultures of people and organizations can be more 

fully included in DRR and adaptation so that the two processes can be better integ-

rated. It also emphasizes the need for DRR and adaptation organizations to:

nn Assess which aspects of beliefs and behaviours in relation to risk can be worked 

with 

nn Understand what aspects of culture may need to be transformed before DRR and 

adaptation can be effective 

nn Identify the compromises needed to achieve this. 
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The chapter draws on the analysis in Chapters 3 and 4 of organizational culture 

to see how organizations’ own ‘internal’ beliefs and behaviours can change their 

support for DRR and adaptation to climate change. If culture is understood, and 

there is better integration of DRR with adaptation, the result can be increased 

resilience: an increased ability of people and human systems to deal with extreme 

events and climate trends. 

Beliefs, behaviours and the culture of risk

Cultures often incorporate religious and other beliefs that are partly ‘invented’ to 

enable people to live with risk, as can be seen in the examples taken from very 

different societies around the world. Spiritual beliefs have existed for thousands 

of years, and emerged among societies that were at the mercy of natural hazards 

for which there were no scientific explanations. It would, therefore, be very sur-

prising if those beliefs did not have something significant to say about disasters. 

Many people have beliefs in spirits who intervene for them with the gods, or they 

accept that god or gods can punish them. Others believe that there is little they 

can or should do about preparing for disasters, even when they are living and 

working in a hazardous place. To some, hazards are not something to be feared 

but to be welcomed, as a sign of a higher power. These are aspects of culture that 

allow people to ‘distance’ themselves from risk: people attribute the causes to 

supernatural beings, that they are being punished, or accept that extreme events 

are exceptional and beyond control. This distancing process enables people to 

live with danger and have some control over it by at least having an explanation. 

This cultural process of ‘distancing’ may also reflect deeper psychological pro-

cesses. For example, psychology experiments in the United States (reported by 

Herbert, 2011) tested people’s perception of risk though ‘mental maps’ (their ima-

gined geographical position in relation to their daily lives and associated risks). 

People were asked to imagine living in a home with the possibility of an earth-

quake happening 200 miles (320 kilometres) away. A disproportionate number of 

respondents thought that the danger would be much higher when the earthquake 

happened in the same state as them, rather than at the same distance but across 

a state boundary. This ‘border bias’, as the researchers called it, seems inconsist-

ent (some would say ‘irrational’), but that is what has to be taken into account. 

The organizational culture that ignores such behaviour is itself ‘irrational’ for not 

accepting it as being real and meaningful to the people concerned.

When people believe that disasters are a punishment, it does not always pre-

vent them from actually supporting disaster preparedness. However, people’s 

response to any DRR initiative is likely to be much greater when their own beliefs 

are acknowledged and not ignored. One example is a DIPECHO (the European 
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Commission’s disaster preparedness programme) project in Makwanpur village in 

Nepal, located in the lowlands and very prone to frequent flash floods. Before the 

project the people believed that the floods were sent by god and there was nothing 

that the community could do. The project showed that they could do quite a lot 

themselves to reduce flood impacts, such as making dams with sandbags and local 

bamboo. The impact of the flash floods was significantly reduced and others villages 

followed the example (ECHO, undated). Similarly, Dekens (2007) argues that “[T]he 

perceived fatalism of the rural poor in the Himalayas in accepting natural hazards as 

the ‘will of God’ cannot be understood simply as equivalent to the western connota-

tion of fatalism, which is associated with passivity and apathy.” Schmuck (2000) has 

a comparable analysis of ‘fatalism’ for Bangladesh floods: 

“In the view of aid agencies, this [fatalism] perception and explanation 

hampers both external as well as indigenous efforts to survive disasters. How-

ever, the findings of my research on local perception and strategies to cope 

with floods reveal this conception to be a healthy reaction, a self-help strategy 

to overcome crises as quickly as possible and return to daily life. As Allah has 

given the floods, He will also give believers the strength to survive them. The 

religious explanation prevents those affected literally wasting time and energy 

asking why disasters happen to them and not to others.” 

This suggests that DRR organizations must ensure that they are not making their 

own ‘outsider’ assumptions about fatalism, because the people’s meaning may be 

very different. Deken cites Hutton and Haque (2003): “[T]he perceived powerlessness 

among the poor reflects not resignation and passivity but a realistic perception of 

their position vis-à-vis dominant resource relationships.” Assuming that people are 

‘fatalistic’ will misjudge what they are actually willing to do. The people’s own beliefs 

and interpretation of ‘fatalism’ must be properly understood and incorporated into 

the DRR intervention. Most people are uncomfortable with uncertainty and the 

unknown. Many may find it preferable to think that they were punished by god than 

for a disaster to have no meaning whatsoever. For example, those who experienced 

extreme hardship after Hurricane Katrina hit the southern United States in 2005 

were more likely to describe it as an act of god (Stephens et al., 2012), suggesting that 

people want a reason for their suffering. 

For outside support to work, the DRR organization must acknowledge beliefs and not 

regard them as irrelevant or irrational: they must be ‘worked with’ and taken into 

account. But for organizations engaged in DRR and adaptation, their own culture 

can make this difficult. They mostly operate on the basis of a scientific and ‘logical’, 

‘rational’ approach that finds it difficult to allow for different beliefs. What would a 

DRR programme look like that allowed for people to blame god(s) for their suffering 

or that shared their fatalism? It is normally difficult for organizations to accept that 

people apply different logics and rationalities that arise out of their daily practice 
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of living in dangerous places. The stark difference in risk priorities examined in 

Chapter 3 shows the significant clash between the two cultures, the problem that 

the culture of DRR organizations makes it very difficult for them to accept that 

many people who live in grave danger from hazards do not give those hazards 

first priority.

Culture does evolve and it is possible for new ideas to be absorbed into existing 

narratives and practices, or for people to adopt entirely new beliefs. For example, 

the major religions have all spread around the world and ‘converted’ billions of 

people, or have merged with existing beliefs (to become ‘syncretic’). So cultures 

are not rigid and unchanging, and this provides opportunities for organizations to 

bring about change as well. Cultures also change and evolve within themselves, 

as they come up with creative ideas or respond to internal dynamics, external 

incentives and challenges. The example of how mobile phone warnings of storms 

on Lake Victoria are able to transform local cultures illustrates this process of 

change under external influence, but using a technology that is already widely 

accepted by most Africans (see Box 7.1). Some of the cultural barriers to taking 

safety precautions against storms were reduced through the use of mobile phone 

texts to provide storm warnings.

Opportunities for compromise also exist, proving that it is possible to work with 

people’s beliefs to bring greater safety, as in the case of Tuvalu (a Pacific island 

state) and the use of information about climate change that does not deny reli-

gious perspectives (see Box 7.2). This example shows how it was possible to work 

with local religious beliefs, which were generally unreceptive to the idea that 

climate change is causing sea-level rise. Without having to change their beliefs, 

people’s concerns about hazards came to be integrated into preparedness for 

storms and sea-level rise.

Lake Victoria is shared between Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. It is the second largest freshwater lake 
in the world and is the source of the Nile. It is also vital to more than 200,000 fisherfolk, tourist and ferry 
businesses each day, with 3.5 million people depending on the lake for their livelihoods. At any one time 
there are likely to be more than 100,000 people on the lake. But it is far from safe: because of its local 
climate, severe storms can suddenly spring up and catch people unawares. This hazard is related to the 
lake’s moisture and the heat of the tropical conditions interacting with the surrounding hills and moun-
tains (Barnett, 2013). No proper figures are available for the number of incidents in which people drown 
because wind and large waves capsize or destroy their boats. But all the relevant agencies consider 
that it is appropriate to assume that between 3,000 and 5,000 people die each year. As has been seen 
in Chapter 3, all over the world people are willing to exchange the risk of hazards in order to gain their 
livelihoods. Even though they live with this dangerous lake, fishermen do not learn to swim and do not 

Box 7.1 Lake Victoria storm warning system – blending technology with culture 
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take life jackets in their canoes. Some do not like using them as they take up space in the boat that 
can be used for fish. Others are quoted as saying that the life jackets are too expensive. What price 
is a life? Yet many people do not use seat belts that are provided free (see Box 1.1). 

So where does culture play a role? Some consider the risk to be part of the job and appear to accept 
death, if that is what it takes, to support their own and their family’s life. It has also been suggested 
there is a gender factor and that men may dislike learning to swim or using safety equipment. How 
could such behaviour be changed to save more lives? Even a warning system will not work if it is 
not going to change how people think about and behave in response to the risk. A rescue organi-
zation, Safe Waters Foundation Africa, formerly known as the National Lake Rescue Initiative (NLRI), 
was part of an initiative to provide a warning system for the lake with the Uganda Department of 
Meteorology, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), the United Kingdom’s Met Office, the 
Grameen Foundation, MTN Group (an African-based mobile telecommunications company) and 
the mobile phone company Ericsson. Can a technological approach help to solve what might be 
a cultural barrier? What would make people interested in a warning system when they have been 
reluctant to take other safety measures?

The Mobile Weather Alert service began with a pilot project in 2011 working from Uganda. Using a 
simple traffic light system, fishermen and -women who join the service receive a text message to 
say if the conditions are green through to red, which means ‘take action’ to avoid predicted winds 
more than 37 km per hour or severe thunderstorms. One point is whether the traffic light approach 
has much meaning for the people: hardly any of them are likely to have ever seen a traffic light. Does 
this indicate a problem of the organizational culture making assumptions about what symbols are 
meaningful for other people? The messages are also written, not in colour, and so rely on recipients 
being literate and understanding that when they see RED in the words, it has a particular significance. 
Even so, more than 1,000 men signed up for the pilot, and its first success was claimed a few weeks 
later when an alert enabled people to avoid a windstorm. The goal is to have every fisherman and 
-woman included in the scheme from all three countries. 

One of the reasons that uptake is likely to be good is because of the widespread popularity of mobile 
phones in these countries. It has become a mark of normality to have a phone and to use it for a 
variety of needs that go beyond simply talking to family and friends. It can be a vital tool for liveli-
hoods and other activities. Its wide ‘cultural’ acceptance may be part of the key to why it can also 
transform the risk culture of the lake users. Because all the fishermen receive the same message, 
it does not make them appear to be ‘weak’ to realize that they can all take action together to avoid 
danger. They can decide not to go out on the lake or, if they have one, take a life jacket. Peer pres-
sure now operates in a reverse direction: those who do not heed the warning might be considered 
the foolish ones. The men now have a good reason to behave in a safe way without having to give 
up their self-esteem and identity.

From the start, the project acknowledged that the approach could not be simply led by technology 
and required working from many angles, with an appreciation of local culture and the links with the 
local people that the NLRI had already established. What it may have discovered is a way to marry 
local culture to modern technology to enable the combination to overcome some of the cultural 
barriers to disaster preparedness. A few boat users who own life jackets are now apparently willing 
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to take them out when a danger is forecast. Whether there is any willingness to learn to swim is another 
issue. Ugandans are regarded as “having a profound fear of water… even among the fishing communi-
ties”. There is a need to counter “[t]he fatalistic boating culture currently active in Uganda [which] is an 
inherent trait” (NLRI).

The next stage is to ensure that the approach will be working across the lake and serve users from all 
three countries. This is intended to be achieved through a more comprehensive ‘nowcasting’ service 
that gives weather information in real time. WMO is working with the meteorological services of all three 
countries to improve forecasting of severe weather events over the lake. Some of the scientists involved 
think that climate change may increase the storm risks on the lake, and so the need for it will increase. n

At its highest point, Tuvalu (a small island state) rises just three metres out of the Pacific. The isolated coral 
atolls that are home to 11,000 people are among the world’s most vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change. Rising sea levels and storms affect the country’s fragile agricultural sector while the intensification 
of El Niño and La Niña weather patterns have caused major water supply problems, as Tuvalu is reliant 
on rainfall. In 2011, a particularly intense La Niña weather pattern caused a protracted drought. All the 
main atolls ran out of drinking water. Rising sea levels, salt-water intrusion, coastal erosion, the loss of 
arable land and more frequent tidal surges penetrating deep into Funafuti atoll (the main island) give rise 
to growing concern about the impacts of climate change. 

A substantial proportion of the population did not believe that climate change, in particular sea-level rise, 
was occurring. Tuvalu is a very religious society and almost everyone attends church regularly. Opposition 
to the idea of climate change derived in part from a belief that the biblical flood would not recur because 
of a promise made by God to Noah that it would not happen again (a view that is shared by some senior 
politicians and many people in the United States). There was widespread questioning of both the visible 
impacts of climate change and the measures proposed to raise awareness and address them. The Tuvalu 
Red Cross Society has supported adaptation and DRR programmes as well as tackling widely held disbe-
lief in climate change and has helped to find a way to combine the climate science with religious beliefs. 

One event where this can be fostered is the annual King Tides Festival, an event that marks high tides 
when seawater bubbles up through the porous coral atoll and floods one-third of Funafuti. The festival 
highlights the vulnerability of Tuvalu to climate change and rising sea levels. These have badly damaged 
the island’s agriculture with giant taro, breadfruit, coconut, banana and sweet potato plantings all suffering 
from drought and salt-water intrusion into the water supply. Awareness-raising through the festival has 
focused on longer-term food security, promoting health and hygiene, and water conservation.

Recent crises, including a state of emergency during a sustained drought in 2011 when Funafuti ran out 
of drinking water, led the Tuvalu Red Cross in association with the Tuvalu Council of Churches to promote 
discussion about climate change. Church organizations were invited for a one-day workshop to discuss 
the impact of climate change in the middle of the drought response. It brought together all the religious 

Box 7.2 Mixing science and belief: how climate change became an acceptable topic in Tuvalu 
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groups on the island: Tuvalu Church, Seventh Day Adventists, Brethren, Assemblies of God, Mor-
mons, Jehovah’s Witnesses and members of the country’s small Muslim and Baha’i populations. 

Realizing the importance of this event, many government representatives also attended, including 
people from the Pacific Adaptation to Climate Change Project, the Environment Department, the 
National Communications Project (which provides Tuvalu’s reports to the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change), the Tuvalu Christian Church Climate Change Program and the Tuvalu Red Cross 
Climate Change Program. Each organization was asked to present their work, observations and 
areas of expertise to the group. 

Despite the emergency, all took time to consider the wider issues that contributed to the drought 
and discuss the scientific, theological and humanitarian aspects of their experience of it. Given the 
intensity of the crisis and the response, and the sense of common humanitarian purpose, it was, 
paradoxically, an ideal time to bring up complex questions and develop a consensus. The churches 
broadly agreed that the drought and climate change were not ‘God’s doing’ and they agreed to sup-
port scientists and humanitarian and development workers. It was also agreed that risk reduction, 
awareness-raising and adaptation activities did not undermine core religious principles. Unlike in 
some other parts of the Pacific, notably Kiribati, climate change is now discussed in different terms 
with broad agreement on the importance of humanitarian work instead of the distracting theological 
debates of the past.

Two key factors helped people to change attitudes. The first was that people are becoming aware 
of what happens when disasters actually strike, rather than simply passing on information about 
climate change out of context. This was stressed by the secretary general of the Tuvalu Red Cross, 
using the example of past tsunami warnings. People often did not take much notice. But after the 
Samoan tsunami in 2009, there was another warning for Tuvalu and now people had a better idea 
what it could do. The second factor was the theological debates which accepted that biblical belief 
was not incompatible with taking action to deal with observable risks. Evidence was presented that 
sea-level rise and global warming were caused by greenhouse gasses. It was accepted that they 
are man-made problems and not punishment for sin. Importantly, there was an appeal to the tradi-
tions of fenua (a combination of land, family and culture) which emphasized the importance of the 
preservation of identity linked to place in the face of climate change.

In seeking to change minds and traditional beliefs about an important issue, the Tuvalu Red Cross 
Society adopted an effective long-term strategy based on increasing resources, influence, trust and 
legitimacy as a disaster responder and building coalitions with other climate change actors. Par-
ticipation in regular climate change events and building individual relationships were also vital. This 
enabled the Tuvalu Red Cross to seize the moment of a national emergency, when parties were most 
receptive to new ideas, to build consensus and help solve practical problems so as to change the 
terms of the climate change debate. n
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Culture and risk at the grass roots

Cultural aspects of many people’s attitude to risk appear to be related to two types 

of behaviour. At first glance these appear to be in contradiction, since one reflects 

spiritual aspects and the other the more material aspects (though there is inter-

action between them). The first is related to non-material benefits of risk-facing 

behaviour and the second is linked to how economic activities are given priority 

over risk and are enabled by beliefs. 

The first – behaviours that appear to have little material benefit – are inherently 

related to producing a satisfying emotional state rather than a material bene-

fit. Religious and other beliefs can increase people’s emotional stability by giving 

them self-esteem, better social capital, stronger bonds with kin, neighbours and 

(where relevant) ethnic group, and so on. There are many examples that show 

how people may prefer these as benefits rather than improvements to material 

well-being. It is emotionally satisfying for people to make considerable effort to 

engage in costly and time-consuming cultural practices that appear to outsiders 

to be non-rational. In these situations many people believe that the ‘investment’ 

of their resources will be returned through the non-material benefits of increased 

esteem and social capital. These, of course, can produce material benefits at a 

later date and could be considered a type of insurance, in which the insurance 

premium is paid without knowing if the payer will need the benefit of the pay-out. 

Such ‘investments’ do not only include offerings and prayer. Relatively poor 

people in favelas in Brazilian cities will spend an enormous amount of time and 

money to be part of a samba club for the carnival rather than invest in disaster 

preparedness for their home and neighbourhood. With limited resources, people’s 

investment goes into what makes more ‘immediate’ sense, activities that distract 

from daily hardship and despair. Other collective but costly rituals may bring 

benefits a lot later, but can provide hope and comfort in the present. Ghana is 

famous for its extravagant funerals (with very elaborate coffins) and associated 

parties that can cost tens of thousands of dollars – far more money than would 

be spent on healthcare for the deceased before they died. It even happens in New 

York with the Ghanaians who live there (Dolnick, 2011). Other Americans and 

Europeans spend similar amounts of money (even when not particularly well-off) 

on the ritual of marriage – the average in the United Kingdom is currently estim-

ated at more than US$ 30,000.

The second type of risk-facing behaviour is related to material well-being. It 

involves the emergence of cultures that enable people to fulfil their livelihoods in 

dangerous places and to give a lower priority to extreme hazards in comparison 
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with everyday needs (see Chapter 3). People live with cultural explanations of risk 

that enable them to live with danger so that they can pursue their livelihoods and 

earn a living even when at risk. Culture often has embedded in it, therefore, pro-

cesses that provide emotional comfort – ways of perceiving and responding to risks, 

including rituals, that can ‘discount’ the actual dangers of the hazards with which 

people live. 

Disaster managers often wonder why, even with information about an imminent 

hazard, not all people act to minimize the impact of the hazard. A crucial explan-

ation for this apparent inaction is that not everyone views risks in the same way. 

Chapter 2 argues that DRR and adaptation organizations need to be aware of the 

different ways people view the world in order to be able to reach those who seem to 

ignore the risk of disaster. While some of these worldviews enhance the capability to 

deal with (potential) threats, others result in behaviour, attitudes and understand-

ings of reality that increase the people’s vulnerability to natural hazards. In order to 

reduce risk effectively, therefore, organizations need to understand how to commu-

nicate and act in a way that takes account of these perspectives. 

Culture helps to give meaning to people’s economic existence, enabling them to 

relate to risks in ways that acknowledge values and ideas of what is important to 

them in all aspects of their lives. However, power relations are embedded in some 

cultures and lead to different allocations of risk. One of the most significant of these 

relates to gender, where females generally are worse off in access to resources, nutri-

tion and healthcare, and are more likely to be subjected to violence. The other main 

type of cultures with integral power relations are those with formal or semi-institu-

tional limits on the type of livelihood that someone can do. This is most obvious in 

systems with caste restrictions or those in which livelihoods (often based on craft 

skills) are passed on down generations. In other cultures people may have a sense 

of their place in the social hierarchy, with self-restricting ideas on what someone 

believes they are entitled to do. This can be related to religions that involve concepts 

of reincarnation, where a person’s status (and sometimes livelihood) is determined 

by behaviour in their previous life. The low status groups may accept (or be expected 

to accept) their own oppression and exploitation (as in caste systems or pre-mod-

ern European feudal hierarchies) that codifies status through culture. It is extremely 

difficult to deal with such situations in DRR and adaptation, as higher-status groups 

may object to help being given to those with lower status. This is one key area that 

affects hundreds of millions of people for which there is no easy answer. In such 

situations, it is crucial to be aware of the restrictions that may be put on successful 

DRR interventions, including in relief and reconstruction. 
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A summary of the types of effects that culture can have includes:

nn Some aspects of a culture can be considered to be a barrier to more effective 

DRR and adaptation. 

nn DRR organizations need to understand this in order to assess how they can (or 

cannot) influence it to reduce the negative effect it has. 

nn Other parts of people’s culture may be considered supportive of improved DRR 

and adaptation (for example, the readoption of vernacular building techniques 

after the 2005 Kashmir earthquake – see Chapter 5). 

nn Some beliefs are linked to power relations and this is a key reason that culture 

is a barrier to reducing vulnerability. For instance, some cultures involve a 

belief that:

– �Particular people ‘deserve’ to be in a vulnerable position (e.g., low caste 

groups, some ethnic minorities)

– �Some people have a lower priority in being protected or provided with aid 

(e.g., in some cultures this can apply to females)

– �Females deserve less nutrition and access to healthcare and resources gen-

erally, such that they are likely to be more vulnerable to hazards and have 

less access to relief.

nn In many cases, people’s understanding of their social and natural environment 

enables them to live with risk by making emotional or spiritual adjustments to 

danger, but do not provide a real reduction in vulnerability. 

nn Dealing with such interpretations is difficult because the local people may 

think that the DRR organization that wants to reduce danger is interfering in 

their culture. 

To assist organizations in developing knowledge of and cultural sensitivity towards 

people’s culture, a matrix for use in discussion, research and workshops has been 

designed (see Table 7.1). Using this approach, it may be possible to identify the 

ways that beliefs and behaviours around risk can be acknowledged, transformed 

or overcome. The idea of using the table is that a DRR or adaptation organization 

can take account of the different aspects of culture through existing research 

and participatory exercises (e.g., using Vulnerability and Capacity Assessments) 

so that it is more apparent how the outside intervention may be received by the 

local people.
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Table 7.1 What different actors might do differently to incorporate the culture  
of the people involved in their work

What are local people’s 
perceptions of risk?
Are serious hazards 
treated differently 
and separately from 
everyday problems  
and risks?

What are their attitudes 
to risk?
Do local people think 
of serious hazards  
as something they  
can work on, or are 
they fatalistic or  
believe disasters  
are punishment?

What are the underlying 
beliefs (for example,  
a particular religion)?
Do these beliefs make 
it difficult to introduce 
DRR and adaptation?

How do the people 
engage in everyday 
living/livelihoods and 
priorities? Do their 
livelihoods involve them 
in living in dangerous 
places?

How do the people 
behave in relation to 
hazards? How do their 
beliefs and livelihoods 
lead them to take 
certain actions and 
not do other things in 
relation to hazards?

Summary of the local 
people’s culture in 
relation to risk and local 
hazards

Under each heading in the boxes above, the local people’s culture can be summarized as a guide to action in DRR and adaptation. 
The boxes should be filled in after research on the local areas where work will be carried out, using participatory approaches  

with the people to assess their own definition of their culture. 

Below is a list of 
different actors that 
may be involved in  
DRR and adaptation:

What does each actor need to do next in relation to people’s culture?
How do they each think their actions need to change to take account of the people’s culture?

Each organization enters into the boxes below its response to the boxes above,  
showing how it needs to take account of each aspect of the people’s culture

Central government

Local government

Red Cross Red Crescent 
National Society

Red Cross Red Crescent 
branches and volunteers

National NGO

International NGO

Schools

Universities

Insurance companies

Private sector, e.g., 
hydropower sector

Others

Source: Terry Cannon. 
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Culture and the understandings and behaviours  

of organizations

Organizations must reflect on their own way of doing things and their own 

internal culture, and how they interact with the culture of the people they intend 

to support. Self-analysis can help organizations change their own culture so that 

it is more effective and has greater sympathy for that of the people. The key issues 

that have come up in this report include looking at the organization’s culture:

nn In relation to risk priorities: accepting and working with the fact that the 

people concerned often have a different hierarchy of risks

nn In relation to use of the ‘community’ concept: not assuming that there is 

internal unity among people in the location where the work is to be carried out

nn Avoiding the assumption that people share the same logic and ‘rationality’ as 

the organization

nn Acknowledging (and where possible working with) people’s beliefs that do not 

fit with the organization’s own logic.

A shop in Gaborone, 
Botswana, selling muti 
(traditional medicine) 
and, by its own  
account, culture. 
© Klaus Geiselhart 



198	 Focus on culture and risk

World Disasters Report 2014	 Chapter 7 Putting culture at the centre of risk reduction 

Table 7.2 What different actors might do differently to change their own organizational culture

Self-diagnosis of the organization’s own culture
For each of these components of culture, what do each of the actors need to do for them to acknowledge and understand  
their own organizational culture (including power relations) and to transform that so that it fits better with people’s culture?

What organizations 
themselves need to do 
next in relation to their 
own organizational 
culture

Perceptions of risk

What hazards does the 
organization consider 
important and want to 
prioritize in its work?
Why have the risks 
been identified 
and chosen for 
intervention?

Attitudes to risk

Does the organization 
consider that technical 
interventions are valid 
for disaster 
preparedness or 
adaptation? How does 
the organization deal 
with the causes of 
vulnerability?
Is the organization 
driven by funding for 
disasters or prepared to 
take account of all risks 
that people face?

Underlying belief

Is the organization 
guided by particular 
faith in, for example, the 
value of ‘community’ as 
a place of intervention? 
Does it have faith 
in technology as a 
solution? 

Everyday living/
livelihoods and 
priorities

How does the 
organization consider 
the livelihoods of the 
local people in relation 
to risk? Does the 
organization believe 
in interventions that 
may deny or reduce 
people’s access to their 
livelihoods?

Behaviours in relation 
to hazards

Does the organization 
act only in 
emergency relief and 
reconstruction or also 
in preparedness and 
prevention?
If it engages in 
preparedness and 
prevention, can it 
combine work on 
serious hazards with 
the risks that the local 
people identify?

Central government

Local government

Red Cross Red Crescent 
National Society

Red Cross Red Crescent 
branches and volunteers

National NGO

International NGO

People – i.e., how 
can ordinary people 
be mobilized to 
influence DRR and  
climate change 
adaptation agencies’ 
organizational culture to 
be more effective?

Insurance companies

Other relevant private 
sector

Others

Source: Terry Cannon. 
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Keeping in mind the two complex grass-roots dimensions of risk-related cultures 

and action (see above), it comes as no surprise that it is difficult to incorporate a 

clear concept of ‘culture’ in the interventions that organizations make. But there 

are some positive things to build on. In many cases organizations already have 

some realization of cultural factors and of the divergent perceptions. The issue is 

how to make it more prominent and a much more central part of what is being 

carried out. Table 7.2 gives a matrix that can be used by organizations to chal-

lenge and test their own culture, beliefs and behaviours. The idea is that any 

organization that is going to conduct DRR or adaptation activities examines its 

own culture and assesses how that culture will affect its work.

Many organizations have incorporated measures to include local, grass-roots per-

ceptions and priorities in their work. And in many instances the local participants 

in DRR and adaptation projects are able to work with the organization without los-

ing their dignity, faith or collective and individual identities. They do this because 

they realize that there are other logics and understandings (and constraints) that 

they can accept so long as they can see that their own beliefs are taken seriously 

(see, for example, Boxes 7.1 and 7.2) and not undermined and disparaged.

In other cases, the local cultures are recognized but not fully accounted for in DRR 

work. This may seem very understandable in post-disaster emergencies, when 

the initial focus is entirely on saving lives. But Chapter 5 shows how problems can 

arise when local culture is not incorporated into reconstruction, and how it can 

provide benefits when it is respected and integrated with outside assistance. In 

pre-disaster activities lack of cultural awareness may be due to lack of time and 

insufficient resources, especially when projects have to meet targets within just 

a few years. In other cases it may seem too complicated (or not worthwhile) to 

incorporate cultural factors into the design and implementation of DRR-related 

projects. Or it might be too ‘risky’ as it would require challenging existing power 

relations that cause vulnerability, whether at the national or the local scale. 

This is another key aspect of the culture of organizations: it is often difficult to 

assess the causes of vulnerability. Will the government perceive it as interference? 

Will doing this cause trouble with local power systems? Will it be difficult for 

donors to support it if they do not want to get involved in local power and politics? 

Organizations have developed cultures that enable them to avoid looking at the 

real causes of problems. Chapter 4 identifies the use of the concept ‘community’ 

as one of the key beliefs in this culture. There is a significant danger that organiz-

ations end up in a cosy relationship with their partners and donors that enables 

community-based and participatory activities to operate in a ritualized way.
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In many organizations, volunteers and staff who work with the local people are often 

aware of the beliefs, decisions, needs and priorities on which these people’s livelihood 

activities are based. But often they do not know what to do with this knowledge: 

the organization’s own logic and priorities do not accommodate different beliefs 

or priorities. The grass-roots knowledge fades or is lost completely at higher levels 

of the organization’s administration, where decisions are made within the organ-

ization’s own ‘culture’, involving financial, logistical and donor constraints. This is 

made more complicated in the DRR and adaptation ‘sectors’, where there is com-

petition between ‘rival’ agencies. Also, having to fit in with donor priorities restricts 

the organization’s scope to modify their beliefs and behaviour. It makes it even more 

difficult for insights about people’s own beliefs to be communicated to higher levels 

of decision-making.

Finally, some organizations may be unwilling to take account of local people’s other 

cultural framings: of what is important to sustain livelihoods, what is ‘risky’ or what 

actually constitutes a disaster. This stems from a conviction that the intervening 

organization’s idea of what needs to be done is the ‘right’ one, that there are no other 

valid interpretations of risk or that enough evidence exists to show that programmes 

and schemes that have worked before will work again.

To support the improvement of this inclusion of culture into DRR and adaptation 

work, these general points of guidance and questions are suggested:

nn Understand the culture of the people the organization is going to work with. This 

can take time, and may be very difficult in disaster response, but is more feas-

ible in disaster preparedness. Be aware that it is still easy to misunderstand and, 

where translation is involved, it can be even more difficult. What is understood 

as ‘national culture’ and assumed to be pervasive in the country is unlikely to be 

valid: differences can be significant at the local level and even between places 

that are close to each other.

nn Translation is culture: translation is difficult even with people in the same country 

who think they speak the same language, because dialects and concepts can vary 

a lot. Also many of the terms and ideas used in DRR and climate change origin-

ate in English and are difficult to translate: this is a cultural, not just a technical 

translation issue.

nn Acknowledge people’s beliefs and realize that to be effective these have to be under-

stood and recognized as the basis for what the organization wants to do. What 

scope is there to assess the different perceptions of risk to see if existing local 

beliefs and those of the external organizations can be integrated so that the 

extreme hazard can be prepared for? 
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nn It is not always possible to respect some beliefs: many from outside the cultures 

that practise them will not accept behaviours like female genital mutilation, 

arranged marriages, child marriage and so on. But note also that the people 

may have little respect for some of the beliefs of the outsiders who come to 

work with them. The key issue will be: to what extent do behaviours that are 

difficult to accept act as a barrier to effective DRR and adaptation? 

nn Respect emotions: in working with risk, emotions are a primary factor that 

affects how people behave in relation to risk perception and in response to 

risk (and, therefore, willingness or not to do what the outside organization 

proposes that they should do).

nn Understanding the clash of priorities: is the hazard that the DRR organization is 

concerned about also something that worries the local people? How does the 

hazard area support people’s livelihoods? Is there any scope to change people’s 

priorities to deal with hazards and, if so, can that be done while respecting the 

livelihoods? Do the proposed DRR or adaptation interventions involve redu-

cing access to assets used in livelihoods (e.g., through removing people from 

flood plains) and how will people react to that?

nn Recognize diversity: not everyone who belongs to a religion will follow its doc-

trines completely and not everyone belonging to a religion acts the same.

nn Acknowledging that local skills and knowledge that may be linked to local culture 

can enhance DRR practices and that recognition of these aspects of culture 

can improve skills over a wider area.

nn What beliefs do people have about their risks – the hazards of that location and 

their place in relation to it? For many people, there will be overlap between 

many of these points and in practice the strict doctrines of a religion may be 

subverted by local cultural or more general psychological and emotional atti-

tudes to risks: 

– �What is the cultural background of local beliefs and how far can they be 

incorporated with the viewpoint of the organization?

– �Are these beliefs invoked to help the people to deal with the risks? For 

example, do they embody the risk in a religious or symbolic way so that 

people can externalize it and enable them to have some control over the risk, 

e.g., by making offerings or prayers?

– �Are the people’s beliefs independent of the local hazard or integrated with 

it? For example, are local beliefs part of a religious framing of life that exists 

outside of specific risks like earthquakes or floods? Or do the religious beliefs 

relate strongly to the risks that people experience in those locations? 
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– �Are there any relevant non-religious ‘cultural’ or psychological attitudes to risk, 

including fatalism, ‘it will not happen to me’ or ‘I will get help if it happens to 

me’, that lead people to behave as if they do not need to take precautions?

nn Is the organization aware of what people would have to give up in terms of the wider 

benefits of their beliefs (such as peer group approval, economic benefits, networks 

of trust, etc.) if they were to embrace the external ‘scientific’ approach? Under 

what conditions might people be willing and able to make that transition?

nn What are the time frames involved with different hazards? How urgent is it to work 

with people on serious risks by comparison with their everyday needs? Is the 

organization aware of how the people might respond if their priorities were dealt 

with before or in parallel with preparedness for the extreme hazard?

nn Where does the post-disaster humanitarian process and its actors link up to all this? In 

relief and recovery, are cultural attitudes and beliefs ignored because they are 

considered irrelevant to the life-saving and recovery process? What does relief 

and recovery do to undermine, retain or modify local cultures? 

Many organizations fail to reflect on the fact that they have their own culture, and that 

part of that culture is how they deal with the power relations affecting the people they 

intend to support. The first issue that often gets played down is understanding that 

people’s poverty, and their vulnerability to hazards, is a result of the way that power 

systems operate. Is it possible to reduce vulnerability and achieve adaptation without 

any significant changes to power? Because the answer is often no, or only partially pos-

sible, the organizations concerned tend to evolve a culture that enables them to avoid 

dealing with the reality that they may not be very effective. 

One of the most important issues to be understood in any location is the power sys-

tems that affect the location and people living there. This is especially important in 

rural areas where power affects use and ownership of the assets and resources that 

people use for livelihoods. Can the power systems (for example, land tenure and 

gender) be avoided? The report has explored some cases (e.g., cyclone shelters in 

Bangladesh) where it is possible to achieve some preparedness activities that do not 

challenge power and, therefore, enable some vulnerability reduction to happen. But 

is this possible for all aspects of vulnerability? 

Many organizations have also adopted a culture of community as an organizational 

concept for framing their work. Using community in this way reinforces the notion 

that power relations are not so significant at the local level. It is a culture that can 

also distract organizations from assessing what ‘communities’ cannot achieve 

because the local scale is too small for risk reduction and the relevant hazards are 

affected by other processes happening at larger scales.
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The organizational behaviour becomes an approach to people and localities that 

involves a type of collusion in which organizations, their local partners and the 

funding agency ‘silently’ agree that they will leave power systems undisturbed, 

accept that community is a valid concept and largely ignore the local people’s 

own priorities in order to promote the specific issues for which they have received 

funding. The report’s editors asked DRR colleagues and friends why it is so dif-

ficult and rare for DRR organizations to acknowledge the key power relations 

that affect the localities where they want to work. The response here from a very 

well-informed Bangladeshi who has worked in both DRR and adaptation activities 

for a major international non-governmental organization (NGO) was typical:

“I think there is an unwritten consensus between [international] NGO and 

their local partner not to talk about it. You have seen that most of the NGO-

led adaptation projects are only for three to five years. Within this limited 

time frame, it is quite impossible to address power relations. I feel that they 

want to address it; they have to spend a substantial time building rapport 

with the community. But in reality, they do not have that much of time in 

their project. They select a local partner and the funding agency asks them 

to begin the implementation, which means spend money. The donor wants 

visibility and needs to burn money. They are not interested who is getting 

what and how. If they have good visibility for their work and high burn-

ing rate [i.e., spend the whole budget in time], this can ensure their next 

projects; power relations are not required. This is another type of power 

relation at macro level between donor and recipient of the funding.”  

Another Bangladeshi NGO worker confirmed this: “I used to work with a major 

[international] NGO for two years. I also found projects are mostly about some 

short-term solutions or spending money in a way where there can be lots of 

visibility. It does not address power issues and go in-depth of the problem. It 

is very outcome-driven practice.” Do some organizations manage this problem 

better than others? Are these exceptional because of special circumstances in 

Bangladesh or widespread around the world? Anecdotal evidence suggests that it 

is common, but such frank acceptance rarely finds its way into project reports or 

evaluations, since all the parties to the process have an interest in avoiding facing 

up to it. 

This is not to imply that the organizations do not have good motives. But almost 

every reader will surely be aware of an organization that has applied for funding 

to give them resources for the future and to maintain jobs, but not necessarily for 

activities that they would do if they followed their goals. It is not that the organ-

izations tied into this culture are malevolent or hypocritical (see below). It is a 

culture and, as such, has evolved through a complex acceptance of principles (to 
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support poor and vulnerable people), concepts (community and participation) and 

faith in which each of the parties mutually reinforces the beliefs of the other.

Local-level and community-based work is not the only way to support people. In 

many parts of the world, the most effective way to reduce poverty (and thereby in 

many cases to reduce vulnerability to natural hazards) is to provide good levels of 

social services. This includes public health and education, and is achieved through 

income redistribution to improve people’s livelihoods (enabling good nutrition) and 

general well-being. This, of course, requires the correct policies, with efficient tax-

ation and redistribution, and a recognition of ‘alternative’ interpretations of risk 

and well-being (see Chapter 6). These are all a result of top-down policies, and were 

largely the basis for ‘development’ in most high-income countries, where health ser-

vices, social security and fairer income distribution emerged during the 20th century. 

In the past 30 or 40 years, ‘development’ has tended to be a substitute for failures 

of governments and markets to carry out such top-down policies. So the problem 

with top-down does not seem to be a result of the direction (from the top down) of 

the policy, but the fact that governments are unable or unwilling to carry them out, 

interest groups sabotage good intentions (for private gain) or markets subvert the 

operation of the policies (for corporate gain). 

The question then is: can it ever be possible for bottom-up attempts to be sufficient 

in filling the gaps left by government and the market? There is an easy answer to this 

question: no matter how many organizations are working at grass-roots level, it is 

impossible to be ‘community-based’ in every single community on earth. All people 

and all households, in every village and neighbourhood in the world, will have to 

adapt to climate change. It is, therefore, logically impossible for organizations such 

as the Red Cross Red Crescent and NGOs to achieve this through community-based 

activities. So they must also be involved in designing policies that are effective on a 

top-down basis. Mansuri and Rao (2013) call this the ‘sandwich’ approach, in which 

work at both local and national scales is layered into an effective single structure. 

A key part of this would be the national-level support for local-level capacities for 

disaster preparedness, rather than the hit-and-miss approach of local DRR and 

adaptation carried out by Red Cross Red Crescent and NGOs. 

Sector approaches for including culture in disaster risk 

reduction

For two key sectors (the built environment, and health and medicine), some more 

specific ideas about what needs to be done for organizations to include culture are 

outlined below.
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Housing and the built environment

In the section on the built environment (Chapter 5), the report highlights the 

importance of cultural considerations both in the construction of homes to with-

stand hazards and in the rebuilding of greater resilience in their aftermath. This 

is an especially important consideration given the projected rise in world popu-

lation, the majority of whom will live in non-engineered, informal structures in 

sprawling urban conglomerations. Over the centuries, people learned to adapt the 

built environment to the hazards that confronted them. Design and construction, 

the materials and practices, and the uses of the buildings were part of a cultural 

adaptation to risk based on experience. 

Unfortunately, much of this hard-earned knowledge has been lost and has been 

replaced by reinforced-concrete frame constructions that have become the build-

ing method of choice for a lot of urban and rural housing over the last half-century. 

Much of this construction takes place in unsupervised environments where the 

quality of materials and workmanship cannot be guaranteed. All too often, the 

result has been structural collapse and many deaths. Only recently have people 

begun to rediscover and adapt traditional construction practices to make safer 

homes in the future, with some DRR organizations playing a significant part in 

promoting the change. But the impact of disaster too often involves a loss of con-

fidence in traditional values and structures, including local building cultures. 

The aim of post-crisis assistance should be to enable affected people to recover 

through local capacities. Unfortunately, the requirements of organizations in 

shelter programming often exclude such approaches. Too often external ‘experts’ 

assume superior expertise and fail to acknowledge that they can learn as much 

as they might give. For DRR and adaptation of the build environment to climate 

change, external interventions need to recognize the importance of cultural cri-

teria and the limitations of technical criteria, and increase the integration of local 

building skills and knowledge. 

Cultures of health and medicine

Health and medicine are deeply rooted in culture (see Chapter 6). Organizations 

that engage in public health need to be able to understand that public health 

measures that are culturally sensitive have more potential for long-term success. 

Health-related relief that is based on biomedical knowledge often intervenes in 

cultures that have different values, beliefs, attitudes, experiences and behaviours. 

Disaster response that builds on existing value systems appears to be more suc-

cessful than ‘imported’ approaches based on a concept of intervening, training 
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and then leaving (Barron, 2004; Bhugra, 2006). Humanitarian actors and agencies 

need to be prepared to adjust to local standards and conditions, and disaster medi-

cine should ideally be embedded in preventive and curative health services such 

that (national) primary healthcare systems are put in a position to handle extreme 

situations.

On a political level, the way societies function in relation to risk also depends on cul-

tural understandings, legal arrangements and economic interests, all of which are 

culturally affected. People’s customs, norms or taboos often ‘overrule’ the importance 

of hazards and lead them not to cooperate in actions that seem obviously beneficial 

from the viewpoint of an outsider public health or DRR expert. The people who are 

targeted in public health campaigns also rarely respond in the way biomedical actors 

intend. They might, for instance, have long-standing interpretations of illnesses that 

differ from biomedical explanations or different priorities with regard to improving 

their well-being and livelihoods. 

‘Healing’ can have other meanings than biomedical cure. Some people might under-

stand it as an enhancement of well-being, as social integration or even as spiritual 

fulfilment. It is necessary to move beyond the situation where local perceptions are 

often considered mythical, mystical or inappropriate in DRR action or are regarded 

as being too vague to be incorporated in health interventions. 

Conclusion

The report has emphasized that DRR cannot continue and be successful unless it 

incorporates culture – both people’s own culture and a re-examination of that of 

the organizations involved. What makes this more significant is that climate change 

will increase the number of vulnerable people and worsen the extreme hazards. So, 

with more people at risk and more severe events, DRR will become even less effective 

unless it can include culture. In addition, some aspects of people’s culture may lead 

them to ignore or avoid the threat of climate change or to deal with it in similar ways 

to natural hazards.

Climate change requires a complete rethink on how organizations do DRR. Where 

cultural factors are acting as barriers, therefore, it becomes even more important 

to understand and transform them. Institutional cultures must then evolve to take 

on the new challenges. Climate change can be regarded as a window of opportun-

ity, in which DRR organizations can check and change their own outlook, beliefs 

and behaviours, and learn from the very visible cultural responses and blocks to 

dealing with global warming that are apparent in high-income countries and some 

religions. It is also an opportunity because of the way it provokes a re-think of how 

DRR is carried out, as the climate change aspect forces a focus on livelihoods and 
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people’s everyday problems and needs. Adaptation requires dealing with food and 

nutrition, health and all other aspects of well-being alongside the disaster and 

extreme event components of climate change. It, therefore, offers the opportunity 

of integration as something that all DRR and adaptation organizations must seize 

with rapid enthusiasm.
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Disaster preparedness 
training is of the 
utmost importance 
in earthquake-prone 
regions. The buildings 
are part of the China 
Urban Search and 
Rescue Training 
Base, near Beijing. 
The buildings were 
deliberately constructed 
this way to enable 
training for earthquake 
rescue.
© Terry Cannon

Disclaimer 
The data and opinions expressed in this annex 
do not necessarily represent the official policy 
of the International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies nor of individual National 
Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies. For further 
information regarding the figures, data and analysis 
provided, please contact the Centre for Research on 
the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED).
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Disaster data
According to the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED), 337 

disasters related to natural hazards and 192 related to technological hazards (typi-

fied hereafter as “natural disasters” and “technological disasters”) were reported 

worldwide in 2013. 

The number of natural disasters was the lowest of the decade. As regards technological 

disasters, their number was the second lowest of the decade, almost half the number 

in 2005, the peak year of the decade. 

Floods remain the most frequent natural disasters. Storms were the second most fre-

quent, but the number of events in 2013 was slightly higher than the decade’s average. 

The number of deaths caused by natural disasters (22,452) is almost 80 per cent 

below the average for the decade (97,954), much lower than the peak years of 2004 

(242,829 deaths), 2008 (235,272 deaths) and 2010 (297,728 deaths). 

View of houses  
destroyed by the  

wildfire that spread to 
populated areas  

in Valparaiso (Chile)  
in April 2014.  

At least 2,500 homes 
were destroyed, leaving 

11,000 people homeless. 
© Vladimir Rodas
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The two deadliest natural disasters of 2013 were Typhoon Haiyan, which hit the 

Philippines in November and killed 7,986 people, and a flood caused by monsoon 

rain which caused the death of 6,054 people in India in June. The death toll of 

these two disasters is very far from the number of deaths caused by the Indian 

Ocean tsunami in December 2004 (226,408 deaths) and the January 2010 earth-

quake in Haiti (222,570 deaths). Seventeen natural disasters caused at least 100 

deaths each, for a total of 4,260. The total deaths from these major disasters 

(18,300) accounted for 81 per cent of all deaths from natural disasters. Floods 

accounted for 44 per cent of deaths caused by natural disasters and windstorms 

for 41 per cent. 

The number of people killed by technological disasters (6,711) is 26 per cent below 

the decade’s average (7,954). The event that resulted in the highest number of 

deaths (1,127) was the collapse of a textile factory building in Bangladesh. Eight 

other technological disasters led to more than 100 deaths each, for a total of 

1,365. Fifty-seven per cent of deaths from technological disasters were related to 

transport accidents. 

In 2013, the numbers of people reported affected by both natural and technolo-

gical disasters were the lowest of the decade.

Far fewer people were reported affected by natural disasters in 2013 (almost 100 

million people) than in the decade’s peak years of 2010 (341 million) and 2011 (262 

million). In 2013, 49 per cent of people reported affected were victims of storms. 

The most severe were Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, which affected 16 million 

people, and Cyclone Phailin in India with 13 million affected. Five other storms 

affected between 1 million and 8 million people for a total of 14.7 million; nine 

floods affected between 1 million and 3.5 million people for a total of 19.6 million; 

between 1 million and 5 million people were affected by four droughts for a total 

of 10.5 million; and two earthquakes affected a total of 5.5 million people. All 

these disasters accounted for 80 per cent of the total number of people affected 

by natural disasters. 

Technological disasters affected, proportionally, very few people. The total of 

22,000 people affected in 2013 is 74 per cent lower than the decade’s average. Six 

disasters affected more than 1,000 people for a total of 16,000, or 73 per cent of all 

affected. The most severe was an explosion in a firework factory in Viet Nam 

which affected 4,500 people. 

In 2013, natural disasters cost US$ 118.6 billion, the fourth lowest of the decade. 

A flood in Germany cost almost US$ 13 billion and Typhoon Haiyan, US$ 10 billion. 

Thirty natural disasters (14 storms, 13 floods, 2 earthquakes and 1 extreme tem-

perature episode) caused damages amounting to between US$ 1 and US$ 6 billion 
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for a total of US$ 75 billion. All these disasters accounted for 83 per cent of total 

reported damages. 

For technological disasters, the only damages reported in 2013 were for a gas leak in 

Republic of Korea (US$ 30 million) and a fire in a village in Nepal (US$ 1 million).

Cost of technological disasters amounted to a total of US$ 578 million in 2013, far 

below the average for the decade of US$ 2.8 billion. The costliest disasters were a 

train derailment followed by a fire in Canada, which caused damages estimated at 

US$ 235 million, an explosion in a fertilizer plant in the United States, which cost US$ 

200 million, and a train derailment in Spain, which occasioned damages amounting 

to US$ 138 million. 

EM-DAT: a specialized disaster database 

Tables 1–13 on natural and technological disasters and their human impact over the 

last decade were drawn and documented from CRED’s EM-DAT: International Dis-

asters Database (www.emdat.be). Established in 1973 as a non-profit institution, CRED 

is based at the School of Public Health of the Catholic University of Louvain in Bel-

gium and became a World Health Organization (WHO) collaborating centre in 1980. 

Although CRED’s main focus is on public health, it also studies the socio-economic 

and long-term effects of large-scale disasters. 

Since 1988, CRED has maintained EM-DAT, a worldwide database on disasters. It con-

tains essential core data on the occurrence and effects of more than 20,800 natural 

and technological disasters in the world from 1900 to the present. In 1999, CRED 

began collaborating with the United States Agency for International Development’s 

Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (USAID/OFDA).

The database is compiled from various sources, including United Nations (UN) agen-

cies, non-governmental organizations, insurance companies, research institutes and 

press agencies. Priority is given to data from UN agencies, followed by OFDA, govern-

ments and IFRC. This prioritization is not a reflection of the quality or value of the 

data but the recognition that most reporting sources do not cover all disasters or 

may have political limitations that could affect the figures. The entries are constantly 

reviewed for redundancies, inconsistencies and the completion of missing data. 

CRED consolidates and updates data on a daily basis. A further check is made at 

monthly intervals. Revisions are made annually at the end of the calendar year. 

The database’s main objectives are to assist humanitarian action at both national 

and international levels, to rationalize decision-making for disaster preparedness 

and to provide an objective basis for vulnerability assessment and priority setting. 
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Data definitions and methodology

CRED defines a disaster as “a situation or event, which overwhelms local capacity, 

necessitating a request to national or international level for external assistance 

(definition considered in EM-DAT); an unforeseen and often sudden event that 

causes great damage, destruction and human suffering”. 

For a disaster to be entered into the database, at least one of the following criteria 

must be fulfilled: 

n	 Ten or more people reported killed 

n	 100 people or more reported affected 

n	 Declaration of a state of emergency 

n	 Call for international assistance. 

The number of people killed includes people confirmed as dead and people miss-

ing and presumed dead. People affected are those requiring immediate assistance 

during a period of emergency (i.e., requiring basic survival needs such as food, 

water, shelter, sanitation and immediate medical assistance). People reported 

injured or homeless are aggregated with those reported affected to produce a 

‘total number of people affected’. 

The economic impact of a disaster usually consists of direct consequences on the 

local economy (e.g., damage to infrastructure, crops, housing) and indirect con-

sequences (e.g., loss of revenues, unemployment, market destabilization). In 

EM-DAT, the registered figure corresponds to the damage value at the moment of 

the event and usually only to the direct damage, expressed in US dollars (2013 

prices). 

In 2007, a new natural disaster category classification was introduced in EM-DAT. 

This new classification was initiated by CRED and Munich Re, and brought 

together CRED, Munich Re, Swiss Re, the Asian Disaster Reduction Center (ADRC) 

and the UN Development Programme (UNDP). The goals were to create and agree 

on a common hierarchy and terminology for all global and regional databases on 

natural disasters and to establish a common and agreed definition of sub-events 

that is simple and self-explanatory. 

This classification is a first step in the development of a standardized interna-

tional classification of disasters. It distinguishes two generic categories for disasters 

(natural and technological). Natural disasters are divided into five sub-groups, which 

in turn cover 12 disaster types and more than 32 sub-types. The five sub-groups 

and 12 types are as follows: 
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n	 Biological disasters: Insect infestations, epidemics and animal attacks (the two 

last categories are not included in the World Disasters Report)

n	 Geophysical disasters: Earthquakes and tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, dry mass 

movements (avalanches, landslides, rockfalls and subsidence of geophysical origin)

n	 Climatological disasters: Droughts (with associated food insecurities), extreme 

temperatures and wildfires

n	 Hydrological disasters: Floods (including waves and surges), wet mass movements 

(avalanches, landslides, rockfalls and subsidence of hydrological origin)

n	 Meteorological disasters: Storms (divided into nine sub-categories). 

Technological disasters remain unchanged and comprise three groups: 

n	 Industrial accidents: Chemical spills, collapse of industrial infrastructure, explo-

sions, fires, gas leaks, poisoning and radiation

n	 Transport accidents: Transportation by air, rail, road or water 

n	 Miscellaneous accidents: Collapse of domestic or non-industrial structures, 

explosions and fires.

In Tables 1–13, ‘disasters’ refer to disasters with a natural and technological trigger 

only, and do not include wars, conflict-related famines, diseases or epidemics. 

The classification of countries as ‘very high’, ‘high’, ‘medium’ or ‘low human develop-

ment’ is based on UNDP’s 2013 Human Development Index (HDI). It should be noted 

that in 2013 HDI rankings changed for a significant number of countries. For a small 

number of countries, which do not appear in the HDI, the World Bank’s classification 

of economies by the countries’ level of income is used as reference (‘high’, ‘upper 

middle’ ‘lower middle’ and ‘low’). 

In both EM-DAT and the tables in this annex, data are considered at country level for 

many reasons, including the fact that it is at this level that they are reported most of 

the time and also due to issues regarding possible aggregation and disaggregation of 

data. For droughts or food insecurities, which are often multi-years events, their 

impact over time is taken into account. 

Bearing in mind that data on deaths and economic damage from drought are infre-

quently reported, CRED has adopted the following rules as regards data for droughts: 

n	 The total number of deaths reported for a drought is divided by the number of 

years for which the drought persists. The resulting number is registered for each 

year of the drought’s duration.

n	 The same calculation is done for the reported economic damages. 
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n	 For the total number of people reported to be affected, CRED considers that 

the same number is affected each year that the disaster persists. 

Some disasters begin at the end of a year and may last some weeks or months 

into the following year. In such cases, CRED has adopted the following rules:

n	 With regard to the numbers of people reported affected, the total number is recor-

ded for both the start year and the end year. 

n	 For the numbers of people reported killed, CRED distinguishes between sud-

den-onset disasters (earthquakes, flash floods, landslides, etc.) and slow-onset 

disasters (wildfires, some floods, extreme temperatures, etc.) as follows: 

–	 Sudden-onset disasters: All those killed are registered to the year the dis-

aster started. 

–	 Slow-onset disasters: The total of all those killed is divided by two and a 

half is attributed to each year of persistence.

n	 Reported economic damages are always attributed to the end year of the disaster. 

This is because damage is related to both the strength of a disaster and its 

duration.

By using these rules, some data bias correction is attempted. However, they are 

far from perfect and CRED will try to improve them, as well as the database as a 

whole, in the future.

Caveats

Key problems with disaster data include the lack of standardized collection meth-

odologies and definitions. The original information, collected from a variety of 

public sources, is not specifically gathered for statistical purposes. So, even when 

the compilation applies strict definitions for disaster events and parameters, the 

original suppliers of information may not. Moreover, data are not always com-

plete for each disaster. The quality of completion may vary according to the type 

of disaster (for example, the number of people affected by transport accidents is 

rarely reported) or its country of occurrence. 

Data on deaths are usually available because they are an immediate proxy for the 

severity of the disaster. However, the numbers put forward immediately after a 

disaster may sometimes be seriously revised, occasionally several months later. 

Data on the numbers of people affected by a disaster can provide some of the 

most potentially useful figures, for planning both disaster preparedness and 

response, but they are sometimes poorly reported. Moreover, the definition of 

people affected remains open to interpretation, political or otherwise. Even in the 
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absence of manipulation, data may be extrapolated from old census information, 

with assumptions being made about percentages of an area’s population affected. 

Data can also be skewed because of the rationale behind data gathering. Reinsur-

ance companies, for instance, systematically gather data on disaster occurrence in 

order to assess insurance risk, but with a priority in areas of the world where disaster 

insurance is widespread. Their data may therefore miss out poor, disaster-affected 

regions where insurance is unaffordable or unavailable. 

For natural disasters over the last decade, data on deaths are missing or undocu-

mented for 26 per cent of reported disasters, data on people affected are missing for 

20 per cent of disasters; and data on economic damages are missing for 59 per cent 

of disasters. The figures should therefore be regarded as indicative. Relative changes 

and trends are more useful to look at than absolute, isolated figures. 

Dates can be a source of ambiguity. For example, a declared date for a famine is both 

necessary and meaningless – a famine does not occur on a single day. In such cases, 

the date the appropriate body declares an official emergency has been used. Changes 

in national boundaries cause ambiguities in the data and may make long-term trend 

analysis more complicated. 

However, in some cases, available data may differ greatly according to sources, be 

more or less documented estimations and/or subject to controversies. In these cases, 

CRED always compiles all available data or analysis to try to make its own docu-

mented estimation, which can be revised when more accurate data are provided. 

Information systems have improved vastly in the last 35 years and statistical data 

are now more easily available, intensified by an increasing sensitivity to disaster 

occurrence and consequences. Nevertheless there are still discrepancies. An analysis 

of quality and accuracy of disaster data, performed by CRED in 2002, showed that 

occasionally, for the same disaster, differences of more than 20 per cent may exist 

between the quantitative data reported by the three major databases – EM-DAT 

(CRED), NatCat (Munich Re) and Sigma (Swiss Re). 

Despite efforts to verify and review data, the quality of disaster databases can only 

be as good as the reporting system. This, combined with the different aims of the 

major disaster databases (risk and economic risk analysis for reinsurance compan-

ies, development agenda for CRED) may explain differences between data provided 

for some disasters. However, in spite of these differences, the overall trends indicated 

by the three databases remain similar. 

The lack of systematization and standardization of data collection is a major weak-

ness when it comes to long-term planning. Fortunately, due to increased pressures 

for accountability from various sources, many donors and development agencies 

have started paying attention to data collection and its methodologies. 
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Part of the solution to this data problem lies in retrospective analysis. Data are 

most often publicly quoted and reported during a disaster event, but it is only 

long after the event, once the relief operation is over, that estimates of damage 

and death can be verified. Some data gatherers, like CRED, revisit the data; this 

accounts for retrospective annual disaster figures changing one, two and some-

times even three years after the event. 

Philippe Hoyois, senior research fellow with CRED, Regina Below, manager of CRED’s 

EM-DAT disaster database, and Debarati Guha-Sapir, director of CRED, prepared this 

annex. For further information, please contact: Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of 

Disasters (CRED), Institute of Health and Society, Catholic University of Louvain, B.1.30.15, 

Clos Chapelle-aux-Champs, 1200 Brussels, Belgium. Tel.: +32 2 764 3327, fax: +32 2 764 

3441, e-mail: contact@emdat.be, web site: www.emdat.be
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see also humanitarian aid
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