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Objectives

Describe the social forces that predispose 
groups of people to be more vulnerable than 
others to the impact of disasters 
Describe interdependent levels of analysis at 
which disasters and determinants of health 
impact may be broadly understood 
Recognize the impact of the multi-level 
approach to nursing research in addressing 
the needs of diverse populations during a 
disaster or emergency



5 Minute Exercise 

Pick a group spokesperson at your table
Discuss among your table – what vulnerable 
groups might live in your surrounding 
community
Do you think you know how to locate/contact 
them in an emergency?
Write them on paper provided
Spokesperson will read vulnerable groups and if 
groups know how to locate/contact



Who ?

Is Vulnerable?
At-Risk?

Have Special Needs?









Vulnerable Groups, At-Risk Individuals, Special 
Needs Populations

Racial/Ethnic Minorities
Seniors and/or frail elderly 
Low income
Children
Child-bearing Women
Homeless 
Chemically dependent 
Chronically Ill
Prisoners, Ex-convicts, registered offenders
Disabled 
Mentally Ill
Transient (tourists)



Approaches to the Research

How do we talk about this?



Models of Vulnerability 
and 

Models to Study the Vulnerable

It’s not just about the who 
It’s also about the how



Vulnerable Populations Conceptual Model for Research and Practice
Flaskerud: Nursing Research 47(2), March/April 1998, 69-78.



First Relationship 

Resource Availability
Socioeconomic and environmental



Second Relationship

Relative Risk and Health Status
Increased exposures lead to increased 
morbidity and mortality
This may lead to further risk factors



Third Relationship

Health Status and Resource Availability
Morbidity and mortality feed back into 
resource availability and further deplete 
availability of resources



Pick your disaster



What are disasters?

The usual definitions
Natural 
Man-made
Terrorism



What are disasters?
The Not-So-Usual

Are both materially and socially constructed
Experienced differently by different 
groups/individuals 
Occur at the intersection of nature and culture 
Are channeled and distributed within society 
according to political, social and economic practices

Source: Oliver-Smith (2002) Catastrophe & Culture: The Anthropology of Disaster



What social forces predispose groups of people to be 
more vulnerable than others to the impact of disasters?

Poverty
Race and Ethnicity
Social Networks, Social Support, Social 
Capital
Physical Limitations (Disabilities, 
Chronic Illness, etc)
Gender



Tying things together



Pressure and Release (PAR) Model
Blaikie et al. (1994)

Disasters arise from some form of root 
causes that are historically and 
structurally embedded in the cultural 
fabric of society. 
Root causes include: 

limited access to power structures, 
resources, 
ideologies that maintain political and 
economic systems. 



PAR-model after Blaikie et al. (1994:23)



The interdependent levels of analysis at 
which disasters and determinants of health 
impact may be broadly understood 



Levels of Analysis

Ecological Models
Multi-Level 



The Social-Ecological Model

Source: Dahlberg LL, Krug EG. Violence-a global public health problem. In: Krug E, Dahlberg 
LL, Mercy JA, Zwi AB, Lozano R, eds. World Report on Violence and Health. Geneva,
Switzerland: World Health Organization; 2002:1-56. 



The Social Ecological Model

Individual
Identifies biological and personal

Relationship
Relationships with others

Community
The settings, such as schools, workplaces, and neighborhoods, in
which social relationships occur 

Societal 
The broad societal factors that factors include social and cultural 
norms. Other large societal factors include the health, economic, 
educational and social policies that help to maintain economic or 
social inequalities between groups in society. 



Multi-level Analysis

Source: Anderson, NB. (1998) Levels of analysis in health science: A framework for integrating 
sociobehavioral and biomedical research. Annals New York Academy of Sciences 840:563-576.



Some Indices of Various Levels of Analysis



Other Approaches for Research

Social Capital
Social Justice
Social Movements
Community-Based Participatory
Intersectionality Theory  



Do these frameworks guide the research?



The impact of the multi-leveled approach to research in addressing the 
needs of diverse populations during a disaster or emergency



The Social and Cultural Dimensions of 

Disasters and Vulnerable Populations

Individual
Organizational
Social
Political



What research has been done?

An integrative review of research published between 
January 2002 and January 2008 was carried out to 
examine the relationship between disasters and 
vulnerable populations. MEDLINE, CINAHL, and 
PsycINFO databases were searched using the MeSH
terms disasters, natural disasters, terrorism, 
bioterrorism, emergency preparedness, crossed with 
vulnerable populations, special needs populations, at-
risk populations. 



The literature was then coded according to the type of 
disaster, a specific disaster event, on the basis of study 
objective, specific study population, significant findings and 
key implications. It was then further coded according to 
the level of analysis



Level of 
Analysis

Journal 
Article

Vulnerable 
Group

Individual

Organizational

Social

Political

Coding According to Level of Analysis



Findings

Health service research
Service utilization

Needs assessments
Epidemiological 
Descriptive studies
Few theory driven studies
Vulnerable groups as a “convenience” sample



Implications for Research

More focused research on specific 
vulnerable groups
Multi-Level Analysis

Ethnographic, case study able to provide 
detailed accounts, have explanatory power 
to disentangle complex phenomena 
surrounding disasters and vulnerable 
populations
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