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UNDERSTANDING INTERNATIONAL DISASTER MANAGEMENT 
 
 
ABSTRACT 

The concept of disaster management has evolved over time, many definitions were 

proposed within crisis and disaster literature, and those definitions differ immensely in 

scope, focus, and terminology used. In the international scenario this conceptualization is 

still worst once many divergent understandings emerge from scholars, researches, and 

practitioners. This article provides a conceptual framework for understanding the 

international disaster management. The features of international disaster management are 

illustrated through a comparison of two case studies involving international disasters 

managed by INTERPOL: the tsunami disaster in the Indian Ocean and the air crash in 

Brazil. A number of similarities are identified between these cases and they are presented 

in a visual diagram after the cross-case analysis. Furthermore, key aspects related to 

disaster management are revealed, such as its origins, approaches, and phases. 

Ultimately, in order to avoid misunderstandings, it is evidenced presented the difference 

between disaster management and crisis management. 
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1. INTRODUÇÃO 

When a major disaster occurs, one country alone may not have sufficient 

resources, services, finances, and governance mechanisms to deal with mass casualties. 

International disasters may be the most complex involving, potentially, different aspects such 

as socio-economic aspects, geo-political factors, legal jurisdiction, cultural differences, and the 

coordination of multiple agencies. These aspects can generate barriers or facilitators in the 

international disaster management context. A rich picture of the complexity in managing 

international disasters can be verified looking at the statistics. First, the number of disasters 

over the past fourteen years (2000-2014) has already exceeded the number of disasters that 

occurred over the entire decades of the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1 – Total number of reported disasters betwe en 1974 and 2014 

  
Fonte: Cred (2015) 

 

Second, it is estimated that the number of deaths in international disasters 

over the past ten years (2004-2014) has already exceeded the number of deaths that 

occurred over the previous twenty years (1984-2004), according to Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 – Total of depths caused by reported disas ters between 1984 and 2014. 

 
Fonte: Cred (2015) 

 

 

Third, the economic cost of international disasters is another factor that 

cannot be forgotten. The total economic damage of disasters over the past ten years (2004-

2014) has also already exceeded the damage of disasters that occurred over the previous 

twenty years (1984 -2004) – see Figure 3. Indeed, in today’s current global landscape the 

detrimental effects on the socio-economic environments compound the problem further. 

 

Figure 3 – Total of economic damage by reported dis asters between 1984 and 2014 

 
Fonte: Cred (2015) 
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In this arena, this research plays a crucial role to better understand 

international disaster management. Two case studies managed by an international 

organisation – INTERPOL are used in this research. INTERPOL was chosen because it is the 

world’s largest international police organisation and a leader in international disaster 

management engaging its 190 member countries around the globe. INTERPOL has been 

engaged in major international disasters since its creation in 1914, providing resources, 

services, finances, and governance mechanisms to support its member countries affected by 

the devastating disasters.  

This article will provide the reader with an explanatory vision of the 

phenomenon under investigation – international disaster management and its interrelated 

parts. Firstly, it will be presented the literature review involving the concepts of crisis, disaster, 

international disaster. Secondly, it will be revealed the methodological procedures comprising 

the mode of research, mode of inquiry, research strategy, and data collection based on two 

case studies: case 1 – tsunami in the Indian Ocean and case 2 – air crash of Air France flight 

447 in Brazil. Thirdly, it will be discussed the results of this study taking into account the data 

analysis and the framework for disaster management.  

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Crisis 

Before having a complete understanding about disaster, a specific kind of 

crisis, it is necessary to have a clear definition upon the term crisis in order to use it throughout 

this article. The origin of the term crisis comes from Greek “krisis” and means decision, a time 

of intense difficulty, danger, disagreement, confusion, or suffering when problems must be 

solved or important choices and judgments must be made (Oxford University Press, 2014). In 

the management and business administration context, several authors have widely explored 

the term crisis according to their specific spheres of actuation. Pearson and Clair (1998) 

define crisis in the organisational context as “a low probability, high impact event that 

threatens the viability of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effects 

and means of resolution, as well as by a belief that decisions must be made swiftly”. Gregory 

(2005) explores crisis as an event characterised by “high consequence, low probability, 

overlaid with risk and uncertainty, conducted under time-pressure, disruptive of normal 

business and potentially lethal to organizational reputation”. In turn, Raftari et al. (2011) 

outlines crisis as “a condition that disrupts the original system of order or parts of it named 

sub-system and disarranges its stability”. Grounded in the practical context of crisis, the 
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International Institute for Crisis, Disaster and Risk Management argues that crisis is “a crucial 

point or situation in the course of anything; a turning point; an unstable condition in which an 

abrupt or decisive change is imminent” (ICDRM, 2010). As a result, it is possible to infer that 

there is no consensus around the definition of the term crisis. 

In order to clarify and avoid any kind of misunderstanding upon the term 

crisis, this study proposes the following definition to crisis:  

“Crisis is an uncertain event with low probability of occurring and high impact, 
which threatens the individual, organisation, community, or nation, exceeding its 
response capacity and demanding fast decision-making” (Author). 

 

2.2 Disaster 

What is a disaster?  

It is a term that need to be clearly explored, analysed and critically reflected in 

this study. Over the years, a wide spectrum of social, psychological, and management 

literature has been published regarding disasters. The origin of the term disaster comes from 

the Latin, pejorative prefix dis- (expressing of negation) + suffix astrum (star). Thus, the root of 

the word disaster ("ill-starred event" in Latin) is astrological, a calamity due to on an 

unfavourable position of a planet. Etymologically, disaster is an unexpected event that 

produces great harm, damage, death, or serious difficulty (Oxford University Press, 2014).  

First and foremost, disaster is a specific kind of crisis with additional spatial 

dimension across boundaries, communities, countries, and not confined by organisational 

boundaries and a number of studies have set out definitions and conceptualisations. 

Notwithstanding, due to the pluralistic nature of disaster, the definition used for a disaster is 

often as varied as the discipline using it, reflecting the nature and focus intended by a specific 

knowledge area, organisation, or individual. Some authors examines the term disaster based 

on different perspectives. Turner (1976, p.381) in his seminal paper presents a notion of 

disaster that is very close to later definitions of crisis. He defines disaster from a social 

perspective and posits that “a disaster in the sociological sense involves a basic disruption of 

the social context and a radical departure from the pattern of normal”. Janssen et al. (2010) 

explores another facet of the term disaster setting out as “a continuously unfolding situation, 

marked by changes in urgency, scope, impact, the types of appropriate responders, and the 

responders’ needs for information and communication”. Verchick (2010) offers a different 

perspective that exclude armed conflict from disaster defining as “a serious disruption of the 

functioning of society, which poses a significant, widespread threat to human life, health, 

property or the environment, whether arising from accident, nature or human activity, whether 
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developing suddenly or as a result of long-term processes, but excluding armed conflict”. 

Other researchers focus on the social role and its impact upon a community or society 

affected by disasters. Coppola (2011) claims that disaster occurs when a hazard risk is carried 

out and overwhelm the response capability of a community. In this scope, not all adverse 

events are disasters, only those that overwhelm the community response capacity. Benson 

and Clay (2004, p.5) argues that disaster is “the occurrence of an abnormal or infrequent 

hazard that affects vulnerable communities or geographic areas, causing substantial damage, 

disruption and perhaps casualties, and leaving the affected communities unable to function 

normally”. Taylor (1987) also offers a social perspective acknowledging disaster as an 

unexpected event that has “a social stressor variable to which a variety of people respond 

according to the extent, the duration, the frequency and the type of their involvement”. 

The importance of the term disaster is recognised by a number of relevant 

international agencies specialised in disaster management and has the same sociological 

viewpoint taking into account the society and community affected by disasters. The United 

Nations Office for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR, 2009) defines that disaster is a “serious 

disruption of the functioning of a community or a society involving widespread human, 

material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, which exceeds the ability of the 

affected community or society to cope using its own resources”. The International Federation 

of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC, 2012) in the same vein acknowledges 

disaster as “a sudden, calamitous event that seriously disrupts the functioning of a community 

or society and causes human, material, and economic or environmental losses that exceed 

the community’s or society’s ability to cope using its own resources”(ICDRM,2010) provides a 

social application of the term disaster and defines as “accidental or uncontrollable events, 

actual or threatened, that are concentrated in time and space, in which a society undergoes 

severe danger and incurs such losses to its members and physical appurtenances”. The 

Emergency Management Australia agency reinforces this sociological approach contending 

that disaster is “a condition or situation of significant destruction, disruption and/or distress to a 

community” (EMA, 2004).  

Although presented several definitions of disaster previously, INTERPOL 

represents the scope of this study and has its own definition. Furthermore, the INTERPOL’s 

definition of disasters is synergy with the academic and organisational perspectives shown 

before. Therefore, this research will use the INTERPOL definition to disaster, as follows:  

“Disaster is an unexpected event causing the death or injuring of many people, 
which exceeds the response capacity in the affected country” (INTERPOL, 
2014a, p.8). 
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It becomes important to critically reflect and make some considerations on 

the INTERPOL definition. It is possible to identify three characteristics in the INTERPOL 

definition, which separate a disaster from other events. First, disaster is an “unexpected 

event”, and thus it is an uncertain, surprise, or sudden event. It is not a routinely situation or 

part of the normal set of events likely to happen according to the space and time dimension, 

i.e. it does not always happen in the same place and time. For example, endemic disease, 

famine, poverty, and drought are not unexpected events. Second, the sentence “causing the 

death or injuring of many people” is a precondition for organisational actuation in cases of 

disasters. This characteristic relates to effects or impact on people, which includes death, 

injury, and resulting hardship. For instance, one of the roles of INTERPOL in the disaster 

management context is establishing fast, certain and confident disaster victim identification 

(DVI) and deliver confirmation to the surviving family members. Third, the last sentence of the 

definition “which exceeds the response capacity in the affected member country” means that if 

a disaster occurs in a country that the needs are greater than its own response capacity, a 

support by disaster response teams from other countries can be requested through 

organisational channels and its networks (Figure 4).  

  

Figure 4 – The relationship between needs and respo nse capacity in a disaster 
situation 
 

 
Source: Author 

 

2.3 International DISASTER 

People, organisations, and nations can take action and intervene on disaster 

in different levels, such as local, national, regional, international, and transnational.  

• Local disaster: it occurs when provincial or state response entities can manage the 

consequences of the disaster as a whole. 
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• National disaster: it takes places when it is necessary the intervention of the national 

government entities to manage the consequences of the disaster. 

• International disaster: it happens when the national government is not capable to manage 

the consequences of the disaster and accepts the assistance and relief of other national 

governments. Therefore, it refers to international cooperation among nation-states. 

 

3. METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURES 

3.1 Modes of Research 

The literature presents two modes of research: mode 1 and mode 2 

(Creswell, 2013; Easterby-Smith et al., 2012; Thorpe and Holt, 2008). Mode 1 research draws 

attention on the creation of theoretical knowledge by detached traditional scientific research, 

usually based on natural sciences. Mode 1 is also called as pure research, characterised by 

homogeneity, objectivity, experimentation, value-free, theory-based focus. Mode 2 

concentrates on the creation of knowledge through direct involvement with social practise in 

the context of application. Mode 2 research is also called as applied research, characterised 

by heterogeneity, subjectivity, value based on social structures, diversity, social accountability, 

and reflexivity. 

According to the characteristics presented, this study uses mode 2 as mode 

of research (Figure 5). 

 

FIGURE 5 – MODE OF RESEARCH IN THIS STUDY 

 
Fonte: Author 

3.2 Modes of inquiry 

Overall, there are two modes of inquiry in scientific research: quantitative and 

qualitative (Creswell, 2013; Easterby-Smith et al., 2012; Johnson and Duberley, 2000). 

Quantitative inquiry refers to approaches to empirical inquiry that collect, analyse, and display 

data in a numerical form. On the other hand, qualitative inquiry is a set of actions toward 

strategies for conducting inquiry that are aimed at discerning how human beings understand, 

experience, interpret, and produce the social world.  

According to the characteristics presented, this study has the qualitative 

reasoning as the main mode of inquiry (Figure 6). 

 

Mode 1 (Pure) Mode 2 (Applied) 
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Figure 6 – Mode of inquiry in this study 

 

 
Fonte: Author 

 

3.3 Research strategy 

An essential step in the methodology is defining a strategy to inquiry. It was 

studied, analysed, and evaluated five research strategies: narrative research, 

phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study (Creswell, 2013; Easterby-

Smith et al., 2012; Thorpe and Holt, 2008). After examining these five qualitative strategies 

and their characteristics, this research will use the case study (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 1995; 

Yin, 2009). Case study can be seen as “an empirical inquiry about a contemporary 

phenomenon (i.e., “case(s)”), set within its real-world context” (Yin, 2009, p.18). Two cases 

were investigated in this research, case 1 – tsunami in the Indian Ocean and case 2 – air 

crash of Air France flight 447 in Brazil. 

 

Case 1 – Tsunami in the Indian Ocean 
 

 
Image source: www.bbc.co.uk  

Disaster : Tsunami 

Type of disaster : Natural and open disaster 

Site of accident : Epicenter off the west coast of Sumatra, Indonesia 

Coordinates : 3.316°N, 95.854°E 

Date: 26th December 2004 

Time : 00:58 UTC 

Quantitative Qualitative 
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Triggering event:  
The Eurasian and Indo-Australian tectonic plates collided deep under the Indian Ocean 

causing a 9.0 magnitude earthquake, 240 kilometres (150 miles) off the coast of Sumatra 

displacing hundreds of cubic kilometres of water. This volume then moved away from the 

epicentre as a series of waves generating a tsunami that caused mass fatalities and havoc 

along much of the coast of the Indian Ocean. This tsunami affected 13 countries, mainly 

Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and Thailand. 

 
Place of INTERPOL’s actuation: 
Thailand 

 
Other relevant information: 
5,395 fatalities confirmed in Thailand, approximately 2,400 were foreign nationals from 36 

different nations. It was estimated 280,000 causalities by this tsunami across the 13 

nations affected (INTERPOL, 2014d). INTERPOL participated together with several 

international, regional, national, and local agencies. 

 
Case 2 – Air crash of Air France flight 447 

  

 
Image source: www.bbc.co.uk 
 
Disaster : Air crash  
Type of disaster : Man-made and closed disaster 
Site of accident : Atlantic Ocean, near Isle of Fernando de Noronha, Brazil 
Coordinates :  3°03'57 ″N 30°33 ′42″W 
Date: 1st June 2009 
Time : 02:14 UTC 
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Triggering event:  
On 31 May 2009, the Airbus A330 flight AF 447 took off from Rio de Janeiro, Galeão 

airport to Paris, Charles de Gaulle airport. The airplane was in contact with the Brazilian 

control centre and the last known position was on 1st June at 2h08min. On 1st June 2009, at 

around 2h14min the aeroplane was in a stall situation that lasted until the impact with the sea. 

 
Place of INTERPOL's actuation: 
Brazil 

 

Other relevant information: 
228 fatalities, 169 were foreign nationals from 33 different nations (INTERPOL, 2014d) 

INTERPOL participated together with some international, national, and local agencies. 

  

3.4 Data collection 
 

This research created a new data collection process developed to multiple 

cases studies based on Creswell (2013) and Yin (2009) which shows a sequence of data 

gathering activities that take place in qualitative research designs. Therefore, in this article, the 

data collection process is comprised of the following stages: gaining access and permission, 

sampling, collecting data, recording data, and storing data (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7 – Data collection process developed to mul tiple case studies 
 

  
Source: Author 
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As per Creswell (2013), a major strength of case study data collection is the 

opportunity to use many different sources of data (e.g. interviews, focus groups, 

documentations, audiovisual materials, etc.) describing multiple perspectives about the 

case. In the same vein, Yin (2009) contends that the use of multiple sources of data in 

case studies enables a researcher to address a wide range of historical, attitudinal, and 

behavioural issues developing converging lines of inquiry. In this research were used four 

different sources of data: interviews, focus groups, documentations, and audiovisual 

materials. 

 

(I) Interviews 

One of the most relevant sources of case study data is the interview (Yin, 

2009; Creswell, 2013). Stake (1995) states that two principal uses of case study are to 

obtain the descriptions and interpretations of others, and the interview is the main road to 

qualitative researchers discover and portray to multiple realities. 

– Type of interview. In this research, it was chosen semi-structured in-depth interview 

(Yin, 2009; Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). In-depth interview is a kind of interview that 

provides an opportunity to probe deeply a rich and real life experience on the cases as 

well as open up new dimensions and insights from respondents (Yin, 2009; Easterby-

Smith et al., 2012). It is used to understand the meanings that interviewees assign to 

issues and situations in contexts that are not structured in advance. In turn, semi-

structured is a kind of guided open interview where respondents are free to interrupt 

and be flexible toward issues being discussed (Yin, 2009; Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). 

A key point in semi-structured interview is that it provides consistent information that 

enables comparability of data. 

– Identifying interviewees. The interviewees were chosen between managers and 

specialized officers those who had experience in cases of international disasters (i.e. 

at least 5 years allocated in the disaster unit of INTERPOL) and according to their 

engagement in one of the cases studied in this research (case 1-tsunami or case 2-Air 

France air crash). 

 

(II) Focus Groups 

Interviews do not necessarily need take place on a one-to-one basis, and for 

some types of investigations, focus groups can be very useful. Focus group takes the form 

of loosely structured discussion group held with selected participants (Yin, 2009; Easterby-

Smith et al., 2012). The idea of a focus group in case study is to promote self-disclosure 

among participants concerning a specific issue on the case (Crewell, 2013).  
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Therefore, focus group was another data collection method chosen in this 

qualitative research due to several reasons. First, the interactions among participants can 

provide extra information. For example, in the focus group for this research participants 

gave more details about the community affected by disasters, workplace in the field, 

response team’s needs, common barriers faced in both cases. Second, group discussions 

can validate or invalidate data collected individually in one-to-one interview. For example, 

the mobilisations of resources and services mentioned individually during the interviews 

were confirmed during the focus groups. Third, it is useful to clarify and reconstruct 

individual viewpoints more appropriately. For example, some individual viewpoints about 

the facilitators found in both cases were not so clear and were better explained during the 

focus group, such as the impact of the social appeal, operation of the partnership 

agreements, and development of collective working for case 1, and deployment of the real-

time communication in the field and functioning of collaborative operation between 

agencies for case 2. Fourth, it facilitates an altogether deeper discussion generating 

collective critical reflections and more accurate and valuable data. For example, the focus 

groups provided fruitful discussions and critical thinking about the financial assistance to 

response, recovery, mitigation, and preparedness phases of international disasters. 

The focus group participants were chosen between managers and 

specialized officers those who had experience in cases of international disasters (i.e. at least  

5 years allocated in the disaster unit of INTERPOL) and according to their engagement in one 

of the cases studied in this research (case 1-tsunami or case 2-Air France air crash). 

 

(III) Documents 

Documentation can take many forms – letters, memoranda, agendas, 

minutes of meetings, field notes, reports, archival material, records, written formal 

researches of the same case under study, hypertext documents in Internet sites, 

newspaper clippings, and the like (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). Yin (2009) 

posits that for case studies, the most important use of documents in data collection is to 

corroborate and increase evidence from other sources. This method of data collection can 

also give other advantages. First, this method can be used to verify the names, dates, 

values, specifications, activities developed, resources and services, formal partnerships 

among agencies, roles, responsibilities, composition of teams with their skills and 

competencies, origin and destination of information, and so on. Second, it can corroborate 

information from other sources. Third, it can provide new information not collected in other 

sources. 



Jose Helano Matos Nogueira 

Pág. 14 – FFBusiness – Fortaleza – V.13, – Nº 15 – Jun. 2015 ISSN 1679-723X 

Beyond the aforementioned advantages to use documentation as data 

collection method, it was chosen for this study because there were a vast amount of 

documents related to both studied cases as well as this researcher had full access to 

these documents in their diverse forms of presentation. 

 

(IV) Audiovisual Materials 

The ability to record sound, images and videos provides an outstanding 

benefit for case study research due to several reasons (Creswell, 2013; Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2012). First, digital sources can store huge quantities of audiovisual data for access by 

large numbers of researchers. Second, researchers can use audiovisual materials to 

present new perspectives and stimulate discussion and debates between members of 

focus groups. Participants talk much more about ideas taking into account audiovisual 

materials and this help to develop a more clear understanding of the activities developed 

on the case study (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Furthermore, Creswell (2013) 

recommends audiovisual materials as an elicitation technique to generate new insights 

and discussion on the case. 

There are several types of audiovisual materials that can be used in 

qualitative research, such as photographs, sound records, videos, and most recently the 

specialised websites (e.g. YouTube, Wikipedia, and media centres in some organisations). 

In this study, the audiovisual materials (i.e. photographs and videos) were used as a 

complementary source of data and were collected at INTERPOL media centre and Internet 

(You Tube).  

 

4. PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

4.1 Data Analysis 

Data analysis represents make sense of data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). If 

a researcher cannot make sense of the data that he/she is trying to manage then clearly it 

will generate difficulties for decision-making and strategies for interventions. Therefore, the 

analysis carried out in this research began with multiple readings of the physical artefacts 

(i.e. audiovisual material and documents) followed by the interviews and focus groups 

transcripts. The investigative sequence of data analysis was a cycle (see Figure 8) 

comprised of audiovisual materials, documents, interviews, and focus groups. 
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Figure 8– Investigative sequence of data analysis 

  
Source: Author 

 
From data analysis emerged codes (concepts) that were clustered in themes 

(categories). Some subcodes and codes were produced for recurrent patterns in data, 

analysed the subcodes for codes and after codes for themes and emerging theoretical 

insights, and then returned to the data for further coding and analysis in the light of these 

emerging theoretical insights. In this thesis, the criterion for what constitute a theme was 

its relevance within the analysed case as an exploratory factor rather than its frequency, 

as advocated by Corbin and Strauss (2008) and Creswell (2013). Many subcodes 

appeared in more than one code. Through a critical reflexion process using member 

checking (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013), codes were reassessed, merged or 

expanded as appropriated for best location in building themes. For example, the 

sentences “disaster management”, “systems & databases”, and “recommendations” 

appeared several times in different places as subcodes, then they were reassessed and 

relocated in best places into the appropriated theme. This continuous comparison among 

subcodes, codes, and themes continued until “saturation” was reached and no new theme 

emerged (Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Shah and Corley, 2006). In total, case 1 (tsunami) 

generated 8 themes, 23 codes and 70 subcodes. On the other hand, case 2 (air crash) 

produced the same amount of themes and codes, and 54 subcodes.  

During the cross-case analysis, it was found similarities for eight themes and 

twenty-three codes, as shown in Figure 9. In turn, subcodes varied according to each 

international disaster. After a critical reflexion, this result is expected once both cases were 

related to the same subject (international disasters) and managed by the same entity 

(INTERPOL). Notwithstanding, it’s valorous to identify that two so different types of 

international disasters, case 1 (tsunami) – natural and open disaster, and case 2 (air 

crash) – man-made and closed disaster, had occurred in different sites, Thailand and 

Brazil, in different periods, 2004 and 2009, had emerged the same themes and codes. 

Figure 9 depicts the existing themes and codes after the cross-case analysis. 
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Figure 9 – Resulting themes and codes after the cro ss-case analysis 

 
 

 
Source: Author 

Themes 

Codes 
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4.2 International Disaster Management  

4.2.1 Origins 

 
A number of scholars and researchers report rich pictures involving disaster 

management (DM) throughout the history (Quarantelli, 1954; Barkun, 1977; Kapucu and 

Van Wart, 2006; Coppola, 2011). Early history is focused on natural disasters that require 

emergency managing to unpredictable and complex events. For example, the story of 

Noah’s ark is an emblematic example of the relevance of preparedness, response, and 

mitigation in DM; the towns of Herculaneum and Pompeii faced an unforeseen catastrophe 

when the volcano Vesuvius in AD 79 began the eruption; the urban fire in Rome, 2000 

years ago when the city was nearly destroyed by fire. These historical events extol the 

importance of DM since the beginnings of the humanity and shows that the habitants of a 

community, nation, or country die and suffer with the absence of knowledge on how 

managing the incident, the lack of resources, the poor preparedness, and prevention on 

how to conduct an effective disaster management.  

 

4.2.2 Approaches  

In the modern and contemporary era, humanity still suffers with huge natural 

and man-made disasters, in terms of the urgency of globalised standards, the 

communication process, the exercise of authority, the development of coordination and the 

mobilisations of resources and services. However, there is not a unified conceptualisation 

to DM since it encompasses various areas of knowledge and applications. Hence, several 

approaches arise about what DM is, and this study will present a categorisation (cognitive, 

processual, and multi-agency contexts) for some of them based on a systematic literature 

review including classics and contemporaries studies.  

 

(I) Cognitive Approach  

In this approach, DM involves knowledge sharing and collective decision-

making usually considered by a high level of complexity engaging different forms of 

knowledge scattered across time, space, and human resources (Butt, 2014; 

Chitakornkijsil, 2010; Below et al., 2009; Anderson and Woodrow, 1989). These authors 

also suggest that many international and national entities need to create cognitive models 

in order to allow effective DM activities. 
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(II) Processual Approach 

This approach provides a comprehensive view exploring the fact that DM 

implies in a number of activities, services, and actions to be developed as a process with 

different phases: before the disaster happens, during the disaster, and after the disaster 

takes place (Othman et al., 2014; Vitoriano et al., 2013; Coppola 2011; Janssen et al., 

2010; Benson and Clay, 2004). Furthermore, these authors also reinforce that DM involves 

a series of actions distributed in phases or stages in order to permit a fast and effective 

response to unexpected events.  

 

(III) International Approach 

A number of researches have been developed in this approach engaging the 

international environment (McMaster and Baber, 2012; Salmon et al, 2011). However, this 

study is particularly interested in the viewpoint of international agencies responsible for 

disaster management all over the world. The United Nations through its Department of 

Humanitarian Affairs sets out that DM is the set of policy and administrative decisions and 

operational actions that comprise the different stages of a disaster at all levels (UNDHA, 

1992). A humanitarian view of DM is also provided by International Federation of Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Societies when it define DM as “the organization and 

management of resources and responsibilities for dealing with all humanitarian aspects of 

emergencies, in particular preparedness, response and recovery in order to lessen the 

impact of disasters” (IFRC, 2012). The Asian Disaster Preparedness Center explains that 

DM is a balanced approach of management to reducing the consequences of disaster by 

addressing prevention, mitigation, response and recovery services (ADPC, 2005). 

Based on the aforementioned conceptualisations, this researcher proposes 

the following concept to disaster management, adopted in all this study: 

“Disaster management is the set of organised steps carried out to administer and 
diminish the effects of a disaster in order to come back to normalcy and give 
continuity and sustainability to individuals, organisations, communities, and 
nations” (Author). 

 

4.2.3 Phases 

There are various phases involving DM and this requires more study and 

clarification. A typical disaster management includes preparedness, response, recovery, 

and mitigation (McEntire et al., 2002; EMA 2004; Kapucu and Van Wart, 2006; Unlu, et al., 

2010; Janssen et al., 2010; ICDRM, 2010; Coppola, 2011; Vitoriano et al., 2013; Othman 

et al., 2014).  



UNDERSTANDING INTERNATIONAL DISASTER MANAGEMENT 
 

ISSN 1679-723X FFBusiness – Fortaleza – V.13, – Nº 15 – Jun. 2015 – Pág. 19 

� Preparedness 

Preparedness is the phase to establish arrangements before disaster. It 

involves an incessant cycle of preparation, equipping, organizing, planning, training, 

exercising, assessing, and taking corrective actions. This process often covers several 

tasks such as identification of critical resources, stockpiling of supplies, training first 

responders, education and information to prepare the community to deal effectively with 

disasters, and development of necessary agreements among responding agencies. 

 

� Response 

Response is a phase that provides emergency aid and assistance, to reduce 

or eliminate the impact of disasters, decreasing the risk of damage and minimizing their 

possible secondary effects. It provides emergency aid for victims (e.g. search and rescue, 

mass feeding, medical care). They also seek to reduce the probability of secondary 

damage (e.g. shutting down contaminated food and water supply sources, isolating and 

patrolling looting-prone areas) and to speed assessment operations (e.g. damage/impact 

reports). Thereby, it involves the immediate efforts to attend victims, prevent further 

suffering, and stop ongoing hazards. It puts in place the preparedness arrangements and 

plans. 

 

� Recovery 

Recovery is a phase that involves the post-disaster activities to deal with the 

consequences of the emergency or disaster. It often begins after the immediate response 

has ended, and can persist for months or years thereafter. It assists the affected 

community in reconstruction of the basic services and physical infrastructure such as 

temporary settlement, debris clearance, provision of food and water, clothing, 

communication. It also provides restoration of emotional, social, economic, and 

psychological well-being. 

 

� Mitigation 

Mitigation (also called as prevention) is a phase to eliminate or reduce the 

impact of disasters, reducing their susceptibility or increasing the resilience of the affected 

community. Therefore, in this phase measures need to ensure effective risk assessment 

and preventive actions. 
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The disaster management phases evolve in a cycle according to Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10 – Disaster Management Cycle 

 

Source: Author 

 

4.2.4 Difference Between DM and CM 

There is a smooth difference between Crisis Management (CM) and Disaster 

Management (DM). CM concerns the management of a broad range of triggers events 

affecting individuals, organisations, communities, and nations (e.g. economic, financial, 

political, and legal affairs), whilst DM focus upon the management of extreme events 

causing fatalities/injuries and destructions. In addition, disaster is a specific kind of crisis 

with additional spatial dimension across boundaries of individuals, organisations, 

communities, nations, and not confined by organisational limits. Jaques (2007) clarifies 

and informs that the expression “disaster management” is sometimes incorrectly used as a 

synonym for crisis management, but disaster management is more specific and involves a 

distinct process, usually engaging governmental entities and different authorities related to 

communities affected by disasters. CM is more extensive than DM and it is often used to 

depict situations and events that are difficult to deal with, but not necessarily destructive or 

catastrophic (Smith and Elliott, 2006). For example, an economic crisis is concerned with 

the management of crisis event itself, but it is not a disaster to be managed by DM. 

Consequently, it is possible to infer that DM is a subset, subtype or subclass of CM. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This article provides a better understanding upon international disaster 

management. Several important implications emerge from this study. The first concerns 

the clarification about the formal meanings of crisis, disaster, and international disaster. 

The second issue concerns the methodological procedures involved in this study: mode of 

research, mode of inquiry, research strategy and data collection. The two cases discussed 

here challenge the international view on how to handle different disasters in a global 

organisation with 190 member countries – INTERPOL. They illustrate that organisations 

need to have a solid disaster management framework to face international disasters. A 

third issue concerns the cross-case analysis undertaken to find out possible similarities 

between the examined cases. Based on this data analysis, a number of similarities were 

figured out (i.e. eight themes and twenty-three codes). It was valorous to identify that two 

so different types of international disasters, case 1 (tsunami) – natural and open disaster, 

and case 2 (air crash) – man-made and closed disaster, occurred in different sites, 

Thailand and Brazil, in different periods, 2004 and 2009, produced the same building 

patterns at the level of themes and codes. Consequently, these patterns (also called as 

variables or factors) can help decision-makers and researchers to manage international 

disasters in a practical context. Fourth, it was revealed core aspects related to disaster 

management such as its origins, approaches, and phases. Furthermore, in order to avoid 

misunderstandings, it was identified and clearly presented the difference between disaster 

management and crisis management. 
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