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The importance of (citizen) participation for DRM

 Casajus Valles, A., Marin Ferrer, M., Poljanšek, K., Clark, I. (Eds.), 2020, Science for Disaster Risk Management 2020: Acting Today, Protecting Tomorrow, EUR 30183 EN, 
Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 978-92-76-18182-8, doi:10.2760/571085, JRC114026.

 Poljanšek, K., Marín Ferrer, M., De Groeve, T., Clark, I. (Eds.), 2017. Science for Disaster Risk Management 2017: Knowing Better and Losing Less. EUR 28034 EN, Publications 
Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, ISBN 978-92-79-60679-3, doi:10.2788/842809, JRC102482.



Involving citizens and civil society actors, and including their 
perspectives in decisions relating to (environmental) risk
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 Empowers people
 Raises awareness
 Encourages preparedness, ownership and responsibility
 Enables to anticipate social conflicts
 Helps improve policy effectiveness, project credibility and legitimacy
 Supports decision acceptance

Participation as a prerequisite for resilience
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Claassen, L., Sapountzaki, K., Scolobig, A., Perko, T., Górski, S., Kaźmierczak, D., Anson, S., Carnelli, F., Bossu, R., Sousa Oliveira, C., Laurikainen, H., ‘Citizen participation and public awareness’, in: Casajus Valles, A., 
Marin Ferrer, M., Poljanšek, K., Clark, I. (eds.), Science for Disaster Risk Management 2020: Acting Today, Protecting Tomorrow, EUR 30183 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 
978-92-76-18182-8, doi:10.2760/571085, JRC114026.
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Participation in risk assessment and 
risk prevention
RISK DIALOGUE 
Is this risk worth taking? How can it be mitigated? Should it be compensated, and how?
Upstream engagement – Framing the issues – Ownership of problem and solution

Democratic (normative/moral argument)
 Participation as a fundamental political right in a democratic society
 Transparent and debated policy; trust relation
 [Empowerment (emancipatory argument)]

Instrumental (process argument)
 Legitimacy, acceptance, public support, responsibility
 To ease implementation

Functional (substantive argument)
 Broaden the knowledge base: ‘hands-on’ expertise, values, emotions, …
 Improving quality of policy process and outcome => to achieve better decisions and impact on 

behaviour
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Claassen, L., Sapountzaki, K., Scolobig, A., Perko, T., Górski, S., Kaźmierczak, D., Anson, S., Carnelli, F., Bossu, R., Sousa Oliveira, C., Laurikainen, H., ‘Citizen participation and public awareness’, in: Casajus Valles, A., 
Marin Ferrer, M., Poljanšek, K., Clark, I. (eds.), Science for Disaster Risk Management 2020: Acting Today, Protecting Tomorrow, EUR 30183 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 
978-92-76-18182-8, doi:10.2760/571085, JRC114026.

Good practices
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Participation in emergency planning 
and preparedness

From risk dialogue to COLLABORATIVE ACTION
 Monitoring and detecting hazards
 Dissemination of information
 Raising alarm
 Preparing for protective actions
 Planning and training activity (ensuring realistic 

emergency planning and response measures)
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Claassen, L., Sapountzaki, K., Scolobig, A., Perko, T., Górski, S., Kaźmierczak, D., Anson, S., Carnelli, F., Bossu, R., Sousa Oliveira, C., Laurikainen, H., ‘Citizen participation and public awareness’, in: Casajus Valles, A., 
Marin Ferrer, M., Poljanšek, K., Clark, I. (eds.), Science for Disaster Risk Management 2020: Acting Today, Protecting Tomorrow, EUR 30183 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 
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Good practices

Education and training

Disseminating information
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Claassen, L., Sapountzaki, K., Scolobig, A., Perko, T., Górski, S., Kaźmierczak, D., Anson, S., Carnelli, F., Bossu, R., Sousa Oliveira, C., Laurikainen, H., ‘Citizen participation and public awareness’, in: Casajus Valles, A., 
Marin Ferrer, M., Poljanšek, K., Clark, I. (eds.), Science for Disaster Risk Management 2020: Acting Today, Protecting Tomorrow, EUR 30183 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 
978-92-76-18182-8, doi:10.2760/571085, JRC114026.

Good practices

Monitoring and raising alarm

(5) https://www.emsc-csem.org/#2
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Participation in emergency response 
and recovery

Some good examples, but also
Underdeveloped potential
 Lack of framework/structure/support
 Tension between ‘professional’ emergency services 

and citizen-volunteers
 Framework for crisis management strongly focussed 

on swift interventions
 Less experience with long-lasting crises
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Claassen, L., Sapountzaki, K., Scolobig, A., Perko, T., Górski, S., Kaźmierczak, D., Anson, S., Carnelli, F., Bossu, R., Sousa Oliveira, C., Laurikainen, H., ‘Citizen participation and public awareness’, in: Casajus Valles, A., 
Marin Ferrer, M., Poljanšek, K., Clark, I. (eds.), Science for Disaster Risk Management 2020: Acting Today, Protecting Tomorrow, EUR 30183 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 
978-92-76-18182-8, doi:10.2760/571085, JRC114026.

Good practices



Essential pathways for involving citizens in DRM
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 Consult community representatives to complement scientific knowledge with the knowledge and practices that
exist within the community and to establish partnerships during the development of strategies and regulations,
local plans and projects, assigning roles and tasks. Direct feedback about local needs and capabilities also helps to
align the national strategies with the actual needs of a community.

 Empower citizens within the community, raising public awareness, educating people about the risk and providing
them with the tools, skills, motivation and confidence to participate and to maintain involvement. This is
especially needed for marginalised and vulnerable groups (e.g. poor, disabled, illiterate and elderly people and
ethnic minorities), as unequal power relations, and lack of information, access to resources, awareness of rights,
opportunity and capacity, constrain the motivation and ability to participate or hold decision-makers to account.

 Tailor disaster risk management systems to the needs of users. This means investing in people-centred, simple
and low-cost, multi-hazard, multi-sector, multi-channel hazard-monitoring telecommunication and warning
systems, risk communication mechanisms and social technologies through a participatory process.

Claassen, L., Sapountzaki, K., Scolobig, A., Perko, T., Górski, S., Kaźmierczak, D., Anson, S., Carnelli, F., Bossu, R., Sousa Oliveira, C., Laurikainen, H., ‘Citizen participation and public awareness’, in: Casajus Valles, A., 
Marin Ferrer, M., Poljanšek, K., Clark, I. (eds.), Science for Disaster Risk Management 2020: Acting Today, Protecting Tomorrow, EUR 30183 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 
978-92-76-18182-8, doi:10.2760/571085, JRC114026.
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Man-Made Disaster Risk Man-Made Natural DRNatural Disaster Risk

Different risks – different needs and opportunities
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Natural Disaster Risk Man-Made Natural DRMan-Made Disaster Risk

Often related to decisions taken long ago, 
or as result of incremental decision 
making
Citizen participation in DRM more related 
to monitoring, risk mitigation, disaster 
prevention and control
Possibility for role in emergency 
preparedness, response and recovery

Focus mostly on: role in siting decisions, risk 
assessment, emergency planning, 
dissemination of information
Limited possibility for preventative action, 
monitoring, … by individuals
Difficult balance between raising awareness 
and raising concern
If disaster occurs: possibility for role in 
response and recovery

More opportunity for citizens to 
participate actively the full DRM ‘chain’: 
risk assessment / communication / 
education – preventative action –
monitoring – emergency preparedness 
and response – mitigation & recovery



Raising awareness versus raising concern
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 The cognitive paradox: a higher trust in protection hampers intentions 
for preparedness

 Awareness and ‘familiarity’
 Focus on the hazards, vulnerability and needs of the locality
 Focus on tangible factors, and issues relevant to the community context
 Appropriate communication (and participation) efforts tailored to target groups

• Comparable message, but different style, medium, …

 A question of capability, power and control
 The particularity of low-probability, high-consequence events
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A modern preoccupation with risk
And the (shattered) illusion of controllability
Consequences for DRM
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A world full of risk

 Changes in the quantity and type of risks
 Changes in the societies in which those risks emerge

 See lecture Juergen Weichselgartner: emerging risks & systemic risks

 Changes in risk perception

A malleable society
 Future as open, indeterminate, unlimited and unpredictable 
 Sensitive for wrong decisions, particularly those taken by others

 Loss of confidence in decision-makers, and their advisors
 Loss of confidence of decision-makers in citizens



Zigmund Bauman

Learning to deal with uncertainty 
has become one of the most 
important challenges of the 21st 
century
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RISK UNCERTAINTY

 Risk = chance x effect
 Converts uncertainty to probability

 Exact future unknown, but some 
idea about possible futures
 Clearly delineated 

options/possibilities 
 E.g. throwing a dice

 No knowledge about probability
 No knowledge about division
 Extremely big division 

 No knowledge about (all) possible 
futures

 Techniques such as expert elicitation 
to make predictions or judgement

19
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Risk as a way of dealing with 
uncertainty

To conceptualize an object as risk entails seeing it as manageable and 
governable
Risk creates space for action as it opens the future for calculation, 
deliberation and decision making

Lidskog & Sundqvist 2012

Tendency to reduce uncertainty to risk
 Blinding us for residual uncertainty
 Putting the focus on probable safety rather than real (un)safety
 Creating an illusion of control
 Framing crisis management as an end of pipe phenomenon
 Making us even less capable of dealing with uncertainty



Turning uncertainty into ‘probable certainty’ entails some risk
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 Is based on decisions and “one can only make a risky decision” 
(Luhmann 1993)

 Predictive power of risk analysis is often overestimated, and low chance 
interpreted as ‘no chance’ 

 Risk formula (chance x effect) 
 focusses primarily on negative outcome (and how to reduce it), less on weighing 

that against expected positive outcome
 is less suitable for complex issues (remaining unknowns; facts are never entirely 

value free)

 False feeling of safety when taking probable safety for actual safety



Governing uncertainty
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(more) consciously and explicitly working with uncertainty to bridge 
between risk and crisis management
 Crisis management as an integral part of risk management
 Always expect the unexpected

“To recognise the existence of a risk or set of risks is to accept not just the possibility that things might go 
wrong, but that this possibility cannot be eliminated.” (Giddens 1990: 111)

 May require a new mindset, but uncertainty leaves more room for 
participation, awareness and preparedness than the concept of risk



23

Resilience
Participation as a key factor in avoiding the collapse of societies
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Bounce Back (the engineering resilience paradigm) Bounce Forward (the ecosystem resilience paradigm)

 The ability of systems to resist against external 
influences and return to a well-defined state of 
equilibrium

 A measure of the ability of systems to absorb changes of 
state variable, and parameters and still persist

 Social-ecological systems
 Sociotechnical systems

Two resilience paradigms



Social resilience
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 “The ability of social systems to cope with external stress or change –
which can be rapid or steady as well as widespread or on a small scale –
and persist as a system, even if a modified internal structure is 
necessary” (Adger op cit. in Lorenz 2013: 10)

 Not just external shock, also internal change can cause stress (Lorenz and others)

 When does change or stress become problematic?
 FAILURE OF EXPECTATIONS
 “Disasters are … the disturbance or destruction of expected organizational and 

reproductive services that are considered fundamental for a certain system” (Douglas & 
Wildavsky op cit. in Lorenz 2013: 11)



Coping capacity Participative capacityAdaptive capacity

Assure continuity with the past: ability 
give meaning to failed expectations

 Modify old structures of expectations
 Imagine new worthwhile ones
 Integrate “disaster” in existing structures 

of signification
 Importance of legitimacy of (political) 

institutions, trust and social cohesion

Future oriented: ability to establish new 
structure relationships

 Short-term response in crisis and 
emergencies (adaptation)

 Creation of fundamentally new system 
structures (transformation)

Ability to self-organise
Interpretative and normative power: 
unequal distribution of power and 
resources reduces social resilience

 Who is allowed to give meaning?
 Who is capable of adapting? Who is 

forced to adapt and who isn’t? 

 E.g. focus on vulnerability deprives ‘the 

local’ of capacity for resilience

Lorenz, F. (2013). The diversity of resilience: contributions from a social science perspective. Natural Hazards, 67: 7-24

Presentator
Presentatienotities
Existing structures of signification: teleoligcal meaning (religion, historico-philosophical narrative), cultural and religious patterns on interpretation “Decreased social resilience is nothing other than the ‘blockage, erosion or devaluation of local knowledge and coping practices’ caused by unequal participative capacity”Imagining new structures of meaning and expectations: helps to adapt fundamentally (transformation); links up to Hollnagel’s “foresight” and Dekker’s “safety differently” => to be able to imagine alternatives and alternative futuresAbility to self-organise: tendency for overregulation and nitty gritty rule making (in society as well as in organisations); example of the teenagers and the shed



Thank you for your attention
anne.bergmans@uantwerpen.be
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