
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disaster “problem” framing: A constructivist 

framework for disaster risk policy in Zimbabwe 

 

P Chipangura 

            orcid.org 0000-0001-7805-7697 

 

 

Thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the 

degree Doctor of Philosophy in Development and Management at the 

North-West University 

 

 

Promoter:   Prof. D van Niekerk 

Co-Promoter:  Prof. G van der Waldt 

 

 

Graduation Ceremony: May 2019 

Student number: 25610015



i 
 

PREFACE  

 

The thesis is submitted in article format consisting of 4 research articles. The student, Paul 

Chipangura, was the main author on all articles with promoters, Prof. D van Niekerk and 

Prof. G van der Waldt serving as co-authors. Two of the articles have already been 

published in academic journals. Article 1 was published in Disaster Prevention and 

Management: An International Journal and Article 2 in International Journal of Disaster 

Risk Reduction. Article 3 was submitted to the Jamba Journal of Disaster Risk and Article 

4 to the International Journal of Risk Assessment and Management. Attached as appendix 

A is a letter of conformation by co-authors that the articles contained herein may be 

submitted as part of the PhD thesis.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

As disasters continue to be on the rise with devastating consequences globally, the need for 

effective disaster risk reduction policy has never been greater for the safety and well being 

of the citizenry. The process by which disaster risk reduction policy choices are made is 

thus fundamental in minimizing the devastating effects of disasters. This calls for 

understanding the dynamics of disaster risk “problem” framing in disaster risk policy 

making in order to effectively mitigate, prepare for, respond to and recover from disasters. 

Of concern in disaster risk management has been whether disaster risk should be viewed as 

an objectively identifiable phenomenon (objectivism) or a subjective, socially constructed 

process (constructivism). However, little research has been done to understand what these 

frames mean for disaster risk policy designs, and with what, consequences for their 

implementation. This research effort thus sought to understand how disaster risk 

“problems” are framed and explore the implications of framing on policy formulation and 

implementation. It focused on the relation between disaster risk causality, disaster risk 

policy problem framing and policy responses in Zimbabwe. Understanding, disaster risk 

framing is critical because, framing influences how disaster risk policy problems are 

defined and constructed as well as how the governance arrangements developed to address 

the problems are designed.  

 

The empirical focus of this research was on the ongoing post-disaster experiences and 

perceptions of the at-risk people, policy makers and policy implementers in Zimbabwe. 

The research was guided by the interpretivism research approach because it is concerned 

with the understanding of collective social constructions of meaning and knowledge that 

are determined by political and social processes. The research used qualitative semi-

structured interviews to seek out the views of practitioners and specialists in a deeper 

manner as well as to allow flexibility within the interview. In achieving the objectives of 

the study, four research articles were developed and they formed part of the thesis.  

 

Article 1 sought to understand how disaster risk is portrayed in objectivism and social 

constructivism perspectives.  In objectivism, disaster risk is viewed as the real, quantifiable 

product of nature‟s impact on society; independent from the social constructions of a 

society. Social constructivism reflect an emerging understanding that disaster risk while 

potentiated by a physical condition, are essentially a “social construction” the result of 
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social choices, social constraints, and societal action and inaction. The article revealed that 

viewing and managing disasters through the lens of objectivism might not yield the desired 

results of minimising risk as it conceals vulnerabilities to disaster risk. The objectivist 

perspective is therefore in itself considered inadequate for the study of disaster risk and 

that social constructivism assumptions are required in order to analyse disaster risk. Article 

2 sought to critically explore societal perceptions of disaster risk problems in Zimbabwe in 

order to give them meaning and render them manageable. The results of the study revealed 

that the Zimbabwe disaster risk management system is dominated by the hazard frame and 

rival frames such as vulnerability and theistic frames are silenced. The silenced frames 

(vulnerability and theistic) were found to be crucial in understanding the social 

construction of disaster risk. The article argues that the locus of disaster risk problem is not 

to be found primarily in governmental agencies; rather, it is to be found in the 

communities where risk is generated and experienced.  

 

Article 3 investigated what the objectivist frame of disaster risk mean for disaster risk 

policy designs in Zimbabwe and with what consequences for their implementation by 

looking into how framing affects tractability in policy implementation using the Tokwe-

Mukosi flood disaster. The results of the study suggest that tractability of the objectivist 

frame is mainly affected by its limited understanding of the causes of, and solutions to 

disasters. The frame ignores rival frames crucial in disaster causality such as the 

constructivist frame and in “ignorance” it harbours “latent” failures which only become 

apparent on the occurrence of a particular major disaster. Moreover, the objectivist frame 

requires significant administrative and technical expertise and funding to be tackled 

effectively which are not readily available especially in developing countries. The 

framework presented in article 4 is a step towards translating the conceptualization of 

disaster risk as a social construct into a practical set of arrangements that practitioners can 

use to navigate the complex and fluid landscape of disaster risk problems and solutions, 

especially in Zimbabwe. The framework constitutes a five-stage process of inclusivity, 

diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing and evaluation. The framework is 

designed to facilitate the building of trust, ownership, and consensus that ultimately 

increase the legitimacy to policy decisions and stakeholder support in disaster risk 

reduction.  
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The results of the research contribute to literature on disaster risk reduction by showing 

how framing links disaster risk policy problem construction and policy responses. The 

research contributes to literature on policy implementation by showing that disaster risk 

cannot be entirely solved by the technocratic paradigm alone, social constructivism is also 

required in disaster risk reduction. It also contributes to disaster risk framing literature by 

specifying how disaster risk knowledge is framed by its social producers and users which 

reflect the interest and culture of the disaster policy-relevant actors. The framework 

presented in this research contributes to literature on community based disaster risk 

reduction as it seeks to deepen the contribution of the at-risk publics in disaster risk 

reduction policy formulation through creating a platform for an inclusive deliberative 

dialogue. Moreover, it establishes concrete ways to develop a methodology that can be 

used to promote participation in order to capture the diversity of perceptions, resources and 

problem definitions. 

  

Keywords: Disaster risk, Constructivism, Framing, Policy, Objectivism, Tractability 
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CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

The term “disaster risk” presents a bewildering paradox. At one level it is a success given 

the concept‟s diffusion among government, academics and policy actors. Yet, it is 

simultaneously a policy failure given that disasters continue to strike with increasing 

regularity and ferocity, killing millions of people and destroying billions of dollars of 

habitat and property each year (CRED, 2018). While there have been significant efforts in 

many countries to formulate policies geared towards minimizing the devastating effects of 

disasters, understanding policy failure has remained something of an enigma. Researchers 

seem bedevilled by the fact that there is no clear consensus between the objectivist and 

constructivist perspectives of disaster risk as to what the term “disaster risk” means or any 

modicum of agreement on what causes disaster risk and how it should be managed. The 

term “disaster risk” has thus been framed differently by different scholars and 

practitioners. Of concern as Oliver-Smith (1999) posits, is the issue of whether “disaster 

risk” should be viewed as an objectively identifiable phenomenon (objectivism) or a 

subjective, socially constructed process (social constructivism). Authors such as Perry 

(2007), Quarantelli (2005) and Oliver-Smith (1999), have devoted whole volumes to the 

question: What is a disaster? Worryingly, as Demerritt (2001) argues, there is little 

understanding about what the objectivist and the social constructivist frames of disaster 

risk actually mean for disaster risk policy formulation and implementation especially in 

developing countries where disaster risk management is often imported.  

 

Understanding disaster risk policy failure therefore calls for understanding the dynamics of 

problem framing in order to clarify what the problem is and how policy intends to address 

it. As Lavell and Maskrey (2013) argue, if a disaster risk policy problem is not framed 

appropriately, then from the very outset disaster risk governance arrangements and 

instrumental systems that flow from that frame will necessarily also be flawed. As a result 

disasters are likely to continue to be devastating in many communities. This thesis 

therefore draws on disaster risk, framing and policy analysis literature to delineate the 

linkage between conceptualisation of disaster risk and the formulation of disaster risk 

management related policy problems. The achieved purpose of this thesis is thus to 
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understand how disaster risk “problems” are framed and explore the implications of 

framing on policy formulation and implementation. This research is motivated by the 

desire to illustrate the practical consequences that interpretations of disaster risk have for 

disaster risk management policy making and implementation in Zimbabwe. The argument 

is advanced that framing of risk provides a firm theoretical basis for the design of effective 

disaster risk management policy.  

 

In unpacking the connectivity of disaster risk problem framing to policy responses, this 

chapter first introduces the main issues necessitating the research. This is followed by the 

research questions and objectives identified to guide the research process. The 

methodology section discuses aspects relating to research design including, philosophical 

underpinnings of the study, empirical data collection and data analysis. Moreover, the 

methodology section explains the process of thesis by article so that the reader may 

understand what is to come. The chapter then provides an outline of the chapters that 

comprise the thesis.  

 

1.2 ORIENTATION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

Since the declaration of the 1990s as the International Decade for Natural Disaster 

Reduction; disaster risk has become a policy issue of global and local concern (Manyena et 

al., 2013; Comfort et al., 1999). The need to develop public policies that minimise disaster 

risk and build resilience has been emphasized in the Southern Africa Development 

Community Regional Disaster Risk Reduction Strategic Plan, the Hyogo Framework for 

Action 2005-2015 and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030. 

Furthermore, in 2012 disaster risk, as a policy issue was on the agenda at Rio+20, G-20 

and Summit of the Americas (Mitchell & Wilkinson, 2012). In the resultant policy 

frameworks, there is agreement that countries that develop policy, legislative and 

institutional frameworks for disaster risk reduction have greater capacity to manage 

disaster risks (Mitchell & Wilkinson, 2012; UNISDR, 2009). Consequently, there have 

been efforts to strengthen institutional and legislative structures in many countries to 

minimise the devastating effects of disasters and disaster risk (UNISDR, 2009). For 

example, in Zimbabwe, in the early 1980s, disaster risk management was administered 

through the Civil Defence Act of 1982 (Mavhura, 2016; Bongo et al., 2013a). In 1989, the 
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Civil Defence Act was repealed by the Civil Protection Act of 1989, which was amended 

in 1992 and 2001.  

 

However, where disaster risk has appeared on policy agenda in many countries, 

implementation has rarely occurred (Lavell & Maskrey, 2013; Dupuis & Knoepfel, 2013) 

and where it has been implemented the results have been disappointing (Lavell & 

Maskrey, 2013). Consequently, disasters have continued to be devastating in many 

countries (CRED, 2018; IFRC, 2013). Globally, between 2006 and 2017, a yearly average 

of 354 disasters was reported (CRED, 2018). These caused an estimated yearly average of 

US$153 billion in damages with a yearly average of 68 302 lives lost and about an average 

of 210 million people affected per year (CRED, 2018). In Zimbabwe, while the Civil 

Protection Act of 1989 and Civil Defence Act of 1982 have been put in place, the impact 

of disasters on the economy and population has been very high. In 2014, Zimbabwe 

featured in the “extreme risk” category on the Natural Disasters Economic Loss Index 

(Maplecroft, 2014). In 2016, the country also featured among the top 10 countries in the 

world in terms of disaster mortality and top 10 countries in terms of people affected by 

disasters (Guha-Sapir et al., 2016). Between 1980 and 2010, thirty five disaster events 

were reported in Zimbabwe, with 6,448 deaths (PreventionWeb, 2013). On average, 531, 

886 people were affected by these disasters while economic damages were estimated to be 

US$2, 827,700, 000 (PreventionWeb, 2013).  

 

Given this context, it is evident that disaster risk management policies being implemented 

in many countries including Zimbabwe continue to be both ineffective and inefficient. As 

Lavell and Maskrey (2013) argue disaster risk management policies and policy changes in 

many countries have been unfit for their intended purpose of minimizing disaster risk. 

Such policies have been little more than “empty shells” that suffer “implementation 

deficit” (Dupuis & Knoepfel, 2013; Hill & Hupe, 2009). Understanding disaster risk 

policy failure is therefore an important aspect of disaster risk management and policy 

studies because it signals possible inadequacies of policy design, the inability of a policy to 

meet its intended goals and potential problems associated with implementation 

(O‟Donovan, 2017). However, while numerous studies in disaster risk management have 

examined shifts from the hazard paradigm through vulnerability to resilience, there has 

been limited research on disaster risk management legislations (Manyena et al., 2013). 
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This situation has led to gaps between the practice of policy making and policy research, a 

gap that often manifest in a time lag between understanding the nature of the policy 

problem and the identification and implementation of policy solutions (Burton & Dredge, 

2007: 142). As a result, disaster risk policy failures are likely to lead to calls for more 

policies if the causes of failure are not addressed. 

 

Though there is little evidence in disaster risk studies, scholars of public policy have 

suggested that framing underlies many policy failures (Handmer & Dovers, 2013; Grafton 

& Permaloff, 2005; Benford & Snow, 2000; Weiss, 1989). This is because framing 

influences how a problem is defined and constructed as well as how the governance 

arrangements are developed to address the problem (Grafton & Permaloff, 2005; Handmer 

& Dovers, 2013). Through framing, particular interests are therefore advocated or 

undermined. Thus how a particular disaster risk policy problem is framed creates 

assumptions and rationales that authorize some policy solutions and not others (Benford & 

Snow, 2000; Schneider & Ingram, 1993; Weiss, 1989). Arguably, framing has the 

potential to determine the policy process path and how successful the chosen path is going 

to be implemented (Merry, 2013; Tait, 2008). However, while public policy research 

provides insights of the causes of policy failure/success (O‟Donovan, 2017; McConnell, 

2010), little attention has been given to how framing contributes to failure/success in 

disaster risk management especially in developing countries. This research therefore takes 

“framing” as its subject in analysing disaster risk policy failure/success.  

 

The concept of framing has been studied in different fields such as psychology (Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1981), sociology (Benford & Snow, 2000) and policy science (Schön & Rein, 

1994).  Among Zimbabwean studies, there have been no attempts to apply frame analysis 

to understand and analyse disaster risk reduction. Framing involves the selective use of 

knowledge and information about a problem and the causal relationships surrounding it, to 

give it meaning and render it manageable (Schön & Rein, 1994). As Hallahan (1999) 

argues, to frame is to select some aspects of perceived reality and make them more salient 

in the communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, 

causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the item 

described. As a result, frames shape the goals and plans people make, the way they act, 

and what counts as a good or bad outcome of an action (Lakoff, 2004: xv). Framing is thus 
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central to understanding the policy process, as it provides a flux of ideas that eventually 

diffuse in the design of formal policies (Dupuis & Knoepfel, 2013; Campbell, 2002). 

According to Peters (2005), problem framing helps in understanding the orientation of 

policy design and the types of policy outputs that are likely to emerge.   

 

In disaster risk management, framing is therefore responsible for the development of 

disaster risk problems, for the way in which they are perceived, for the way in which they 

are considered, for the kind of remedial plan that is laid out and for the transformation of 

the remedial (Grafton & Permaloff, 2005; Handmer & Dovers, 2013). The ability to frame 

disaster risk policy problems is thus critical as it can define a state of failure, where failure 

is embodied in disaster risk accumulation and the damage caused by a disaster, and a state 

of success where disaster risk is reduced and the effects of a disaster are managed and 

controlled (Hoshizaki, 2012). How disaster risk is framed is therefore interesting in the 

context of disaster risk reduction, because competing framings of disaster risk have been 

conveyed by international institutions, scholars and practitioners (Shaw et al., 2013; 

O‟Brien et al., 2007; Quarantelli, 2005; Oliver-Smith, 1999). Such framing differences can 

be attributed to the utility of the concept across different fields of disaster risk study such 

as natural hazards, risk, emergency management and development. However, in disaster 

risk literature, two contra extremes (objectivism and social constructivism) that 

characterize the ontological and epistemological viewpoints in disaster risk research and 

practice can be identified. These two frames have often been accompanied by confusion 

around which the term “disaster risk” should be understood and the subsequent orientation 

on how “disaster risk” should be managed (Shaw et al., 2013; Perry, 2007; Quarantelli, 

2005; Oliver-Smith, 1999). 

 

Thus, the objectivists have understood disaster risk as an objectively identifiable 

phenomenon and framed disaster risk as an “act of nature” (Lovekamp & Arlikatti, 2013; 

Althaus, 2005; Quarantelli, 2005). In this frame, nature is seen as the root cause of 

disasters and disaster risk (Fordham et al., 2013; Lovekamp & Arlikatti, 2013; Quarantelli, 

2005). According to Shefali (2009), disaster risk is viewed as a probability of loss in 

relation to the impact of a specific hazard. Thus the hazard is to blame for disasters and 

disaster risk. However, viewing disasters as constituted of moments where nature escapes 

human control (Hilhorst, 2003) has significant implications to disaster risk management, 
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which include: (1) the centre of attention in disaster risk management is placed on natural 

factors. Discourse of disaster causality therefore tends to overlook the socio-economic 

processes that place the vulnerable populations at risk and as a result such processes are 

not considered as policy issues. (2) Nature and society are viewed as unrelated and nature 

is considered a commodity that can be controlled through expert knowledge and modern 

administration (Hilhorst, 2003). (3) Public participation of vulnerable people is often 

neglected (Warner et al., 2002) and this undermines their own capabilities and coping 

strategies in dealing with disaster risk (Shaw et al., 2013; Pelling, 2003).  

 

In social constructivism, disaster risk is viewed as socially produced and is rooted in the 

social structure and reflects the processes of social change (Lovekamp & Sudha, 2013). 

This perspective has advanced framing of disaster risk as a result of vulnerability of 

humanity to hazards. According to Fordham et al. (2013), the vulnerability paradigm of 

disaster risk is people centred and it focuses on the social, political, and cultural factors of 

people that make them vulnerable to loss from a hazard. In vulnerability, human beings, 

not physical forces, are seen as the root cause of disaster risk and disasters (Alexander, 

2000). Social constructivism thus frames problems in ways that facilitate strategies and 

tactics that are open to a variety of solutions and scenarios that would give more weight to 

social priorities and local potentials in avoiding risk construction (Lavell & Maskrey, 

2013; Fidler, 2007). However, while the academic literature since the early 1970s had long 

established the importance of the constructivism perspective in disaster risk management, 

explicit policy acknowledgement of the constructivism perspective has been lacking 

(Shefali, 2009). Less attention has been given on how societies arrive at collective disaster 

risk “problem” frames as a basis for disaster risk reduction policy (Handmer & Dovers, 

2013). 

 

In light of the above, it is clear that objectivism and social construction of disaster risk, 

prioritize the production of different types of knowledge, and emphasize different types of 

responses to disaster risk. The way in which a problem is framed therefore, inevitably 

emphasizes some aspects of the problem and de-emphasizes or ignores others (Weiss, 

1989). As Coburn (2006); Benford and Snow (2000) and Schneider and Ingram (1993) 

argue, in so doing, framing assigns responsibility and provides direction for action. Thus in 

Zimbabwe, the emphasis on managing “natural” disasters as opposed to managing the 
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underlying vulnerabilities (Van Niekerk, 2014), has been locked into policies, governance 

arrangements and instrumental systems (Lavell & Maskrey, 2013). Both the Civil Defence 

Act of 1982 and the Civil Protection Act of 1989 have put too much emphasis on 

managing natural hazards (Mavhura, 2016; Bongo et al., 2013a). By putting too much 

emphasis on natural processes, the social framework within which these processes 

manifest themselves is neglected (Manyena et al., 2013; Oliver-Smith, 2004). The 

exposure of vulnerable people to disaster risk is therefore concealed and this inhibits the 

creation of socially sensitive disaster risk policies. One can argue that Zimbabwe is 

lagging behind the world in formulating policies that address disaster risk.  

 

While the topics of policy, framing and disaster risk each boasts an established literature 

base, research at the intersection of these topics remains scant. This thesis therefore sought 

to understand how disaster risk “problems” are framed and explore the implications of 

framing on policy formulation and implementation. Understanding, disaster risk framing is 

critical because, framing influences the policy process, as it spells out the “problem” and 

the “policy solutions”. Moreover, exploring the implications of disaster risk problem 

framing on policy formulation and implementation might provide new insights in the area 

of disaster risk reduction. Attention is placed on demonstrating that, disasters are socially 

constructed and the policies and practices intended to minimise them should embrace the 

social constructivism perspective. In adopting the social constructivist perspective, the 

study aims to develop a comprehensive framework for disaster policy based on the social 

constructivism perspective of disaster risk.  

 

1.3 KEY RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

With the aforesaid discussion in mind, the general research question can be presented as 

follows: Can a social constructivist framework be developed as a disaster risk policy for 

Zimbabwe which will assist in disaster risk problem framing?  

 

The following sub questions provide the basis for exploring the general research questions.  

 What is social constructivism and objectivism within the context of disaster risk 

reduction?  

 How is disaster risk problem framed in Zimbabwe? 
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 How does disaster risk “problem” framing shape the emergence and nature of 

responses at policy level? 

 What should a social constructivist disaster risk problem framing framework entail?  

 What is the contribution of frame analysis to understanding disaster risk policy in 

Zimbabwe? 

 

1.4 RESEARCH  OBJECTIVES 

   

The objectives of the research are to: 

 Define and explore social constructivism and objectivism within the context of disaster 

risk reduction; 

 Investigate how disaster risk problem is framed in Zimbabwe;  

 Explore and examine how disaster risk „problem‟ framing shape the emergence and 

nature of responses at policy level; and 

 Adapt and contextualise an appropriate social constructivist framework for effective 

disaster risk framing in Zimbabwe.  

 

1.5 CENTRAL THEORETICAL STATEMENTS  

 

To gain a deeper understanding of disaster risk “problem” framing, this study is guided 

mainly by the framing theory, and two common opposing extremes that characterize the 

ontological and epistemological viewpoints in disaster risk research and practice 

“objectivism perspective” and “social constructivism perspective”. These are outlined 

below. 

 

1.5.1 Disaster risk 

 

This study draws from a body of knowledge that relates to disaster risk. According to 

UNISDR (2009) the term disaster risk refers to the potential (not actual and realised) 

disaster losses, in lives, health status, livelihoods, assets and services, which could occur to 

a particular community or society over some specified future time period. This view is 

shared by Lavell et al. (2012) who defined disaster risk as the likelihood over a specified 

time period of severe alterations in the normal functioning of a community or a society due 
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to hazardous physical events interacting with vulnerable social conditions, leading to 

widespread adverse human, material, economic, or environmental effects that require 

immediate emergency response to satisfy critical human needs and that may require 

external support for recovery. Disaster risk can therefore be viewed as the potential loss to 

the exposed subject or system, resulting from the convolution of hazard and vulnerability 

(Cardona, 2003). Thus, disaster risk derives from a combination of physical hazards and 

the vulnerabilities of exposed elements and will signify the potential for severe interruption 

of the normal functioning of the affected society once it materializes as disaster (Lavell et 

al., 2012). Stated differently, Cardona (2003) argued that one cannot be vulnerable if one is 

not threatened, and one cannot be threatened if one is not exposed and vulnerable. Disaster 

risk is thus a product of the possible damage that may be caused by a hazard due to the 

vulnerability within a community (Van Niekerk, 2012).  

 

1.5.2 Framing 

 

This study also draws from a body of knowledge that relates to framing. “Framing” has 

been described as a process by which actors construct and represent meaning to understand 

a particular event, process or occurrence (Gray, 2003; Goffman, 1974). Pan and Kosicki 

(2001:36), described framing as a discursive process of strategic actors utilising symbolic 

resources to participate in collective sense-making about public policy issues. According to 

De Boer et al. (2010: 502), frames can be characterized as “organizing principles that 

enable a particular interpretation of a phenomenon”. Framing thus organizes experience 

and guides action by rendering particular events as meaningful. Here, framing involves 

processes of inclusion and exclusion. As Hallahan (1999) and Entman (1993) argue, to 

frame is to select some aspects of perceived reality and make them more salient in the 

communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the item described. 

Framing thus allows certain questions to be asked while others are ignored (O‟Brien et al., 

2007). Allana et al. (2010) argue that the key idea in framing is selectivity, where 

representation of a certain claim is dependent, in turn, on a process of omission, that is, the 

denial or silencing of rival claims. As such, frames enable members of a group to make 

sense of events they are engaged in, and contextualise them within a particular set of 
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values, ideas or political agendas, in order to arrive at a shared meaning and sense of 

purpose (Weick, 1995).  

 

1.5.3 Objectivism 

 

This research draws from the objectivism perspective which is the cornerstone of scientism 

in understanding how disaster risk has been framed in Zimbabwe. Objectivism advocates 

the application of natural science to society (Sulphey, 2016; David & Sutton, 2011; Mills 

et al., 2010). In objectivism reality exists independently of the human mind (Mills et al., 

2010). It consists of entities that have fixed properties and relations holding them at any 

instant (Lakoff, 1987: 160). Lakoff, (1987) further argued that, reality exists through the 

structures of these entities and is independent of any human understanding. Thus 

objectivism is based on the belief that there is an objective reality and that knowledge 

exists as something that can be observed and measured (Mills et al., 2010). Genuine 

knowledge is therefore found within the bounds of science based on formal logic. 

According to Grbich (2007), knowledge can be deduced from careful processes of 

hypothesising, variable identification and measurement within experimental designs. From 

an objectivist perspective, disaster risk has been viewed as the real, quantifiable product of 

nature‟s impact on society; independent from the social constructions of a society. 

According to Shefali (2009), disaster risk has been generally defined as a probability of 

loss in relation to the impact of a specific hazard. This view of disaster risk places disaster 

risk problem on the hazard hence it is generally referred to as the hazard paradigm. As 

such disaster risk has also been viewed as an act of nature. However, this view of disaster 

risk has been criticized in that it has failed in its promise of knowing, let alone controlling, 

disaster events because the social framework within which disaster risk processes manifest 

themselves is neglected (Tironi & Manríquez, 2018; CADRI, 2017; Lavell & Maskrey, 

2013, Oliver-Smith, 2013; Shaw et al., 2013). 

 

1.5.4 Public Policy 

 

This study also relies on public policy literature. Public policy may be viewed as a 

purposive course of action followed by government in dealing with what is perceived to be 

a problem or matter of concern. According to Handmer and Dovers (2013) policies are 
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positions taken and communicated by governments in more or less detail – “avowals of 

intent” that recognize a problem and state what will be done about it. Dimock et al. 

(1983:40) defines public policy as deciding at any time or place what objectives and 

substantive measures should be chosen in order to deal with a particular problem. This 

means that policies do not just take place in a haphazard way. Instead policy involves (1) 

the production of planned decisions or actions that involve public actors and (2) the 

intention to deal with what is seen as the problem (Knoepfel et al., 2011, Handmer & 

Dovers, 2007; Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). In public policy, this study utilised literature on 

policy implementation. According to Brynard (2007) policy implementation is concerned 

with the following questions: Were the intentions of the policy translated into tangible 

outputs? Did the outcomes of the policy match its goals? What is being implemented? 

How is policy-making differentiated from policy implementation? Thus, policy 

implementation identifies the problem/s to be solved, stipulates the objective/s to be 

pursued.  

 

1.5.5 Social Constructivism 

 

This study also draws from a body of knowledge that relates to social constructivism 

epistemology and its application to disaster risk management. In social constructivism, the 

ontological thought is relativist, seeking to understand the identities of, the meanings 

attributed by and the experiences of different populations, against a background of 

competing perspectives on life and the world, within the setting being investigated (Guba, 

1990). Social constructivism positions are founded on the theoretical belief that reality is 

socially constructed and fluid. As Majid (2017) and Burr (1995) argue, social 

constructivism repudiates the possibility of a theory neutral observational language and 

there is nothing like “ultimate true knowledge” out there but whatever is perceived as 

“truth” is as a result of inter-subjective socio-cultural consensus of views, which is 

perceived as “reality” in terms of knowledge. Social constructivism focuses on the 

exploration of the way people make sense of their experiences in the world in which they 

live and how the context of events and situations and the placement of these within wider 

social environments have impacted on constructed understandings (Majid, 2017; Crotty, 

1998). It is through a dialectical process that a more informed and sophisticated 

understanding of the social world can be created (Creswell, 2007).  
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From a constructivist perspective of disaster risk authors such as; Ballano (2017); Sulphey 

(2016); Lavell and Maskrey (2013), Shefali (2009), Quarantelli (2005) have argued that 

“disaster risk” is not something that lends itself readily to objective quantification or a 

single definition, but rather is socially constructed through the interaction of economic, 

cultural and political processes operating at several different scales. The social 

constructivism perspective acknowledges that each society develops its own localised 

ways of interpreting disaster risk which is understood within local priorities and 

knowledge systems (Bongo et al., 2013b). In any society there is no one fixed definition of 

an issue, it is subject to the interpretative manoeuvres of the protagonists (Grafton & 

Permaloff, 2005). In this light, disasters generate framing contests that result in fierce 

competition over which interpretations hold sway over the collective imagination and the 

political establishment (Bongo et al., 2013b). The process of collective definition is 

therefore responsible for the emergence of social problems, for the way in which they are 

seen, for the way in which they are approached and considered, for the kind of remedial 

plan that is laid out and for the transformation of the remedial (Grafton & Permaloff, 

2005). Discourse, is thus key in unlocking the constructivism of disaster risk, and the 

policy challenge is to understand disaster risk problem framing. However, there is a dearth 

of studies that examine disaster risk as a social construction (Espia & Salvador, 2018, 

Monter & Otto, 2018; Chipangura et al., 2016; Lavell & Maskrey, 2013). Disaster risk is 

still predominantly seen as exogenous and unforeseen shocks rather than as endogenous in 

many developing countries (Chipangura et al., 2017; Lavell & Maskrey, 2013). 

 

1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

Methodology is the pivot of a study because it discusses how theoretical concepts are 

related to empirical testing. A research methodology forms the operational framework 

within which facts are placed so that their meaning may be seen in the context of the 

research (Leedy, 1993). The methodology that is applied to gather data to answer the 

research questions is discussed in detail below.  
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1.6.1 Research process 

 

This thesis followed the article format. Thus the research questions highlighted in Section 

1.3 were developed to produce four research articles that were submitted to reputable peer 

reviewed international journals. The four articles were developed in a process that 

unfolded over a period of four years. The research process had 3 stages as shown in Figure 

1.1.  In stage 1, the theoretical foundation of the study was established. In stage 2, how 

disaster risk is framed and frame tractability was explored. Finally, in stage 3 a 

constructivist framework for disaster risk policy was developed.  

 

Figure 1.1:  Phases of the research process 

 

Stage I 

Article 1 was developed in this Stage. It sought to answer Research Question 1 (see 

Section 1.3). The article compared in epistemological terms, the objectivist and the social 

constructivist perspectives of disaster risk analysis, which is necessary to explain how 

knowledge production of disaster risk is carried out. In particular, the article sought to 

explore the implications of objectivism and social constructivism in disaster risk which is 

essential in explaining why disaster risk has different meanings and consequently policy 

responses.  

 

Stage 2 

As shown in Figure 1, articles 2 and 3 were developed from article 1. Article 2 sought to 

answer Research Question 2. This article sought to critically explore the perceptions of 

disaster risk practitioners and the local people on disaster risk in order to clarify on how 
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people interpret risk in Zimbabwe. The results of the study indicated that disaster risk is 

generally framed using the objectivist paradigm by practitioners. This finding informed the 

development of article 3 which sought to investigate what the objectivist frame of disaster 

risk means for disaster risk policy designs in Zimbabwe and with what consequences for 

their implementation.  

 

Stage 3 

The results obtained from stage 2 gave a rationale for article 4. The article sought to 

answer research Questions 4 and 5 (see Section 1.3). Article 4 sought to develop a 

comprehensive framework for disaster risk policy based on the social constructivism 

perspective of disaster risk in order to deal with the fallibility of the objectivist frame as 

presented in articles 2 and 3. 

 

1.6.2 Research philosophy 

 

This research was approached from an interpretivism philosophy in an effort to address the 

research objectives elicited above in Section 1.4. According to Crotty (1998), 

interpretivism philosophical position focuses on the exploration of the way people interpret 

and make sense of their experiences in the world in which they live and how the context of 

events and situations and the placement of these within wider social environments have 

impacted on constructed understandings. Under interpretivism the ontological thought is 

relativist, seeking to understand the identities of, the meanings attributed by and the 

experiences of different populations, against a background of competing perspectives on 

life and the world, within the setting being investigated (Guba, 1990). Interpretivism 

positions are founded on the theoretical belief that reality is socially constructed and 

fluid.  Interpretivism assumes that there is no objective knowledge independent of thinking 

(Grbich, 2007). Thus findings or knowledge claims are created as an investigation 

proceeds. That is, findings emerge through dialogue in which conflicting interpretations 

are negotiated among members of a community.  

 

A dialogue between researchers and respondents is therefore critical. According to 

Creswell (2007) it is through this dialectical process that a more informed and 

sophisticated understanding of the social world can be created. Interpretive research is thus 
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guided by the researcher‟s set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how it should be 

understood and studied (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). According to Fryer (1991), the 

researchers operating within the framework of the interpretative paradigm are focused on 

investigating the complexity, authenticity, contextualization, shared subjectivity of the 

researcher and the researched, and minimization of illusion. Using the interpretivism 

perspective, this research provided a detailed analysis of how local experiences and 

perceptions shape the way in which disasters are interpreted, read, analyzed and 

understood within local priorities and knowledge systems (Bongo et al., 2013b). This 

provides means to understand the discursive dimension of disaster risk perceptions shape 

the way in which disasters are interpreted, how and why disasters are framed the way they 

are framed and the implications of this on policy formulation and implementation.  

 

1.6.3 Research approach 

 

A qualitative study was undertaken to understand social phenomena created from the 

perceptions and consequent actions of social actors (Saunders et al., 2009) in examining 

how disaster risk “problems” are framed and the implications of framing on policy 

formulation and implementation in Zimbabwe. Qualitative research shares the theoretical 

assumptions of the interpretative paradigm, which as Morgan (1980) noted, is based on the 

view that social reality is created and sustained through the subjective experience of people 

involved in communication. Qualitative research focuses on accurately describing, 

decoding, and interpreting the meanings of phenomena occurring in their normal social 

contexts (Fryer, 1991). As Darlington and Scott (2003) argue, qualitative research 

acknowledges that there are multiple realities and proposes that the condition of 

measurability necessary in quantitative and experimental research might limit internal 

validity and miss out important aspects of reality. Thus, it refers to research about people‟s 

lives, lived experiences, behaviours, emotions and feelings, as well as about organisational 

functioning. Qualitative research can be naturalistic, holistic or inductive (Terre Blanche et 

al., 2009). This research used the inductive research approach in order to gain an 

understanding of the meanings people attach to disaster risk and disaster events. According 

to Patton (1990:40), inductive approach is defined as an “immersion in the details and 

specifics of the data to discover important categories dimensions and interrelationships; 
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and it begins by exploring genuinely open questions rather than testing theoretically 

derived hypothesis.”  

 

The qualitative type of research was chosen because; (1) this research effort attempts to 

understand behaviour in terms of subjective contexts of meanings. This research is centred 

on those aspects of human behaviour that are difficult to quantify e.g. perception, thus 

quantitative research would not be an ideal method. (2) Qualitative research is more likely 

to take place in a natural setting (Marshall & Rossman, 1989). This means that topics for 

study focus on everyday activity as “defined, enacted, smoothed, and made problematic by 

persons going about their normal routines” (Van Maanen, 1983: 255). (3) Qualitative 

research is less likely to impose restrictive a priori classification on the collection of data. 

According to Cassell and Symon (1994), it is less driven by very specific hypotheses and 

categorical frameworks and more concerned with emergent themes and idiographic 

descriptions. (4) Qualitative research allows respondents to “speak for themselves” and 

define, not only through their words but also in their actions, the social worlds in which 

they live their lives and make their decisions (Ruyter & Scholl, 1998). According to 

Ueltzhoffer and Ascheberg (1999), qualitative methods elucidate the individual‟s 

subjective interpretative patterns, his/her personal experiences, viewpoints and motives, 

and thus his/her creative potential as well. 

 

1.6.4 Research strategy 

 

To explore the objectives of this study, this research focused on Zimbabwe‟s disaster risk 

management system as a case study. The case study was thus analysed within the context 

of the Zimbabwe‟s Civil Protection Act of 1989 which was amended in 1992 and 2001. 

The Civil Protection Act guides the national system that formulates and implements 

policies regarding disaster risk prevention. Therefore, the study of how practitioners view 

and implement the Civil Protection Act provides relevant knowledge for inquiring into the 

disaster risk problem framing of disaster risk. The study also focuses on the prevention 

system in Zimbabwe in order to cover all the institutional dimensions. A case study was 

chosen because it provides an in-depth insight into the dynamics of disaster risk problem 

framing. It is flexible, typically small-scale and exploratory, and the results obtained are 
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concrete, real-life like and full of ideas (Ruyter & Scholl, 1998), all of which are key aims 

of this research. 

 

1.6.5 Data collection methods and sampling 

 

Data collection was mainly through semi-structured interviews (SSIs). Interviews can 

be regarded as face-to-face interpersonal role situations in which an interviewer asks 

respondents questions designed to obtain answers that are important to the research 

questions (Saunders et al., 2009). These interviews therefore provided a deep 

understanding of disaster risk problem framing in Zimbabwe. The advantages of 

semi-structured interviews for this research are that they allow for comparability 

between responses and yet have the flexibility for the interviewer to suggest some 

information that may be left out by the respondents (Mouton, 2001). Overall, a total 

of 56 semi-structured interviews were conducted as shown in Table 1.1 

 

 Number of SSIs 

Article  1 (Chapter 2) 0 

Article  2 (Chapter 3) 21 

Article  3 (Chapter 4) 15 

Article  4 (Chapter 5) 20 

Total 56 

Table 1.1 Summery of semi-structured interviews conducted 

 

To augment primary data, literature review was used to analyse the vocabulary used to 

describe disaster risk in books, policy documents and research documents. Literature 

sources ranged from legal and policy documents journal articles to academic books, among 

others. Data collection and sampling techniques varied according to research objective for 

this research as described below: 

 

Objective 1: Define and explore constructivism and objectivism within the context of 

disaster risk. 

In addressing this objective, an extensive literature review was conducted to conceptualise 

and contextualise social constructivism and objectivism in the context of disaster risk. 

Different search combinations were used to find relevant literature. Constructivism and 

objectivism were combined with words like disaster, risk, disaster risk, vulnerability and 
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emergency management. An assessment of the credibility of the literature gathered from 

different sources was done mainly by cross-examining different authors‟ logic of 

argumentation and conclusions. Literature sources ranged from academic books in disaster 

risk management and policy studies, scholarly journal articles on disaster risk and policy 

studies, to United Nations reports on disaster risk. Secondary data provided information on 

a global scale and a rich depth of practical examples and applications of the social 

constructivism and objectivism perspectives in disaster risk management. Secondary data 

also provided latest information on a global scale and a rich depth of practical examples 

and applications of the constructivism and objectivism perspectives in disaster risk 

management.  

 

Objective 2: Investigate how disaster risk problem is framed in Zimbabwe.  

In addressing this objective, the study used a literature review and qualitative semi-

structured interviews in order to explore how various perceptions of disaster risk may 

influence disaster risk problem framing in Zimbabwe. A literature review was carried out 

to analyse the vocabulary used to describe disaster risk in books, policy documents and 

research documents. Most of the literature was found through electronic databases. 

Libraries in Zimbabwe and search engines like Google Scholar were also utilised. 

Different search combinations were used to find relevant documents. Framing was thus 

combined with words like disaster risk, perception, crisis, as well as with communication. 

With the purpose of finding possible discussions on definitions, framing was also 

combined with definition, meaning, and so forth. Semi-structured interviews with disaster 

risk management practitioners and the local people in Zimbabwe were conducted to 

investigate how disaster risk problems are framed. The semi-structured interviews were 

designed to collect information according to three specific aspects: (a) understanding how 

disaster risk is defined; (b) understanding disaster risk problems, (c) understanding what 

influences people to have a particular disaster risk problem frame. In selecting 

practitioners for semi-structured interviews, senior managers and specialists in disaster risk 

management were purposively selected from government departments, non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and universities. These practitioners were selected from about forty 

organisations that participate in the national civil protection committee. In total, ten 

interviews were conducted, and these included four officers from four government 

departments (health, security, local government and metrological services), three 
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programme managers from three NGOs (of the three NGOs, two deal with food security 

while one deals with water sanitation and hygiene issues), and three academic staff from 

two universities (one specialised in disaster risk management, one in development studies 

and one in sociology). To compare how disaster risk is framed between practitioners and 

non practitioners local people who had experienced disasters were selected using the 

snowball technique. The snowball sampling method was used during the development of 

the interviews, by asking village heads for the names of elderly people who had 

experienced more than one disaster from those that have been recorded in Zimbabwe and 

were likely to be knowledgeable about disaster risk. In total, eleven interviews were 

conducted with local people from five districts (Harare Rural, Chirumanzu, Tsholotsho, 

Masvingo Rural and Gwanda) that were purposively selected from a total of fifty-nine 

districts in Zimbabwe.  

 

Objective 3: Explore and examine how disaster risk ‘problem’ framing shape the 

emergence and nature of responses at policy level  

To address this objective, data was collected through literature search and qualitative semi-

structured interviews. Most of the literature was found through electronic databases. 

Libraries in Zimbabwe and search engines like Google Scholar were also utilised. 

Different search combinations were used to find relevant literature. Policy was combined 

with words like implementation, framing, tractability and disaster risk. A critical 

evaluation of the credibility of the literature was done mainly by cross-examining different 

authors‟ logic of argumentation and conclusions. The empirical part of the research used 

semi-structured interviews to explore the tractability of policy frames in Zimbabwe. 

Interviews were designed to collect information on the factors affecting tractability of the 

objectivist frame of disaster risk in implementation. In selecting practitioners, senior 

managers and specialists in disaster risk management in Zimbabwe were purposively 

selected from government departments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 

universities. These practitioners were selected from about forty organisations that 

participate in the national civil protection committee. In total, fifteen interviews were 

conducted, and these included five officers from four government departments, five 

programme managers from four NGOs, and five academic staff from three universities.  
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Objective 4: Adapt and contextualise an appropriate constructivist framework for 

effective disaster risk framing in Zimbabwe. 

A detailed literature review was conducted in order to identify the key pillars of 

constructivism. In this context, the literature review ensured that knowledge on 

constructivism was up to date and constructivism aspects which have been previously 

explored were not going to be reinvented. Most of the literature was obtained through 

electronic databases. Different search combinations were used to find relevant documents. 

The concept of constructivism was combined with key words like disaster risk, 

deliberation, framing and framework. A critical evaluation of the credibility of the 

literature was done mainly by cross-examining different authors‟ logic of argumentation 

and conclusions. The empirical part of the research used semi-structured interviews to 

explore what could a constructivist framework entail. Semi-structured interviews were 

designed to collect information on what could be included in a social constructivist 

framework for disaster risk. Twenty interviews were conducted with experts who were 

purposively selected from about forty organisations that participate in the national civil 

protection committee. These included six officers from three government departments, 

eight programme managers from four NGOs, and six academic staff from three 

universities.  

 

1.6.6 Data analysis 

 

Data from both interviews and literature reviews were analysed using content and 

contextual analysis techniques. Content analysis focused on the content of communication, 

such as interviews and speeches on the conflict potentials of disaster risk problem framing 

(Babbie, 2012). Content analysis allowed determining and analysing what, how and why 

people talk about disaster risk problems. Contextual analysis was used to analyse collected 

data on the basis of the contexts. Whole documents were imported to NVivo 11 computer 

software and after reading the document, the main ideas were summarised. For the semi-

structured interviews, records were fully transcribed to Microsoft Word documents and 

were imported into NVivo. This allowed the development of initial code skeletons which 

included the main categories based on the main themes discussed in the interviews. The 

initial coding was followed by topic coding, where different topics discussed in the 

different passages of the interviews, were placed on the first hierarchy nodes of the tree 
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node. Analytical coding (Richards, 2009) was then performed to generate new categories 

that formed the second hierarchy nodes. Using the Word Frequency query, word clusters 

were formed, and the thematic codes were derived from recurring phrases and word 

clusters  

 

1.7 DIVISION OF CHAPTERS 

 

The thesis comprises the Introduction and Orientation, Four Research Papers and a 

Conclusion. 

 

Chapter 1: Orientation and problem statement 

This chapter sets the papers in context by discussing the need for, and emergence of, 

disaster risk problem framing, and lays out the specific challenges the articles will address. 

 

Chapter 2 - Article 1: An exploration of objectivism and social constructivism within 

the context of disaster risk 

This article sought to answer the first research question - What is constructivism and 

objectivism within the context of disaster risk reduction? In answering this research 

question, the article compares, in epistemological terms, the objectivist and the 

constructivist perspectives of disaster risk analysis, which is essential in explaining how 

knowledge of disaster risk is produced. Moreover, the comparisons will arguably help in 

explaining why disaster risk has different frames and consequently policy responses 

 

Chapter 3 - Article 2: Disaster risk problem framing: Insights from societal 

perceptions in Zimbabwe  

This article sought to answer the second research question: How is disaster risk problem 

framed in Zimbabwe. The article sought to critically explore societal perceptions of 

disaster risk problems in Zimbabwe in order to give them meaning and render them 

manageable.  

 

Chapter 4 - Article 3: An exploration of the tractability of the objectivist frame of 

disaster risk in policy implementation in Zimbabwe 
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This article sought to answer the third research question:  How does disaster risk 

“problem” framing shape the emergence and nature of responses at policy level? Using 

Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster as a case study, the article sought investigate what the 

objectivist frame of disaster risk means for disaster risk policy designs in Zimbabwe and 

with what consequences for their implementation.  

 

Chapter 5 - Article 4: An appropriate constructivist framework for effective disaster 

risk framing in Zimbabwe 

This article sought to answer the fourth research question: What should a constructivist 

disaster risk framing framework entail? This research question is motivated by the desire 

to deal with the fallibility of the objectivist perspective of disaster risk and to translate the 

conceptualization of disaster risk as socially constructed into a practical set of 

arrangements that practitioners can use to deepen the contribution of the at-risk publics in 

disaster risk reduction policy formulation.  

 

Chapter 6: Conclusions 

 

This chapter presents the conclusions from the whole study and recommendations for 

further research. It will reflect on the practical and theoretical contribution of a 

constructivist framework in disaster problem framing in the study of disaster risk policy 

process.   

 

1.8 CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter aimed to provide the reader with an overview of the study and understanding 

of the research process which was followed in order to reach a conclusion on the problem 

statement. Consequently, the chapter introduced the main issues that necessitated the 

study. The research questions and objectives were highlighted to help direct the study. 

These were followed by the research methods applied in the study. This chapter provided 

the reader with central theoretical statements underlying the study. It also attempted to 

explain the research process that was followed in order to meet the objectives of the study. 

The chapter concluded by mapping out the structure of the thesis to make it easier for the 

reader to follow. The next 4 chapters, chapter 2, 3, 4, 5 are articles that address research 
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questions 1, 2, 3, 4 respectively highlighted in Section 1.3. Chapter 6 will provide 

conclusions for the study and highlight the contributions of this thesis to disaster risk 

reduction efforts. 
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CHAPTER 2: DISASTER RISK THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Article 1: An exploration of objectivism and social constructivism within the context 

of disaster risk 
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CHAPTER 3: DISASTER RISK PROBLEM FRAMING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Article 2: Disaster risk policy problem framing: Insights from societal perceptions in 

Zimbabwe 
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CHAPTER 4: TRACTABILITY OF THE OBJECTIVIST FRAME IN POLICY 

IMPLEMENTATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Article 3: An exploration of the tractability of the objectivist frame of disaster risk in 

policy implementation in Zimbabwe 
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ABSTRACT   

 

Despite the growing evidence pointing towards disaster risk as a social construction, the 

objectivist frame still dominates the conceptual frameworks constructed around disaster 

risk in Zimbabwe. As disasters continue to occur with increasing regularity and ferocity, 

the usefulness of the objectivist frame of disaster risk in minimising the devastating effects 

of disasters is questionable. This article investigates how framing affects the tractability of 

the objectivist frame of disaster risk in Zimbabwe by using the Tokwe-Mukosi flood 

disaster of 2014 as a case study. The research utilised secondary data and semi-structured 

interviews with senior managers and specialists in disaster risk management in Zimbabwe 

to explore factors affecting the tractability of the objectivist frame in implementation. The 

results of the study suggest that tractability of the objectivist frame is mainly affected by 

its limited understanding of the causes of, and solutions to, disasters. The frame ignores 

rival frames crucial in disaster causality, such as the constructivist frame, and in 

„ignorance‟ it harbours „latent‟ failures which only become apparent on the occurrence of a 

particular major disaster. Moreover, the objectivist frame of disaster risk requires 

significant administrative and technical expertise and funding to be tackled effectively, 

which are not readily available especially in developing countries. The frame is also 

reactive in dealing with disasters, which makes it prone to „policy surprises‟, leading to 

„policy disasters‟ where disasters are viewed as direct consequences of policy choices. The 

article concludes that for Zimbabwe to achieve its goal of minimising the impacts of 

disasters, greater efforts must be made in reframing disaster risk by integrating the 

objectivist frame with the social constructivist frame. 

 

Key words: objectivist frame; disaster risk; tractability; policy; implementation 

 

1. Introduction  

 

Despite the growing evidence pointing towards disaster risk as a social construction, the 

objectivist frame of disaster risk still dominates the conceptual frameworks and imageries 

constructed around disaster risk in Zimbabwe (Chipangura, Van Niekerk & Van Der Waldt 

2017; Lavell & Maskrey 2013). This view of disaster has inspired interpretations of what 

disaster risk means and controls how certain phrases are used, prioritises the questions that 
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are asked and answered, and influences the solutions that are prescribed (Leichenko & 

O‟Brien 2008)for disaster risk. Consequently, the emphasis on managing „natural‟ 

disasters has become conventional wisdom and is locked into policies, governance 

arrangements and instrumental systems (Lavell & Maskrey 2013) such as the Civil 

Protection Act in Zimbabwe (Chipangura et al. 2017). However, with policies that are 

informed by the objectivist frame, both anthropogenic and natural hazards continue to 

occur with increasing regularity and ferocity, killing hundreds of people and destroying 

millions of dollars of habitat and property in Zimbabwe (EM-DAT 2016). This implies 

that such policies do not often lead to concrete measures that reduce disaster risk and the 

devastating impacts of disasters. In this respect, they seem to resemble „empty shells‟ 

(Hoque & Noon 2004) characterised by „implementation deficit‟ (Knoepfel et al. 2011). 

As a result, policy failures have tended to produce calls for more regulation, with little 

assessment of the underlying reasons for failure (Lavell & Maskrey 2013; OECD 2000).   

 

Studies of disaster risk governance suggest that the way disaster risk is framed underlies 

many policy implementation failures (Handmer & Dovers 2013; Merry 2013; Renn 2008). 

This is because framing is responsible for the emergence of problems, for the way in 

which they are seen, for the way in which they are approached and considered, for the kind 

of remedial plan that is laid out and for the transformation of the remedial (Handmer & 

Dovers 2013; Grafton & Permaloff 2005). Framing therefore determines the regulatory 

path and how successfully the chosen management strategy is implemented (Merry 2013). 

However, research on framing has largely focused on the level of policymaking, analysing 

how policy entrepreneurs and policymakers define problems and embed them in public 

policy (Coburn 2006). In disaster risk literature, little, if any, attention has been given to 

what the objectivist frame means for disaster risk policy designs, and with what, 

consequences for their implementation. This article therefore seeks to contribute in filling 

this gap by investigating how framing affects the tractability of the objectivist frame of 

disaster risk, which dominates disaster risk practice in Zimbabwe in minimising the 

devastating impacts of disasters. The article illustrates the practical consequences that the 

objectivist frame has for disaster risk reduction policy and responses by drawing on 

Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster that occurred in Zimbabwe in 2014.  

 

 



 

51 
 

1.1 Framing 

 

Disaster risk has been understood differently by different scholars and practitioners 

depending on a range of factors, such as philosophical orientation, values, beliefs and the 

institutional context in which disaster risk reduction is planned or implemented. It has been 

viewed as acts of God, act of nature and as socially constructed events (Chipangura, Van 

Niekerk & Van Der Waldt 2016; Quarantelli 2005). The process by which issues, decisions 

or events acquire different meanings from different perspectives has been studied 

as „framing‟ in a variety of social science disciplines (Entman 1993; Snow 2004). To frame 

is to select some aspects of perceived reality and make them more salient in the 

communicating text, in such a way that it can promote a particular problem definition, 

causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the item 

described (Hallahan 1999). Authors such as Handmer and Dovers (2013) and Grafton and 

Permaloff (2005) argue that framing influences how a problem is defined and constructed 

as well as how the governance arrangements, incentives and instrumental systems 

developed to address the problem are designed. Framing has been shown to affect people‟s 

decision preferences, particularly under conditions of uncertainty (Tversky & Kahneman 

1981). Problems that are formulated in different ways trigger different preferences. For 

example, Dewulf (2013:322) argues that, when people are asked whether they would 

favour a particular case of dike enlargement, one can expect a much higher percentage of 

positive answers if the question was prefaced with „given the importance of long-term 

flood safety‟, compared to the preface „given the importance of the rights of the current 

property owners that would have to move‟. Framing can be categorised into diagnostic or 

prognostic (Snow & Benford 1988). Diagnostic framing generally refers to the 

identification of a problem and who to blame (Snow 2004). According to Cress and Snow 

(2000), diagnostic framing is important because particular problem definitions are 

advocated while others are undermined. Prognostic framing is about the identification of a 

solution to the problem identified in the diagnostic framing (Snow 2004). In articulating a 

proposed solution, prognostic framing sets forth particular goals and suggests tactics for 

achieving those goals (Snow & Benford 1988). Prognostic and diagnostic framings may be 

challenged as others offer counter-frames that put forth alternative portrayals of the 

situation, often with contrasting implications for roles, responsibility and resources 

(Fligstein 2001). In understanding how framing affects policy implementation, this article 
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focuses on the objectivist frame of disaster risk, which has dominated the ontological and 

epistemological viewpoints in disaster risk research and practice.  

 

1.2 The objectivist frame of disaster risk 

 

Objectivism is based on the belief that there is an objective reality and that knowledge 

exists as something that can be observed and measured (Chipangura et al. 2016). The 

social world can thus be known epistemologically through the use of objective instruments 

of measurement operated by a rational and neutral researcher (Eriksson & Kovalainen 

2008). From an objectivist view, disaster risk is understood as a physical phenomenon that 

can be objectively assessed (Chipangura et al. 2016). According to Cardona (2003), this 

view has been largely shaped by geophysicists, seismologists, meteorologists, geologists 

and epidemiologists, among others, who believe that disaster risk is a topic exclusively 

associated with the physical phenomena that generate natural hazard or disaster events and 

can be objectively assessed. Disaster risk can therefore be understood as a probability of 

loss in relation to the impact of a specific hazard (Shefali 2009). As Chipangura et al. 

(2017) argue, this view of disaster risk is hazard centric in that it places disaster risk 

problem on the hazard; hence, it is generally referred to as the hazard paradigm. This 

conjecture that disasters only result from natural forces is tantamount to saying that they 

lie solely outside human history, beyond human influence, beyond moral reason and 

beyond control (Steinberg 2006).  

 

The hazard paradigm aims to reduce disasters through control of natural environment 

(Lowe et al. 2007). This is premised on the assumption that, it is possible to manage the 

planet if there is sufficient knowledge of all the interactions in such large physical systems 

as the atmosphere, hydrosphere, lithosphere, atmosphere, and biosphere (Wisner et al. 

2004). According to Lowe et al. (2007), the hazard approach seeks to manage risk through 

public policy application of geophysical and engineering knowledge, for example, 

monitoring and modelling extreme geophysical events, and creating disaster and 

emergency plans. However, this view has been criticised in that not all disaster risk 

problems can be solved using the application of geophysical and engineering knowledge. 

According to Pelling (2003), technological responses that deal with physical causes alone 

can prolong, and even increase, the losses incurred when disasters occur. Moreover, 



 

53 
 

discourse of disaster causality tends to overlook the socio-economic processes that place 

the vulnerable populations at risk, and as a result, such processes are not considered as 

policy issues. Humanity is viewed as powerless victims of „natural‟ disasters (Jones 

&Murphy 2009), and thus free from the responsibility of avoiding disasters. Disaster risk 

policies that emanated from the objectivist frame have however been difficult to 

implement because they have been geared towards addressing the hazard component only, 

yet disaster risk is a product of the possible damage caused by a hazard because of the 

vulnerability within a community (Van Niekerk 2012). 

 

1.3 Factors affecting policy implementation 

 

Public policy may be viewed as a purposive course of action taken by governments in 

dealing with some problem. According to Handmer and Dovers (2013), policies are 

positions taken and communicated by governments in more or less detail „avowals of 

intent‟ that recognise a problem and state what will be done about it. These definitions 

show that public policies do not just happen haphazardly. Instead, public policy involves 

the production of deliberated decisions or (non)actions that involve public actors and the 

intention to solve what is perceived as one or several collective problems (Knoepfel et al. 

2011). The movement from policy on paper to action on the ground has been studied by 

scholars as policy implementation, which aimed to explain causal relationships between 

policies as enacted and policies as implemented (Koontz & Newig 2014). Policy 

implementation, as Brynard (2007) argues, is concerned with the following questions: 

were the intentions of the policy translated into tangible outputs? Did the outcomes of the 

policy match its goals? What is being implemented? How is policymaking differentiated 

from policy implementation? Policy implementation thus identifies the problem(s) to be 

addressed, stipulates the objective(s) to be pursued and, in a variety of ways, „structures‟ 

the implementation process. In trying to understand the factors that affect implementation, 

Sabatier and Mazmanian (1980) present three categories of factors thought to affect the 

implementation of public policy in their framework. This study utilises two categories: (1) 

tractability of the problem and (2) the ability of the statute to structure implementation, 

which are explained below.  
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1.3.1. Tractability of the problem 

It concerns the political, societal and technical capacity of managing and taming a 

collective problem through proposed policy solutions (Hisschemöller & Hoppe 1995). 

According to Dovers (1995), tractability describes the ease, or conversely the difficulty, 

with which a problem can be redressed. Sabatier and Mazmanian (1980) argue that 

problems are most tractable if: 

(1) there is a valid theory connecting behavioural change to problem 

amelioration; the requisite technology exists; and, measurement of change 

in the seriousness of the problem is inexpensive; (2) there is minimal 

variation in the behavioural practices which cause the problem; (3) the 

target group constitutes an easily identifiable minority of the population 

within a political jurisdiction; and (4) the amount of behavioural change is 

modest. (p. 542) 

 

1.3.2. The ability of the statute to structure implementation 

According to Sabatier and Mazmanian (1980), the ability of the statute to structure 

implementation is built around the view that policymakers can substantially affect the 

attainment of legal objectives by utilising the levers of power at their disposal to 

coherently structure the implementation process. They argue that legislation that seeks to 

significantly change target group behaviour in order to achieve its objectives is most likely 

to succeed if:  

(1) it incorporates a valid causal theory linking behavioural change to desired 

impacts; (2) its objectives are precise and clearly ranked; (3) it provides adequate 

funds to the implementing agencies; (4) the number of veto points in the 

implementation process is minimized and sanctions/inducements are provided to 

overcome resistance; (5) the decision rules of the implementing agencies are biased 

toward the achievement of statutory objectives; (6) implementation is assigned to 

agencies which support the legislation‟s objectives and will give the program high 

priority; and (7) the provisions for outsider participation are similarly biased 

through liberalized rules of standing and by centralizing oversight in the hands of 

statutory supporters (p.542). 
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2. Methodology 

 

For purposes of analysis, this study is approached from an interpretivist perspective. This 

perspective provides an opportunity to understand the way people interpret and make sense 

of their experiences in the world in which they live and how the context of events and 

situations and the placement of these within wider social environments have impacted the 

constructed understandings and realities (Crotty 1998). This study therefore used discourse 

and document analysis together with qualitative semi-structured interviews in order to 

investigate how framing affects the tractability of the objectivist frame of disaster risk, 

which dominates disaster risk practice in Zimbabwe, using Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster as 

a case study. 

 

2.1 Case selection 

 

Tokwe-Mukosi dam is situated in the semi-arid area of Southern Masvingo region (Figure 

1). The Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster that occurred in early February 2014 was selected 

because it is one of the worst flood disasters that had occurred in Zimbabwe. According to 

the Department of Civil Protection (2014), about 2500 households upstream of the Tokwe-

Mukosi dam were displaced to Chingwizi, Chisase and Masangula relocation sites of 

Nuanetsi ranch in Mwenezi district. The Department of Civil Protection further noted that 

the majority of these households were mainly low-income families. The incomplete dam 

partially collapsed and induced flooding to about 40 000 people downstream. It was 

believed that the dam would fill up by December 2015 when all the communities living 

within the dam basin would have been relocated to designated sites (Department of Civil 

Protection 2014). The 6393 households (approximately32 000 people) and 18 764 cattle 

were supposed to be relocated in three phases. Phase 1 intended to relocate about 1247 

households in very low-lying areas of the dam basin. These households were supposed to 

be relocated by October 2013. Phase 2 intended to relocate a further 1878 households by 

October 2014. Finally, the last phase would relocate 3268 families in hinterland areas by 

October 2015 before the dam was filled up. However, flooding occurred when the dam 

was incomplete and only 600 households had been relocated (Department of Civil 

Protection 2014). The remaining 5793 households were caught by surprise in the unsafe 

basin. The government made an appeal to both local and international humanitarian 
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communities to aid urgent humanitarian needs for affected communities in the Tokwe-

Mukosi Dam Basin (Department of Civil Protection 2014).  
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FIGURE 1: Location of Tokwe-Mukosi dam. 

Source: Authors‟ own work. 
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2.2 Data collection and analysis 

 

This study utilised secondary data and semi-structured interviews. For secondary data 

collection, most of the documents were collected through electronic databases. Libraries in 

Zimbabwe and search engines like Google Scholar were also utilised. Different search 

combinations were used to find relevant documents. „Policy‟ was combined with words 

like „implementation‟, „framing‟, „tractability‟ and „disaster risk‟. A critical evaluation of 

the credibility of the documents was done mainly by cross-examining different authors‟ 

logic of argumentation and conclusions. Documentary analysis and discourse analysis 

(DA) were used to analyse the vocabulary used to describe disaster risk in books, policy 

documents and research documents. The empirical part of the research used semi-

structured interviews to explore the tractability of policy frames in Zimbabwe. The 

interviews were designed to collect information on the factors affecting tractability of the 

objectivist frame of disaster risk in policy implementation. In selecting participants, senior 

managers and specialists in disaster risk management in Zimbabwe were purposively 

selected from government departments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 

universities. These participants were selected from about 40 organisations that participate 

in the national civil protection committee. In total, 15 semi-structured interviews were 

conducted, which included five officers from four government departments, five 

programme managers from four NGOs and five academic staff from three universities.  

 

Discourse analysis was used to investigate the participants‟ construction of disaster risk 

problems and policy responses. Discourse analysis is useful in examining multiple and 

conflicting concepts, ideas and narratives that society holds about an issue (Hajer1995). 

DA recognises that practitioners, as actors involved in policy implementation processes, 

give different meanings to ideas and concepts (Fischer 2003). This is in line with this 

research, as the terms „disaster‟ and „disaster risk‟ have provoked contested debate on what 

they mean(Perry 2007;Quarantelli2005). For interview data analysis, interview records 

were transcribed to Microsoft Word documents and were imported into NVivo. This 

allowed the development of an initial code skeleton, which included the main themes 

discussed in the interviews. These themes were the following: (1) disaster causality, (2) 

policy objectives, (3) policy responses and (4) understanding what limits tractability. 
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Analytical coding (Richards 2009) was then performed to generate new categories that 

formed the sub-themes, which were ordered into NVivo nodes.  

 

3. Results and discussion 

 

This section discusses the results from the interviews. The discussion focuses on disaster 

causality in order to understand policy objectives and the type of policy responses. 

Attention is given to the factors that affect tractability of the objectivist frame of disaster 

risk in policy implementation. 

 

3.1 Disaster causality (objectivist frame) 

 

To the majority (80%) of the participants interviewed, the main causal agent responsible 

for the Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster was pinned on heavy rainfall. Thus, the disaster was 

seen as an „act of nature‟. This construction of the problem is also reflected in the Tokwe-

Mukosi Flood Disaster Lessons Learned Workshop opening speech of the Minister of 

Local Government Public Works and National Housing: „…the flood disaster was due to 

high precipitation that resulted in the unanticipated rapid filling up of the Tokwe-Mukosi 

dam that was still under construction‟(Department of Civil Protection 2014:16). Such 

framing of the problem exemplifies the objectivist view of disasters where causality is 

placed on the hazard. In line with Lavell and Maskrey (2013), disasters are still viewed as 

exogenous, unexpected, extreme events that randomly affect otherwise „normally‟ 

developing societies. This construction is perhaps not surprising because the Civil 

Protection Act 2001 (Part I, Section 2), which governs disaster management in Zimbabwe, 

places more emphasis on the hazard (Chipangura et al. 2017). The Civil Protection Act‟s 

way of framing disaster risk influences participants‟ sense-making about disasters, 

providing them with an interpretive frame through which they construct their 

understanding of disasters (Coburn 2006). Thus, the Act‟s framing of the problem as an 

„act of nature‟ carries more weight in the problem-framing process than frames put forth in 

counter-framing such as the vulnerability frame. 

 

However, the validity of this causal theory has been criticised by authors such as Van 

Niekerk (2012) and Pelling (2003) who state that disaster and disaster risk cannot be 
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defined by the hazard component alone. Instead, disaster and disaster risk derive from a 

combination of hazards and the vulnerabilities of exposed elements. As Cardona (2003) 

argues, one cannot be vulnerable if one is not threatened, and one cannot be threatened if 

one is not exposed and vulnerable. Thus, framing disaster risk problems using the 

objectivist perspective alone presents a partial view that will lead to partial solutions to 

disaster risk management (Chipangura et al. 2017). Participants who were more inclined to 

the constructivist perspective of disaster risk found this shortcoming of the hazard 

paradigm as a contributing factor to the Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster. An interviewee 

from a local NGO had this to say: „…the problem is that the hazard approach being used to 

manage disasters does not address vulnerability issues which are critical in causing 

disasters…‟ The key point to recognise here is that the objectivist perspective by ignoring 

the social construction view of disasters can mask the true roots of disaster risk problem 

and disaster risk creation activities. Thus, without appropriate theoretical basis and 

theoretical validity a policy will give wrong directions in all ways (Khan 2016; 

Sabatier&Mazmanian1980). This is because policy objectives as presented below are 

coined to deal with what is perceived to be the problem. 

 

3.2 Policy objectives  

 

As Handmer and Dovers (2013) argue, the way in which a problem is defined and framed 

circumscribes the search for solution to that problem. By defining the problem as an „act of 

nature‟, about 73% of the interviewees argued that public policy should be designed to 

prepare people and organise reactions to the disastrous effects of hazards such as floods. In 

this way, 67% of the interviewees stated that the government and NGOs would be able to 

intervene before, during and after the impact of a hazard. Disaster risk policy objectives 

are therefore centred on improving disaster preparedness and response. This is supported 

by a male interviewee who participates in the National Civil Protection Coordination 

Committee (NCPCC), who stated that „…policy must improve disaster preparedness and 

response…‟ Furthermore, this objective is reflected in the Service Charter of the 

Department of Civil Protection, which puts emphasis on emergency preparedness. The 

interviews also revealed that these objectives are influenced by the assumption that 

„nature‟ is to blame for disasters and reaction to disasters is regarded a battle between 

„nature‟ and human beings. Because nature is difficult to predict, human beings must 
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therefore be prepared to respond to disasters. Terms such as „civil defence‟ and „civil 

protection‟ have thus been used in support of this notion in Zimbabwe disaster risk 

management system. However, this objective fosters a reactionary approach to disaster risk 

management (Lowe et al. 2007). This means that even if risks are known, authorities tend 

to wait in anticipation of a disastrous event and then activate plans and procedures. This 

reactive system is prone to „policy surprise‟. Policy surprise can be conceived of as lack of 

preparedness based on erroneous assumptions of whether, when, where and how severely a 

community might be impacted by a hazard event (Parker et al. 2009). For example, an 

event can be contrary to the policymakers‟ expectations – that is, the initial strategic plan 

for the Tokwe-Mukosi dam was based on recurrent droughts and engineers believed that 

the dam would start filling up at a later stage when the communities at risk would have 

been trans-located (Department of Civil Protection 2014). This assumption was challenged 

when the southern part of Masvingo region where Tokwe-Mukosi dam is located got more 

rains than previously expected.  

 

3.3 Policy responses  

 

From the interviews, the policy objective discussed above „to improve disaster 

preparedness and response‟ was thought to be achieved through four policy responses: (1) 

coordination, (2) hazard analysis, (3) improvement of early warning systems and (4) 

evacuation. These proposed policy responses are in line with Hewitt (1983), who argues 

that the objectivist frame seeks to manage risk in three ways: (1) anticipate and hence 

contain the extremes of nature through environmental engineering works, (2) monitor and 

model extreme geophysical events and (3) create disaster plans and emergency responses. 

This suggests that as with policy formation, the way in which disaster risk problem is 

framed plays an important role in how policy implementation unfolds. The four policy 

responses from the interviewees highlighted above are elaborated below.  

 

3.3.1 Coordination  

 

As disaster risk management involves a number of activities and organisations, about 80% 

of the interviewees stated that coordination within and between disaster risk management 

organisations is essential to in order to avoid friction and lack of cooperation. In agreement 
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with OCHA (2012), the interviewees revealed that coordination reduces duplication and 

competition, allowing for complementarity and for scarce resources to be used more 

effectively to reach more people and fill specific gaps in response to needs. In the Tokwe-

Mukosi flood disaster, lack of coordination was seen as an obstacle that needed to be 

overcome in order to sincerely improve disaster preparedness and response. Three 

interviewees (two from government departments and one from an NGO) who participate in 

the NCPCC stated that once coordination is achieved, „civil protection‟ would take place 

and would make disaster preparedness and response more effective and efficient. In 

Zimbabwe, at national level, the execution of the coordination mandate is realised through 

the NCPCC. Provincial Civil Protection Coordination committees and District Civil 

Protection Coordination committees are also mandated to coordinate any emergency-

related activities in their respective provinces and districts. This „top-down view‟ normally 

associated with the objectivist perspective of disaster risk has long been dominant in the 

study of coordination (Bardach 2001). 

 

However, in the Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster, effective coordination was difficult to 

achieve because of the problems associated with the top-down approach to coordination. 

The results of the interviews revealed that the top-down perspective of coordination by 

formal organisations fails to adapt to changed conditions in good time. A participant from 

an NGO interviewed for this research said that: „…in rapid onset disasters like this one 

[Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster], formal structures and planned responses are too slow, 

inadequate, and incoherent…‟ When one looks at the definition of „disaster‟, it is not 

difficult to understand the gist of this argument. Disasters depict a situation in which 

normal institutions are disrupted because of capacity deficit. This disruption creates an 

initial confusion as to how to realign plans to the current situation. Thus, modifications 

necessary for coping with changed conditions are likely to be constrained by the rigidity of 

the system. The alternative view as suggested by a lecturer from a local university 

interviewed for this research would be „bottom-up‟ coordination. He argued that, disasters 

bring unexpected uncertainty and people on the ground seem to understand the situation 

better. „Bottom-up‟ coordination can thus be conceived of as an outcome of local people 

working together to solve complex disaster risk problems without guidance from the top 

(Beck & Plowman 2014). Authors such as Faraj and Xiao (2006) and Chisholm (1989) 

argue that groups in crisis situations work together quite effectively without being guided 
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from the top. The „bottom-up‟ coordination seems to support the idea of community 

participation in disaster risk management. An interviewee from a government department 

who participates in the NCPCC had this to say: „…participation in coordination, it is 

hoped, increases the success of policy and management, because it is inclusive…‟ 

However, this raises a fundamental question: how does bottom-up coordination emerge, 

and how is it managed?  

 

Sixty-seven per cent of interviewees in this research stated that coordination was difficult 

to achieve because of the diverse composition of people and agencies working together, all 

of whom possess different skills, knowledge and competencies. The results from the 

interviews also indicate that emergency agencies sometimes lack a sufficient 

understanding of the responsibilities, needs, plans and tactics of their own and other 

participating agencies, which can have a negative impact on coordination. An interviewee 

from an NGO had this to say: „… I do not think responders share a common view on how 

to respond to disasters like the Tokwe-Mukosi…‟ A lecturer from a local university stated 

that this problem emanates from the lack of an emergency operations plan. According to 

Coppola (2007), an emergency operations plan clearly describes the people and agencies 

involved in response to hazards, responsibilities and actions of these individuals and 

agencies, and when and where these responsibilities and actions will be called upon. The 

emergency operation plan should be cascaded to all government departments so that all 

work is organised towards the same goal. Without an emergency operations document, one 

can argue that it is difficult to deliver a well-coordinated disaster response. Another 

interviewee from a humanitarian organisation stated that lack of emergency exercises 

contributed to difficulties in coordination. He had this to say: „…pre-disaster preparedness 

is generally weak because organisations that deal with disasters are not doing enough 

emergency exercises…‟ According to Schwab, Brower and Hoboken (2007), adequate 

preparedness depends on solid training and exercises that mimic real-life emergency 

scenarios in controlled setting. This gives practical capabilities and allows individuals to 

practice their roles and responsibilities before the actual event occurs. Exercises also 

introduce various individuals and agencies together. As Coppola (2007) argues, disaster 

management officials will know other disaster responders, understand their roles and 

responsibility, and find ways of how they can assist and be assisted by others. Thus, as 
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Sabatier and Mazmanian (1980) argue, one of the most important attributes of any statute 

is the extent to which it hierarchically integrates the implementing agencies.   

 

3.3.2 Hazard analysis 

 

Sixty per cent of the interviewees in this research stated that hazard analysis was crucial in 

providing protection to communities. For example, a male interviewee from a government 

department who participates in the NCPCC said that: „…if you do not know the hazards 

and their potential impact … how can you manage them?‟ A hazard analysis involves 

knowledge of the kinds of hazards that might threaten the community. This knowledge 

includes the probability of the event occurring at varying levels of intensity and at varying 

locations in a community (McLoughlin 1985). In Zimbabwe, the Water Act Chapter 20:24, 

which regulates dam safety and construction, puts emphasis on hazard analysis. It 

categorises dams into four classes which are related to the hazard potential based on the 

risk to life and the economic consequences that can arise if the dam fails. Class 1 dams are 

those that give the worst-case scenario and are designed to the highest standards. 

According to the Act, it is mandatory for dam owners to inform the Ministry of 

Environment, Water and Climate of possible or existing threat of flooding and taking 

appropriate measures to prevent and control flooding from such dams. Tokwe-Mukosi dam 

whose wall height is 89.2 m, and which has a capacity of 1 802 600 000 m
3
, is categorised 

as class 1 dam (Department of Civil Protection 2014). Results of the interviews also 

showed that hazard analysis was believed to be crucial because it provides information 

about the consequences of a possible dam break which is essential in risk estimation and 

evacuation planning.  

 

However, in the Tokwe-Mukosi flooding, tractability of hazard analysis was limited as few 

outputs could be produced to avert the flood disaster. Limiting factors cited by 

interviewees to explain this situation were linked to lack of methodologies, frameworks 

and software tools necessary to proactively manage flood wave propagation, breaching of 

embankments and dam break sediment effects. An engineer from a local university who 

was interviewed for this research stated that the existing flood risk analysis hardly 

addresses the problems of working with rare hydrological events (records of river flow 

rarely exceed 100 years, yet typical design standards of 200 years are required). This is 
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also reflected in the Tokwe-Mukosi Flood Disaster Lessons Learned Workshop, where a 

Zimbabwe National Water Authority (ZINWA) representative stated that „…inflows into 

the Tokwe-Mukosi dam were not predictable and much of what took place in terms of the 

emergency evacuation was not planned for…‟ A male project officer from an NGO said 

that: 

„…it is difficult to estimate the consequences that will result from the 

actual flooding, and the probabilities of the success of actions such as 

evacuation of vulnerable people like the elderly …‟ 

 

In line with views of Kwon and Moon (2005), the distributions used to model some of the 

random variables are inappropriate relative to the expected behaviour of these variables, 

and as a result, simulations of the system can lead to unrealistic values of extreme 

rainfall or water surface levels, and hence of the probability of dam overtopping. The 

availability of technologies to solve the problem is therefore crucial in improving the 

tractability of hazard analysis.  

 

Lack of financial resources was cited by about 40% of the interviewees as a limiting factor 

to achieve a comprehensive hazard analysis. An interviewee from a government 

department stated that „… funds for disasters are insufficient…‟ Hazard analysis requires 

sophisticated and expensive equipment for modelling and highly trained personnel. Money 

is thus obviously necessary to buy equipment and to hire staff in order to conduct the 

technical analysis involved in the hazard analysis. An engineer from a local university said 

that lack of funding has the potential to disrupt or delay policy implementation. In general, 

a threshold level of funding is necessary for there to be any possibility of achieving 

statutory objectives (Sabatier & Mazmanian1980). Participants interviewed, especially 

from NGOs, also blamed the technocratic oriented hazard analysis for ignoring community 

participation. An interviewee from a local NGO had this to say: „…hazard analysis uses 

scientific jargon which many locals cannot understand and as such it is difficult to engage 

them‟. As Peters (2005) argued, high levels of technical content can create obstacles for 

community participation. Thus, even if citizens have opinions, they are unlikely to be 

effective participants in the process unless they have substantial technical expertise (Peters 

2005). One can argue that the scientific and technical hazard analyses give authority to 

experts who then define the „feasible‟ course of action. 
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3.3.3 Improvement of early warning systems 

 

As discussed above, objectivism is based on the belief that the hazard is the causal agent of 

disasters and as such human beings must be prepared to respond to disasters. Sixty per cent 

of the interviewees responded that to improve disaster preparedness and response, a well-

functioning early warning system that can deliver accurate, reliable and understandable 

warnings, in a timely manner, to disaster risk practitioners and populations at risk is 

crucial. As heavy rains were blamed for the disaster, early warning systems were 

skewed towards weather-related issues. The need for an early warning system is 

emphasised in the Meteorological Services Act, the National Climate Change Response 

Strategy and the Department of Civil Protection‟s Service Charter. Early warnings and 

weather forecasts are given by the Meteorological Services Department (MSD). This 

information is used in forecasting the river flows by ZINWA so as to assess whether there 

will be floods. Based on this, the appropriate authorities take the necessary steps to ensure 

that information is disseminated and the potential victims are evacuated before or during 

the flood events. The rationale for using early warning was believed to increase 

accuracy, lead time, communication and dissemination of severe weather and flash 

flood warnings to communities.  

 

However, the tractability of early warning systems was found to be affected by how 

various components of the system feed into each other. As Jubach and Tokar (2016) 

argue, early warning systems are truly end-to-end in nature, that is, they consist of a 

warning and response system where the components are interconnected. Each 

component in this process is critical in reducing the impacts of hazards and provides 

essential lead times to aid decisions. Failure of one component will lead to the failure of 

the entire system to save lives and livelihoods (Jubach & Tokar 2016). In the interviews 

in this research, two problems were noted. The first problem was the inadequate lead time 

between the flood forecast and the flood event. The interviews revealed that this is because 

the models that are being used for meteorological forecasts only provide very short 

forecasts in an accurate manner. According to the Department of Civil Protection (2014), 

ZINWA had no capacity for flood forecasting and modelling and would need to investigate 

the integration of these in its systems. In a tight coupling system, the adverse impacts of a 

failure in one system may propagate, and possibly amplify, through a number of other 
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connected systems (Vespignani 2010). The second problem was failure to package 

scientific and technological information in understandable formats by communities. This 

made it difficult to provide accurate information on the risk associated with flooding to 

communities downstream. Participants from NGOs interviewed for this research stated that 

scientific and technical jargon systematically limits community participation as 

communities find it hard to understand. An interviewee from a government department had 

this to say: „…the majority of downstream residents were not aware of the extent of the 

flooding that could result from a dam failure‟. Arguably, even state-of-the-art technology 

and a perfect forecast will not save lives if the populations at risk are not informed in a 

timely manner or do not understand the message. Consequently, well-prepared 

communities remain vulnerable to hazards if they do not have access to and understand 

information that provides the lead time needed to take necessary actions. 

Communications and warning or information dissemination are important attributes of a 

successful warning system.  

 

3.3.4 Evacuation and rescue operations 

 

On evacuation, approximately 53% of the interviewees of this research felt that evacuation 

of potential flood victims and vulnerable property when accompanied by advance 

planning, warning and response, and subsequent sheltering is an important means of 

reducing loss of life. Evacuation involves people moving from their houses or places of 

business to „safe‟ locations, out of the flood risk area where they are able to shelter until it 

is possible and appropriate for them to return. Two interviewees from the NCPCC were 

convinced that evacuation before the arrival of flood must be the main approach as it 

ensures safety of people and property. This implies that there should be adequate 

arrangements of where to relocate the displaced people including the provision of food, 

clothing and sanitation. This view was believed to be based on the idea of „civil 

protection‟.  

 

However, evacuation exercise was burdened by a number of challenges. According to the 

Department of Civil Protection (2014), these challenges included lack of funds and 

resistance by some of the families that were supposed to be relocated. The results of the 
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interviews revealed that the public was not aware of evacuation routes, safe locations and 

warning methods. One female participant from an NGO in her 40s stated that:  

 

„…in this area I have not seen or heard of any flood drills being done 

and I haven‟t seen or heard of any contingency plans for evacuation 

being put into practice by affected residents…‟ 

 

This implies that community participation was neglected. About 27% of the interviewees 

mentioned that overlooking local people‟s capacity and coping strategies was dangerous 

because it results in conflicts and worsens vulnerabilities and complicates emergency 

response. Interviewees viewed ineffective evacuation as being more caused by lack of 

community participation, and not in lack of local coping capacities. Community 

participation was seen as crucial because it was believed that it improves information flow, 

fosters collaboration, minimises conflicts and enhances community understanding of 

evacuation. Poor evacuation was also blamed on the idea of „civil protection‟. An 

interviewee from a local university told that the idea of „civil protection‟ was misleading 

because the role of the government is seen as that of a protector and the local people are 

conceived of as passive subjects who simply wait to receive information and directions 

from the government through the civil protection sector in disaster situations. 

Communities may thus find comfort in the fallacy of protection. They behave like children 

who always think older and powerful people will protect them and find comfort in the 

notion that, „if something bad happens to us, someone else bigger and better than us will 

come to our rescue, absorb our loses, bail us out‟ (Mitroff & Pauchant 1990). This 

undermines people‟s own capacities and coping strategies (Pelling 2003).  

 

4. Conclusion 

 

From the presentation above, this article clearly shows that „framing‟ harbours „latent‟ 

failures, which only become noticeable on the occurrence of a particular disaster. In the 

objectivist frame of disaster risk, these „latent‟ failures are hidden in diagnostic framing, 

which, in turn, affects its tractability. In its framing of disaster causality, the objectivist 

frame places much emphasis on natural hazards and tends to ignore socio-economic 

processes that place the vulnerable populations at risk. Consequently, this frame has tended 
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to foster technocratic and bureaucratic approaches to disaster risk reduction, which then 

further feed the dominant concepts and imaginaries in a self-reinforcing manner (Lavell & 

Maskrey 2013). Efforts to minimise the devastating consequences of disasters have 

therefore been channelled towards dealing with the hazards using science and technology 

rather than the underlying vulnerabilities, which generate disaster risk. The use of scientific 

and technical jargon and methodologies has been found to effectively exclude communities 

from participating in the process of framing the problem, generating options, evaluating 

options and coming to joint conclusions. Furthermore, the technocratic approach associated 

with the objectivist frame requires significant administrative and technical expertise and 

funding to be tackled effectively, which are not readily available especially in developing 

countries. By closing off the social constructivist door one can argue that framing leads to 

„ignorance‟ of rival frames. This „ignorance‟ is not ignorance in the ordinary sense of not 

knowing, rather it is knowledge based on erroneous cognitive beliefs. Thus, in managing 

disasters, frames that threaten the dominant frame will be ignored, reinterpreted, hidden or 

rejected in a way analogous to the methods that individual resort to defend their own self-

esteem (Brown &Starkey 2000). 

 

This research demonstrates that framing shapes how implementation unfolds by opening 

up some avenues for action while simultaneously closing off others. By this, it sets 

parameters within which decision-making unfolds, thereby determining the regulatory path 

and how tractable the chosen strategy is going to be. The objectivist frame therefore 

becomes prone to „policy surprise‟, that is, lack of preparedness based on erroneous 

assumptions of whether, when, where and how severely a community might be impacted 

by a hazard event (Parker et al. 2009). This can lead to „policy disasters‟, where disasters 

are viewed as direct consequences of policy choices. In a tight coupling system with rigid 

operational structures (which it promotes), the adverse impacts of a failure in one system 

may propagate, and possibly amplify, through a number of other connected systems 

causing more chaos. In this condition, modifications necessary for coping with changed 

conditions are constrained by the rigidity of the system. Thus, technocratic solutions must 

not only be based on one system of interest, but also the unexpected consequences that 

cascade through other connected systems. This article thus concludes that for Zimbabwe to 

achieve the goal of minimising the devastating impacts of disasters, greater efforts must be 

made in reframing disaster risk by integrating objectivism with constructivism. This is 



 

70 
 

because disaster risk derives from a combination of physical hazards and the 

vulnerabilities of exposed elements. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

While the academic literature has established the importance of the constructivism 

perspective in disaster risk management there remains a gap in how to embrace 

constructivism in disaster risk decision making in many countries. The framework 

presented in this article is a step towards translating the conceptualization of disaster risk 

as a social construct into a practical set of arrangements that practitioners can use to 

navigate the complex and fluid landscape of disaster risk problems and solutions, 

especially in Zimbabwe. The framework constitutes a five-stage process of inclusivity, 

diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing and evaluation. The article concludes that 

this framework could aid increased stakeholder empowerment and makes the planning and 

decision making process more transparent and democratic. It may furthermore facilitate 

the building of trust, ownership, and consensus that ultimately increase the legitimacy to 

policy decisions and stakeholder support in disaster risk reduction.  

 

KEYWORDS 

Constructivism, Zimbabwe, disaster risk reduction, risk policy, governance, framework 

 

INTRODUCTION   

 

Conventionally, disaster risk has largely been conceptualised from an objectivist 

perspective. However, since the turn of the century, there has been a growing shift from 

the overemphasis of objectivism, to that of understanding the underlying vulnerabilities 

and underlying drives which create disaster risk and limits at-risk populations to achieve 

higher levels of resilience through development (Van Niekerk, 2015; Blaikie et al., 2014; 

Lavell and Maskrey, 2013). Such a shift puts emphasis on the bottom-up approaches to 

disaster risk policy. This consequently calls for local action in order to achieve effective 

disaster risk management. As such, participation, incorporation of indigenous knowledge, 

and community-based disaster risk reduction has been increasingly acknowledged, 

especially by the Hyogo framework for Action 2005-2015 and its successor the Sendai 

Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030. The Sendai Framework for Disaster 

Risk Reduction encourages governments to seek the active contribution of relevant 

stakeholders including women, children and youth, persons with disabilities, poor people, 
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migrants, indigenous peoples, volunteers, the community of practitioners, and older 

persons when shaping and implementing disaster risk policies, plans and standards. 

However, in many countries, including Zimbabwe, the shift from response-oriented 

emergency management and disaster preparedness toward a more integral and 

comprehensive disaster risk reduction paradigm guided by the constructivist perspective of 

disaster risk is yet to take root (Chipangura et al., 2017; Lavell and Maskrey, 2013). There 

remains a serious gap in how to include at-risk people in disaster risk decision making. As 

a result, in Zimbabwe, disaster and disaster risk continue to be viewed from the hazard 

paradigm (Chipangura et al., 2017).With reference to Zimbabwe, this article therefore 

applies the idea of “constructivism” to disaster risk governance, guided by a practical 

question: What should a constructivist framework for disaster risk policy entail? In 

answering this question, this article seeks to come up with a constructivist framework that 

can assist practitioners to navigate the complex and fluid landscape of disaster risk 

problems and solutions.  

 

BACKGROUND 

 

Disaster risk management in Zimbabwe has been largely influenced by the objectivism 

perspective of disaster risk (Chipangura et al., 2017). In ontological terms, objectivism 

views disaster risk as the real, quantifiable product of nature‟s impact on society 

independent from the social constructions of a society (Chipangura et al., 2016). From this 

view, disaster risk has been defined as a probability of loss in relation to the impact of a 

specific hazard (Shefali, 2009). Thus in objectivism, nature is seen as the cause, the 

condition, and the propelling force that damages, destroys and kills (Fordham et al., 2013). 

Consequently disaster and disaster risk management have been centred on the notion of 

civil defence and civil protection to protect populations against natural and technological 

disasters (Alexander, 2000a) as shown in the section below.  

 

Zimbabwe’s disaster risk governance since the 1980s  

 

In the early 1980s, disaster risk governance has been guided by the Civil Defence Act of 

1982 which was essentially a reactive and response-focused command-and-control 

approach to disaster risk management (Chipangura et al., 2017; Mavhura, 2016; Manyena 
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et al., 2013). In this Act, disaster risk management was viewed as a “battle or war of 

humanity against the hazards” (Kelman, 2011). The term “civil defence” expresses this 

rather militaristic approach to disaster risk management. However, according to Fidler 

(2007), framing disaster risk through the lens of security has been blamed for creating 

complexities and controversies concerning the provision of humanitarian assistance to 

populations affected by disasters. Top-down approaches to disaster management 

associated with the concept of civil defence, have been largely blamed for lack of 

resilience and poor preparedness on the part of sections of society affected by disasters in 

Zimbabwe (Bongo et al., 2013b). Such an approach did little to deal with disaster risk, as 

disasters continue to be devastating in Zimbabwe (PreventionWeb, 2013).  

 

The 1982 Civil Defence Act was repealed by the Civil Protection Act of 1989 which was 

amended in 1992 and 2001. In the Civil Protection Act, disaster risk is still predominantly 

seen as exogenous and unforeseen shocks rather than as endogenous (Chipangura et al., 

2017, Lavell and Maskrey, 2013). The Civil Protection Act 2001 (Part I, Section 2) defines 

a disaster as consisting of, “any (a) natural disaster, major accident or other event 

howsoever caused; or (b) destruction, pollution or scarcity of essential supplies; or (c) 

disruption of essential services; or (d) influx of refugees; or (e) plague or epidemic or 

disease; that threatens the life or well-being of the community”. As Chipangura et al. 

(2017) argue, part (a) and (e) of the definition of disaster in the Act (Part 1, Section 2) 

specifically refers to hazards while part (b), (c) and (d) are the effects of the hazards. 

Placing more emphasis on the hazard has a number of criticisms. Firstly, disasters and 

disaster risk cannot be viewed as physical phenomena only. They are products of the 

possible damage caused by a hazard due to the vulnerability within a community (Blaikie 

et al., 2014). According to Cardona (2003) hazard and vulnerability have a mutual 

conditioning that is one cannot be vulnerable if one is not threatened, and one cannot be 

threatened if one is not exposed and vulnerable. Secondly, in the objectivist approach to 

disaster risk, public participation of people at-risk is often neglected (Warner et al., 2002) 

as people are viewed as powerless victims of “natural” disasters (Jones and Murphy, 

2009). This undermines people‟s own capacities and coping strategies (Shaw et al., 2013; 

Pelling, 2003). When people who have a stake in disaster risk management do not 

participate, they are unlikely to be fully in favour of a policy that is aimed at solving what 

they do not see to be the problem (Adams and Thompson, 2002). Thirdly, management of 
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disasters and disaster risk are predominantly focused on the civil protection and emergency 

management, as opposed to a holistic approach to disaster risk management (CADRI, 

2017). Thus, the objectivist frame is reactive in dealing with disasters, which makes it 

prone to “policy surprises” that can lead to “policy disasters” where disasters are viewed as 

direct consequences of policy choices. Moreover, the idea of “civil protection” has been 

viewed as misleading because the role of the government is seen as that of a protector and 

the local people are conceived of as passive subjects in risk management (Coetzee and Van 

Niekerk, 2012; Chipangura et al., 2017). Fourthly, the technocratic view is taken as the 

only way to address disaster risk problems through public policy application of 

geophysical and engineering knowledge (Delica-Willison and Willison, 2004). This 

implies that significant administrative and technical expertise and funding are needed, but 

these are not readily available especially in developing countries. Again, not all disaster 

risk problems can be solved using the application of geophysical and engineering 

knowledge. According to Pelling (2003), technological responses that address physical 

causes alone can prolong, and even increase, the losses incurred when disasters strike. 

 

By putting too much emphasis on natural processes, the social framework within which 

vulnerabilities manifest is neglected (Oliver-Smith, 2013). The exposure of vulnerable 

people to disaster risk is therefore largely hidden and this generally inhibits the creation of 

socially sensitive responses at policy level. As communities continue to be important 

drivers of the disaster risk reduction agenda, risk reduction cannot be limited exclusively 

to the hazard centric, technocratic, top-down, monodisciplinary and single sector 

managerial and planning approach of the “objectivist” frame, a more “constructivist” 

approach to disaster risk management has to be considered. Arguably, Zimbabwe is 

lagging behind in formulating policies that address disaster risk. Consequently, the impact 

of disasters in Zimbabwe on the economy and population remains very high. For example, 

the cholera epidemic of 2008/9 killed approximately 4276 people (EM-DAT, 2015). One 

can therefore argue that disaster risk reduction is better guaranteed through accountable, 

participatory, inclusive and democratic practices. This can be achieved by embracing the 

notion of constructivism. More attention has to be given to how societies arrive at 

collective disaster risk frames as a basis for disaster risk reduction policy.  
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CONSTRUCTIVISM AND DISASTER RISK  

 

Constructivism is founded on the theoretical belief that reality is socially constructed and 

fluid (Chipangura et al., 2016). According to Crotty (1998), constructivism focuses on the 

exploration of the way people interpret and make sense of their experiences in the world in 

which they live and how the context of events and situations and the placement of these 

within wider social environments have impacted on constructed understandings. As 

Creswell (2007) argues, it is through a dialectical process that a more informed and 

sophisticated understanding of the social world can be created. In disaster risk 

management, calls to embrace constructivism have been made by a number of authors 

such as Chipangura et al. (2016), Fordham et al. (2013) and, Café (2012) as well as by 

international frameworks for disaster risk reduction (e.g. Hyogo Framework for Action and 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction) as a means to improve disaster risk 

reduction. A number of arguments have been forwarded that make the application of 

constructivism perspective appealing to disaster risk management as outlined below.  

 

Firstly, in disaster risk studies, constructivism presents an alternative paradigm to 

objectivism. From a constructivist perspective, disaster risk is seen as socially constructed 

through the interaction of economic, cultural and political processes operating at several 

different scales (Chipangura et al., 2016). According to Lovekamp and Sudha (2013), 

disasters are viewed as socially produced through the formation of a common and shared 

understanding and are rooted in the social structure and reflects the processes of social 

change. The constructivist perspective has advanced framing of disasters as a result of 

vulnerability of humanity. The vulnerability approach is people centred and it concentrates 

on the social, political, and cultural factors of people that make them more vulnerable to 

loss from a hazard (Fordham et al., 2013, UNISDR, 2004). In vulnerability, human beings 

are the principal cause of risks and disasters (Alexander, 2000b). The Pressure and Release 

Model developed by Blaikie et al in 2004 clarifies the vulnerability paradigm and 

conceptualise a disaster as an intersection of two opposing forces: those generating 

vulnerability on the one side and the physical exposure to hazard on the other (Blaikie et 

al., 2014). In this model, one has to trace a progression that connects the impact of a 

hazard on people through a series of levels of social factors that generate vulnerability 
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(Singh et al., 2014). Vulnerability is influenced by a variety of factors such as gender, 

class, race, culture, nationality, age, and other power relationships (Wisner et al., 2004). 

 

Secondly, constructivism is crucial in understanding how disaster risk is framed. The 

framing perspective is actually rooted in the constructionist principle that meanings do not 

automatically or naturally attach themselves to the objects, events, or experiences people 

encounter, but often arise, instead, through interactively based interpretive processes 

(Snow, 2004). “Framing” has been described as a process by which actors construct and 

represent meaning to understand a particular event, process or occurrence (Goffman, 

1974). The term “frame” may also refer to a schemata of interpretation that enable 

individuals to locate, perceive, and label that which happens in their life space and the 

world at large (Goffman, 1974). According to De Boer et al. (2010), frames can be 

characterised as “organising principles that enable a particular interpretation of a 

phenomenon”. Framing disaster risk policy problems and solutions in a way that can be 

effective for policy design, calls for understanding the deliberative dimension of the 

framing process. Deliberation presents an opportunity to stakeholders to identify, clarify, 

and weigh the tensions among their views and the values underlying them; justify them to 

others; and set priorities (Black, 2014). Deliberation thus engages stakeholders in a way 

that helps draw out important values and trade-offs associated with how they frame 

disaster risk problems. This helps in creating an increased stakeholder empowerment and 

make the planning and decision making process more transparent and democratic (Hare et 

al., 2003). In open deliberations, participants build trust, ownership, and consensus that 

ultimately increase the legitimacy to policy decisions and stakeholder support in diagnostic 

and prognostic framing (Basco-Carrera et al., 2017). Deliberation can also promote 

learning. According to Baltussen et al.(2017), stakeholders may learn from one another 

and gain a better understanding of their own position. When different frames are presented, 

stakeholders may be triggered to reflect on their own frames, to verify their own 

assumptions, and to partially revise them (Baltussen et al., 2017; Black, 2014). 

Deliberation thus allows analysing how local experiences and perceptions shape the way in 

which disasters are interpreted, read, analysed and understood within local priorities and 

knowledge systems (Bongo et al., 2013a). The constructivist perspective therefore, looks 

at disaster risk framing as: episodes of ongoing discourse between parts of the community; 
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ongoing monitoring and knowledge generation; and the identification of direct and indirect 

causes of vulnerability (Handmer and Dovers, 2007). 

 

Thirdly, while objectivism generally neglects public participation, constructivism 

embraces participation in disaster risk decisions. Warner et al. (2002) argue that 

participation in disaster risk management is an inalienable human right; people have the 

right to participate because their lives and/or livelihoods are affected. According to Roux 

et al. (1997), affairs of the people must be regulated in the interest of all, with a view to 

promoting the general welfare of society. Participation has several advantages in disaster 

risk management. Engaging the public dialogically in early policy stages and disaster 

management phases creates expanded knowledge, shared learning, personal responsibility, 

and increased social capital. Authors such as Manyena et al. (2013) argue that legislations 

that encapsulate community involvement would enable local communities to challenge 

policies and ideologies, governance, power relations and human rights abuses that are 

responsible for generating vulnerability. According to Hwacha (2004), participation is 

considered essential for identifying concerns and issues, generating solutions for 

addressing them, reaching agreement on how problems can be resolved. Moreover, 

participation invokes the use of local knowledge and expertise which are crucial in 

understanding local situations and contexts, planning objectives and policy measures, as 

well as improving and/or creating innovative and alternative strategies (Basco-Carrera et 

al., 2017). 

 

Fourthly, constructivism entails some policy desirable qualities (Chipangura et al., 2016). 

In constructivism, policy is a  dynamic process that occurs over time; ideologically 

informed; is culturally determined; occurs in arenas of conflict; is constituted by language 

deployed as tactic; and is informed by practice or technique (Bourk and Worthington, 

2000). It allows framing policy problems in ways that facilitate strategies and tactics that 

are open to a variety of solutions and scenarios that would give more weight to social 

priorities and local potentials (Lavell and Maskrey, 2013; Fidler, 2007). As Mariyani-

Squire (1999) notes, constructivism allows for a “democratic” plurality of perspectives, 

each and every perspective has an equal “right” to be judged as possibly valid and true for 

the agents holding to their respective constructions. Public policies are thus influenced and 

formulated by the interaction of multiple policy actors as individuals, and in organized 
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groups, including government officials, nongovernmental organisations and the private 

sector (Handmer and Dovers, 2007). Arguably, constructivism favours more community 

based disaster risk approaches because the community is the source of both risk generation 

and risk reduction. It is people centric as it endeavours to satisfy the needs of the people. 

There is a wide ownership of disaster risk “problems”, identification of 

vulnerabilities/resilience, allowing multiple definitions and perceptions. Constructivism 

thus opens up the possibility of greater integration of traditional democratic activities and 

the regulation of scientific practices according to the public interest (Mariyani-Squire, 

1999). 

 

While the concept of constructivism has been widely adopted and co-opted by the expert 

community, explicit policy acknowledgement of the constructivism perspective has been 

lacking (Shefali, 2009).  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The proposed constructivist framework for disaster risk policy presented in this article was 

brought into reality mainly through reflection on the previous work of Chipangura et al. 

(2017), Chipangura et al. (2016) and Lavell and Maskrey (2013) and Adams and 

Thompson (2002), and a literature review and interviews with senior managers and 

specialists in disaster risk management in Zimbabwe. A detailed literature review was 

conducted in order to identify the key pillars of constructivism. In this context, the 

literature review ensured that the knowledge on constructivism was up to date and 

constructivism aspects which have been previously explored were not going to be 

reinvented. Most of the literature was obtained through electronic databases. Different 

search combinations were used to find relevant literature. The concept of constructivism 

was combined with key words like disaster risk, deliberation, framing and framework. A 

critical evaluation of the credibility of the literature was done mainly by cross-examining 

different authors‟ logic of argumentation and conclusions.  

 

The empirical part of the research used interviews to explore what could a constructivist 

framework entail. Interviews were designed to collect information on what could be 

included in a social constructivist framework for disaster risk. Twenty interviews were 
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conducted with experts who were purposively selected from about forty organisations that 

participate in the national civil protection committee. These included six officers from 

three government departments, eight programme managers from four NGOs, and six 

academic staff from three universities. For interview data analysis, interview records were 

fully transcribed to Microsoft Word documents and were imported into NVivo. This 

allowed the development of an initial code skeleton which included the main categories 

based on the main themes discussed in the interviews. These themes were: (a) diagnostic 

framing which centres on the identification of the disaster risk problem and who/what to 

blame (b) prognostic framing which is about the identification of a solution to the 

problem/s identified in the diagnostic framing and (c) motivational framing which focuses 

on translating the solutions agreed in the prognostic framing stage into actionable items or 

roles. The second step of coding was topic coding in which, by reading the interviews, 

different topics discussed in the different passages of the interviews were identified and 

were located in the second hierarchy nodes of the tree node. These were: (a) inclusivity (b) 

framing and (c) deliberation. Analytical coding (Richards, 2009) was then performed to 

generate new categories that formed the third hierarchy nodes which included (a) proposal 

which allows participants to express their initial thinking about an issue (b) argumentation 

where arguments for or against the proposals are presented, (c) revision which allows 

participants to change their thinking based on the arguments presented in the 

argumentation stage and (d) agreement where consensus is reached by the participants. 

Subsequently, the social constructivist framework for disaster risk was developed. The 

stages of the framework are elaborated in the section below. 

 

A CONSTRUCTIVIST FRAMEWORK FOR DISASTER RISK POLICY  

 

From the discussion above the proposed constructivist framework for disaster risk policy 

(see Figure 5 for overview) proposes some steps towards dealing with the fallibility of the 

objectivist approach highlighted above. It embraces the idea that there is a construction 

process that determines how disasters and disaster risk are defined and framed, and that 

there are various social subjects and conceptions of nature and social actors underpinning 

the framing process. The framework is therefore built on the argument that if disaster risk 

is socially constructed, so too must be the solution to disaster risk. Consequently, it seeks 

to translate the conceptualisation of disaster risk as socially constructed into a practical set 
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of arrangements that practitioners can be used to deepen the contribution of the at-risk 

publics in disaster risk reduction policy formulation. As such, it is aimed at local-level 

implementation. Thus, the target participants and audiences are local communities, local 

government and local organisations. This consequently, requires the authorities that deal 

with disaster risk to decentralise decision making in order to engage and negotiate with 

local communities. This is important because, disaster risk managers at the local level have 

better knowledge of the unique conditions and contexts of the local people. In order to 

achieve fruitful deliberative dialogue, the framework should be implemented by an 

independent external facilitator skilled in disaster risk management and conflict 

management. Managing conflict is crucial in this framework because disasters generate 

framing contests that result in fierce competition over which interpretations hold sway 

over the collective imagination (Bongo et al., 2013a). In this light, social conflict becomes 

a process of successive, competitive problem definitions by opposing sides angling for 

advantage and issue expansion (Chipangura et al., 2016). The task of the facilitator is to 

assist participants in their efforts to examine their own interests and to make their own 

decisions. The government department responsible for disaster risk management should be 

responsible for the implementation of the framework, for involving all the relevant 

stakeholders and for leading the ethical deliberation and analysis, and when and where the 

deliberation will be carried out.  

 

Stage 1: Inclusivity 

 

In objectivism, disaster risk management is dominated by non-affected or suppressive and 

patriarchal groups (Bongo et al., 2013b). Participation of people at-risk in disaster risk 

management is often neglected (Jones and Murphy, 2009; Warner et al., 2002, Chipangura 

et al., 2017) yet drivers of disaster problem framing are located in the society and are 

shaped by society‟s established ways of thinking (Handmer and Dovers, 2007). The goal 

of inclusivity is thus to ensure that everyone is fairly represented as shown in Figure 1. 

Inclusivity calls for the “rights” of members of the public who are at-risk to benefit from 

and participate, as an actor, in disaster risk management policies and practices. The 

argument here is that since it is the people, who are affected by hazards, it should be their 

prerogative to play a part in the formulation of disaster risk reduction strategies that would 

benefit them. By involving people at-risk, disaster risk management would benefit from 
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traditional community based knowledge systems which are many times “intuitive experts” 

in risk management and adaptation and intuitive generators of knowledge (Lavell and 

Maskrey, 2013). Moreover, action would be made more equitable and responsive to the 

needs of people at-risk especially the disabled, women, children and ethnic minorities who 

are often underrepresented. Inclusivity is however not limited to people at-risk, it also 

includes the government/public sector (e.g. policy-makers provincial/district level 

institutions), civil society (e.g. non-governmental organisations, universities, research 

institutes and local community organisations) and the private sector (e.g. businesses). This 

is because the involvement of policy-makers, experts and businesses from the very 

beginning of the process will increase the likelihood of their support in both the process 

and outcome of deliberation. Bringing together the analytical perspectives and competing 

arguments of the public, government, civil society organisations and businesses in the 

policymaking process, will lead to conversations in which the horizons of both citizens and 

practitioners are extended through a mutual dialogue (Dryzek, 1982).   

 

 

Figure 1: Inclusivity 

 

To achieve inclusivity, baseline data about a community is crucial in establishing various 

categories of at-risk people in that community such as the disabled, elderly and children 

and stakeholders crucial in disaster management. For effective deliberation, a small 

number of representatives (from government, civil society and private sector) is required to 

keep discussions manageable, with a greater proportion given to the at-risk people. Table 1 

below offers a criterion for representation that might be useful in selecting participants.  

 

Public Government

Civil Society Private Sector

Inclusivity
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Table 1: Representation criteria 

Affected Publics Government, Civil Society, Private Sector 

 Is he/she based in the affected area of 

the community? 

 Is he/she based in the affected area of the community? 

 Is he/she been affected by disaster/s  Is he/she been working closely with the community in 

disaster risk reduction/management? 

 Does he/she have good knowledge of 

the local context 

 Does he/she have good knowledge of the local context - 

political, social, and economic? 

 Was he/she elected or nominated by 

the community 

 Was he/she elected or nominated by the organisation 

 Is there balanced 

gender/ethnic/caste/class 

representation? 

 Does he/she have authority to make decisions in the 

local area? 

 

Stage 2: Diagnostic framing  

 

Defining disaster risk policy problems is an act of conceptualising collective problems or 

challenges to be dealt with. It is important to name a problem in order to recognize its 

existence. Until there is a label that can be attached to an issue, it is difficult to feed into 

the policy process for any sort of resolution or even discussion (Peters, 2005). Diagnostic 

framing (see Figure 2) therefore entails the identification of a problem and who or what to 

blame. The objective of this stage is to clarify what the problem is. To achieve diagnostic 

framing, a deliberative dialogue is essential. The origin of the dialogue is not a conflict of 

opinions about whether a particular proposal on problem definition is true or false. Instead 

it is a problem posed by the need to understand which disaster risk problems are faced by 

the community so that appropriate measures can be taken. As highlighted above, the 

communities should be well represented in this stage. The problem should not be imposed 

on communities; rather community members should be able to define their own problems 

in their own way. As highlighted above this is important because people are unlikely to be 

whole-heartedly in favour of a policy that is aimed at solving what they do not perceive to 

be the problem (Adams and Thompson, 2002).  

 

The governing questions for the deliberation dialogue in this stage can be formulated as: 

(1) what is the problem? (2) How is it defined? These questions are aimed at opening up 

discussions into what the community sees as the problem. Crucial in diagnostic framing is 

the argumentation step. This step is aimed at bringing together the stakeholders identified 
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in Stage 1 to have a group based process of participation, social exchange, reflection, 

learning and meaningful discussion (Kenter et al., 2016) on disaster risk problem framing. 

It thus facilitates a dialogue among participants where various frames and counter frames; 

and arguments and counter arguments that are crucial in disaster risk diagnostic framing 

are harnessed. The profundity, comprehensiveness and meticulousness of the arguments 

brought for and against problem definitions is the most valuable feature of the diagnostic 

stage. In this stage, the continuing process of information sharing requires that opinions 

need to be revised in light of new facts and comments presented by other participants. 

After the revision of initial problem proposals, a decision about disaster risk problem 

definition(s) has to be made within time constraints. This stage should be closed off when 

the arguments and proposals considered on all sides have been sufficiently discussed so 

that all the relevant factors have been considered. If stakeholders fail to reach an 

agreement of what the problem is, then they need to reformulate problem definitions and 

go through the process of argumentation and revision of problem definitions.   

  

Figure 2: Diagnostic framing stage 

 

Stage 3: Prognostic framing 

 

As Coburn(2006) argues, diagnostic and prognostic framing are often closely intertwined, 

in that prognostic framing often rests implicitly on the problem definition and attribution 

that is part of diagnostic framing. As such, the prognostic framing (see Figure 3) stage 

Diagnostic framing Stage

Governing  
Questions

Problem definition 
proposals Argumentation

Revision of problem 
definitions

Agreement

Reformulate 
problem definition 

proposals

Go to prognostic 
framing

(see Figure 3)

Yes No 
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focuses on providing a solution to the problem, posed by diagnostic framing in the 

previous stage. According to Benford and Snow (2000), prognostic framing puts forth 

particular goals and suggests tactics for achieving those goals. The guiding question in this 

stage can be formulated as: How do we solve the problem? This guiding question is meant 

to motivate participants to suggest solutions to the problems identified in the diagnostic 

stage. These solution proposals are then discussed in the argumentation step where 

participants identify and assess possible solutions. Tractability of various solutions has to 

be discussed in order to assess the solubility of the proposed solution. According to Dovers 

(1995), tractability describes the ease, or conversely the difficulty, with which a problem 

can be redressed. Consequently, as Dovers (1995) suggested, availability of means 

(operational policy instruments, technologies or institutional structures) and their 

acceptability becomes key in describing the easy or difficulty with which the problem can 

be solved. This process allows a cross-examination of solutions and reassess how the 

larger collective pool of knowledge can help minimise impacts and maximize benefits. In 

the revision of solutions proposals step, participants would revise various solution options 

in light of the arguments in the argumentation step. When revision is done, participants 

would need to agree on the best practical options to deal with the problem. Where 

participants fail to agree, they need to reformulate their proposals and go through the 

process of argumentation and revision in order to come up with an agreement after which 

they go to the next stage: motivational framing.  

 

Figure 3: Prognostic framing 
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(see Figure 4)
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In prognostic framing, efforts should be made to understand policy problems identified in 

the diagnostic stage and tie them systematically to solution. This is important because it 

holds the potential to develop effective solutions to policy problems. Such an 

understanding of the problem can be achieved by using attributes of policy problems 

identified in Peters (2005) framework for understanding policy problems as shown in 

Table 2. In Peters (2005) framework, these attributes are “solubility”, “complexity” and 

“scale”. 

 

Table 2: Peters (2005) framework for understanding policy problems (Attributes of policy 

problems) 

Attributes of Policy 

Problems 

Defining Questions for the  Attribute 

Solubility. Can the „problem‟ be solved? Or, is the problem likely to 

reoccur over time? 

Complexity How complex is the problem (political & programmatic)? 

Scale (of the problem) Is the problem a large one that is not subject to 

„disaggregation‟? 

 

 

Stage 4: Motivational framing  

 

Motivational framing is focused on the calling for “action”, compared to diagnostic and 

prognostic frame. As Benford and Snow (2000) argue, motivational framing is more or 

less a symbolic “call to arms”. The objective of this stage is to translate the solutions 

agreed in the prognostic framing stage into actionable items or roles. The key components 

of this stage are the assignment of roles to respective stakeholder groups and the 

identification of deliverables, upon which progress can be evaluated. The governing 

questions for motivational framing dialogue can be formulated as: (1) what are the roles of 

each stakeholder group? (2) What should their deliverables be? (3) What capacities can be 

built in the process? Based on the areas of responsibilities and the pool of resources agreed 

on in the preceding stage, the role of each stakeholder group is clarified and built into the 

implementation plan. Emphasis here is placed on the affected public representatives to 

identify areas that their constituency can or would like to partake. Roles, responsibilities 

and resources are revised and negotiated in the revision step to ensure that implementation 

will be effective. Where the affected publics in the community lack the expertise, 
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technology, or infrastructure to fulfil a role given to them, the government, 

nongovernmental organisations and businesses should provide them with the skills and 

tools. It is conjectured that this will help in building capacity and creating shared 

ownership in disaster risk reduction programs. Laying out the deliverables is an important 

component in motivational framing as it provides a way to evaluate progress and establish 

accountability. However, in the case that participants fail to agree on the assignment of 

roles then they need to reformulate the roles and responsibilities and go through the 

argumentation and revision step.  

 

 

Figure 4: Motivational framing 

 

The attributes directly tied to instruments in Peters (2005) framework for understanding 

policy problems as summarised in Table 3 can help in motivational framing. In Peters 

(2005) framework, these attributes include “divisibility”, “monetarization”, “scope” and 

“interdependence”. These attributes relate more to the connection between problem 

characteristics and instrument choice, and these variables tend have more substantive 

implications (Peters, 2005).  
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Table 3: Peters (2005) framework for understanding policy problems (attributes directly 

tied to instruments) 

Attributes directly tied to 

instruments  

Defining Questions for the  Attribute 

Divisibility Are the policy solutions „divisible?‟ Can they be 

disaggregated to the advantage of particular 

constituencies? 

Monetarization Is the problem identified and/or solvable in terms of 

money? 

Scope (of activity 

contributing to the problem) 

Are there large numbers of persons, organizations, or 

activities involved in creating the problem? 

Interdependence Can the problem be addressed well by a single agency or 

ministry? 

 

 

Stage 5: Evaluation of the deliberative process  

 

This stage seeks to evaluate the success of deliberative processes and assess the quality of 

the deliberation. The purpose of this stage is to determine whether or not the process of 

deliberation was fair (e.g. were the views of participants accurately represented). In this 

stage emphasis is placed on the appraisal, analysis, and the determination of the quality of 

the activities and their results. In evaluation, two forms of evaluation are identified (1) 

process evaluation (2) outcome evaluation. Process evaluation centres on how the 

deliberative process was implemented and what problems were experienced. In this 

framework, issues such as whether inclusivity and deliberative process was conducted in 

an unbiased way, or whether participants had access to the appropriate resources to enable 

them to deliberate meaningfully would be crucial. On the other hand, outcome evaluation 

centres on measuring changes in specific outcomes, as well as to establish whether or not a 

deliberative process was effective in causing the intended changes. This can be achieved if 

there is, (1) clarity on the intended changes, (2) appropriate measures to track such 

changes, and (3) a valid and reliable mechanism to collect data about these changes. For 

example, did the deliberative process increase the participants‟ knowledge, capacity for 

future deliberation, or level of trust in policy-makers? Or did the deliberative process lead 

to a consensual, responsive, and efficient decision? 
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Figure 5: Constructivist framework for disaster risk policy framing 

  

Public Government

Civil society Private sector

Inclusivity

Diagnostic framing
Stage

Governing 
Questions

Problem 
definition 
proposals 

Argumentation
Revision of  

problem 
definitions

Agreement

Reformulate 
problem definition 

proposals

Go to prognostic 
framing

Prognostic
framing Stage

Governing 
Questions

Proposals 
for 

solutions

Argumentation
Revision of 

solution 
proposals

Agreement

Reformulate 
solution proposals

Go to 
Motivational 
framing stage

Motivational 
framing Stage

Governing  
Questions

Proposals for 
roles & 

responsibilities
Argumentation

Revision of roles 
& responsibilities

Agreement

Reformulate roles 
& responsibilities

End of 
deliberation

Yes Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 



 

94 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

The proposed framework presented in this article, takes into consideration, the less 

rigorously explored alternative “constructivism” to policy process which embraces disaster 

risk argumentative dimension. The framework helps in understanding how framing of 

disaster risk problems and solutions arises from the multiplicity of intricately, interrelated 

and interdependent socioeconomic, political, and cultural factors. By involving 

communities, this framework is a step forward towards greater inclusivity in disaster risk 

management. This is important as it deepens the contribution of the at-risk publics in 

disaster risk reduction policy formulation. In deepening the contributions of the at-risk, the 

framework offers participants an opportunity to put forward their proposals to the 

governing question/s in which they elucidate their initial understanding of the issue of 

concern and to have critical dialogue about those issues in the argumentation stage. The 

notion of argumentation is critical in this framework as it is based on the recognition that 

multiple perspectives are involved in the interpretation and understanding of social and 

political reality and the competing definitions of policy problems and solutions to which 

they give rise. It allows participants to receive and exchange information, to critically 

examine an issue, and to clarify what the problems are and, in the process lay the ground 

for credible solutions. While the argumentation stage allows participants to raise first their 

awareness of their own assumptions, the “revision stage” allows participants to suspend 

those pre-existing biases in order to consider new ways of viewing and resolving disaster 

risk issues that are significant to the community. This is important because it allows 

participants to think beyond initially “preferred” options and considers the implications of 

the proposals being made. This constructivist process is geared towards the promotion of 

shared meanings and assumptions that motivate people to action and allow individuals to 

strive for collective causes.  

 

However, this framework can face some challenges. While the concept of constructivism 

has been widely adopted by the expert community, little is known about its effectiveness in 

disaster risk reduction as many disaster policies are objectivist in nature. Without 

demonstrated impacts, the platform can lose political and financial support. Another 

complicating factor in this framework may come from the differing agendas that various 

stakeholders involved come to table with. Integration can be frustrated by conflict among 
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various groups e.g. conflict between the objectivist view of disaster risk and constructivist 

response. The constant contentions involved in policy making introduced by various actors 

and forces at various levels may limit the effectiveness and frustrate the process of 

deliberations (Bourk and Worthington, 2000). In this light the success of the framework 

therefore depend on how conflict is managed. Moreover, there is also the danger of co-

option of the at-risk people by government, civil society organisations and the private 

sector. This may lead to participation as promotion and co-optation of pre-designed policy 

which will not be in the interest of the at-risk people. 

 

In conclusion, while this framework may be prone to some challenges, it is an important 

step towards translating the conceptualization of disaster risk as socially constructed into a 

practical set of arrangements that practitioners can use to navigate the complex and fluid 

landscape of disaster risk problems and solutions. The framework promotes a process of 

collective definition which would be responsible for the emergence of social problems, for 

the way in which they are seen, for the way in which they are approached and considered, 

for the kind of remedial plan that is laid out and for the transformation of the remedial 

(Grafton and Permaloff, 2005). Where people come together to consider disaster risk issues 

that trouble them in a deliberative dialogue, they are likely to modify their intentions so as 

to make common prescriptions and in so doing, they are likely to reach the mutual 

intention and approximately individual wish. This framework is likely to stimulate a 

commitment to address the root causes of disaster risk, increase capacities to cope with the 

effects of natural hazards and facilitate empowerment. This helps in building trust, 

ownership, and consensus that ultimately increase the legitimacy to policy decisions and 

stakeholder support in disaster risk reduction. 
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CHAPTER 6:  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION  

 

This study, guided by the intepretivism research approach, sought to understand how 

disaster risk “problems” are framed and explore the implications of framing on policy 

formulation and implementation. Consequently, the research aimed to identify the themes 

demonstrating whether a constructivist framework can be developed as a disaster risk 

policy for Zimbabwe. The approach of qualitative semi-structured interviews employed in 

the study enabled the researcher to seek out the views of practitioners and specialists in a 

deeper manner as well as to allow flexibility within the interview. In achieving the 

objectives of the study, four research articles were developed and they formed part of this 

thesis. This chapter attempts to discuss the outcomes of these research articles in relation to 

how research questions were addressed by these articles. The summary conclusion of each 

research article will include a brief discussion on the aim, design, main findings and the 

significance for practice and education on disaster risk framing and disaster risk policy in 

Zimbabwe.   

 

6.1.1. Article 1: An exploration of objectivism and social constructivism within the 

context of disaster risk 

 

The objective of the article was to address the thesis‟s research question 1: What is 

constructivism and objectivism within the context of disaster risk reduction? This research 

question sought to deal with the concern in disaster risk regulatory decision making of 

whether disaster risk should be viewed as an objectively identifiable phenomenon 

(objectivism) or a subjective, socially constructed process (constructivism) (Adams & 

Thompson, 2002). Consequently, the article sought to understand ontologically and 

epistemologically what is meant by the concepts of social constructivism and objectivism 

within the context of disaster risk from which disaster risk policy can be analysed. The 

article also explored the implications of social constructivism and objectivism in disaster 

risk which is essential in explaining why disaster risk has different nuances and 

consequently policy responses. A literature review was used to explore social 
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constructivism and objectivism within the context of disaster risk. Academic books, 

journal articles, and disaster risk reports to served as primary research data.  

 

The article showed that objectivism and constructivism are the two common opposing 

extremes that characterize the epistemological viewpoints in disaster risk research. 

Objectivism views disaster risk as the real, quantifiable product of nature‟s impact on 

society; independent from the social constructions of a society and has adopted the 

technocratic or hazard-centred approach to disaster risk. This view of disaster risk has 

dominated the field of disaster risk and has influenced the technocratic discourses, 

arguments, and language used in disaster risk. Its strength is that it has contributed 

considerably to the understanding of the hazard component of disaster risk. However, its 

major shortcoming has been its failure to incorporate the social aspects in dealing with 

disaster risk. In constructivism, disaster and disaster risk are viewed as socially produced 

and are rooted in the social structure and reflects the processes of social change. This 

perspective has advanced framing of disasters as a result of vulnerability of humanity. In 

vulnerability, people not physical forces are the principal cause of risks and disasters. 

Human beings thus have the power to reduce, or even eliminate, the toll from disasters. In 

managing disasters the constructivist perspective thus focuses on vulnerability reduction as 

the disaster risk policy‟s main goal. However, while the academic literature has long 

established the importance of the constructivism perspective in disaster risk management 

explicit policy acknowledgement of the constructivism perspective has been lacking.   

 

On significance for practice and education, the article showed that differing views of 

disasters and disaster risk have been shaped by objectivism and constructivism 

perspectives. These two perspectives underpin how people make sense of the world and 

influence the approach that is taken to disaster risk management. These perspectives thus 

have repercussions on policy formulation and implementation because, the way in which a 

disaster risk problem is defined and framed delineates the search for solutions to that 

problem. One‟s ontological and epistemological commitment therefore underpins how one 

makes sense of the world and influence the approach one takes to disaster risk 

management. The article also showed that scholars and practitioners should understand that 

viewing and managing disasters through the lens of objectivism (the dominant paradigm) 

might not yield the desired results of minimising risk as it hides the vulnerabilities to 
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disaster risk. The objectivist perspective is therefore in itself considered insufficient for the 

study of disaster risk management and that social constructivist assumptions are required in 

order to analyse disaster risk. The article established that social constructivism offers a 

discursive approach to disaster risk policy science; one that more favourably illuminates 

competing local perspectives.  

 

6.1.2. Article 2: Disaster risk problem framing: Insights from societal perceptions in 

Zimbabwe 

 

The objective of this article was to answer research question 2: How is disaster risk 

problem framed in Zimbabwe? Consequently, the article sought to critically explore 

societal perceptions of disaster risk problems in Zimbabwe in order to give them meaning 

and render them manageable. To guide the article the following research questions were 

formulated (1) what is framing in the context of disaster risk? (2) How do disaster 

practitioners and local communities frame disaster risk problems? In answering these 

research questions, the study used a literature review and qualitative semi-structured 

interviews with practitioners and local people. During the analysis of the interview data, 

two levels at which framing can occur (i.e. diagnostic and prognostic) were used to 

compare how interviewees frame disaster risk problem and solutions. Two groups of 

disaster risk practitioners were identified through systematically studying the transcripts; 

one was technocratic in its approach (mostly government) while the other was 

constructivist (mostly NGOs) in nature. From these two groups and the local people, three 

frames (technocratic, vulnerability and theism) in which a disaster risk problem is framed 

were identified using analytical coding. 

 

The results of the study show that the majority (70%) of the practitioners from the public 

sector and non-governmental organizations viewed disaster risk using the objectivist 

paradigm and focused on the hazard as the disaster risk “problem” to be managed through 

technocratic interventions. This view by the majority of practitioners was largely shaped by 

mandated definitions e.g. the Civil Protection Act. As such disaster risk was viewed as 

what the legislation specified it to be. In objectivism, rival claims such as the vulnerability 

or theistic frames were silenced. The silenced frames (vulnerability and theistic) were 

found to be crucial in understanding the social construction of disaster. The majority (82%) 



 

103 
 

of the local people used mostly the social construct and theistic frames which were shaped 

by their culture in both diagnostic and prognostic framing of disaster risk. The majority of 

the general public viewed vulnerability as the disaster risk problem to be solved. The 

vulnerability frame was found to be people centred. It focused on the social, political, and 

cultural factors of people that make them more vulnerable to loss from hazards. Thus 

people not physical forces are the principal cause of disasters and disaster risk. Prevention 

and mitigation were believed to be achieved through social rather than physical solutions. 

From a theistic frame, disaster and disaster risk were viewed as acts of God/god. As acts of 

God/god, disasters were viewed as divine retribution for human misdeeds and failings. In 

dealing with disasters and disaster risk, humanity was generally viewed as powerless 

victims of natural disasters and, thus, freed from liability for avoiding disasters. From this 

view, disasters are not viewed as a policy priority issue. As a result, humanity tends to do 

nothing about them. It is also interesting to note that the theistic view of disaster risk was 

seen as closely related to the vulnerability concept in that it is concerned with elements that 

are crucial in the vulnerability paradigm such as poverty, pollution, inequality and 

marginalisation. Like in the Pressure and Release Model (Blaikie et al., 1994), sin can be 

traced back to political and economic systems which breed „sins‟ such as marginalisation 

and inequality.  

 

On significance for practice and education in disaster risk management, the concept of 

framing highlights that disaster risk has varied meanings and interpretations between 

practitioners and the local people, which is embedded in their varied storylines. How 

disaster risk is viewed by practitioners is locked in policies, governance arrangements and 

instrumental systems which govern how they should interpret and deal with risk. Policies, 

governance arrangements and instrumental systems used in disaster risk by practitioners 

influences the selection of disaster risk concepts, focusing upon them, their salience and 

relevance, and the affect attached to them. Consequently individuals are not able to change 

these persistent cultural phenomena and as such, the repertoire of frames is, conceptually 

situated largely externally of the individual. Practitioners and scholars should therefore 

recognize that disaster risk should not be viewed as unitary and state-centred, but as diverse 

and multi-centred. Such an acknowledgement may help in understanding that the locus of 

disaster risk problem is not to be found primarily in governmental agencies; rather, it is to 

be found in the communities where risk is generated and experienced. Thus the hazard, 
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vulnerability and theistic frames should not be taken as opposing each other but as 

fundamentally interrelated and co-evolving in causing disaster risk. Disaster risk 

practitioners should therefore aim for a networked model of engagement where various 

stakeholders in the society are drawn together to form networks that can debate about 

disaster risk problems and formulate action plans. 

 

6.1.3. Article 3: An exploration of the tractability of the objectivist frame of disaster 

risk in policy implementation in Zimbabwe 

 

Article 3 aimed to address the third research question: How does disaster risk “problem” 

framing shape the emergence and nature of responses at policy level? This research 

question was motivated by the desire to understand what the objectivist frame mean for 

disaster risk policy designs, and with what, consequences for their implementation. The 

article therefore sought to investigate what the objectivist frame of disaster risk mean for 

disaster risk policy designs in Zimbabwe and with what consequences for their 

implementation by looking into how framing affects tractability in implementation using 

the Tokwe-Mukosi flood disaster as a case study. Secondary data and semi-structured 

interviews were used in gathering relevant literature. Most of the secondary data was found 

through electronic databases. Different search combinations were used to find relevant 

literature. Policy was combined with words like implementation, framing, tractability and 

disaster risk. The empirical part of the research used semi-structured interviews to explore 

the tractability of policy frames in Zimbabwe. Senior managers and specialists in disaster 

risk management in Zimbabwe were purposively selected from government departments, 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and universities.  

 

The results of the study revealed that majority (80%) of the interviewees defined the 

problem as an “act of nature”, and believed that public policy should be designed to prepare 

people and organise reactions to the disastrous effects of hazards. Such policy objectives 

were believed to be achieved through four policy responses, namely: (1) coordination; (2) 

hazard analysis; (3) improvement of early warning systems; and (4) evacuation. 

Tractability of the objectivist frame was found to be mainly affected by its limited 

understanding of the causes of, and solutions to disasters. In its framing of disaster 

causality, the objectivist frame was found to place too much emphasis on natural hazards 
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and tended to ignore socio-economic processes that place the vulnerable populations at risk. 

Consequently, this frame has tended to foster technocratic and bureaucratic approaches to 

disaster risk reduction, which then further feed the dominant concepts and imaginaries in a 

self-reinforcing manner (Lavell and Maskrey, 2013). Efforts to minimise the devastating 

consequences of disasters have therefore been channelled towards dealing with the hazards 

using science and technology rather than the underlying vulnerabilities, which generate 

disaster risk. The use of scientific and technical jargon and methodologies were found to 

effectively exclude communities from participating in the process of framing the problem, 

generating options, evaluating options, and coming to joint conclusions. Furthermore, the 

technocratic approach associated with the objectivist frame was found to require significant 

administrative and technical expertise and funding to be tackled effectively which are not 

readily available especially in developing countries. Another weakness of the objectivist 

paradigm in implementation was that it is reactive. This means that even if risks are known, 

communities tend to wait in anticipation of a disastrous event and then activate plans and 

procedures.  

 

This article provides further evidence that, the way in which a problem is defined and 

framed circumscribes the search for solution to that problem. This article shows that 

framing shapes how implementation unfolds by opening up some avenues for action while 

simultaneously closing off others, setting parameters within which decision making 

unfolds, and shaping the allocation of resources. Practitioners and scholars should 

therefore understand that “farming” has the potential to determine the regulatory path and 

how tractable the chosen strategy is going to be. The article also shows that “framing” has 

the potential to harbour “latent” failures which only become noticeable on the occurrence 

of a particular disaster. These “latent” failures are hidden in diagnostic framing, thus from 

the very outset the governance arrangements and instrumental systems that flow from 

diagnostic framing will necessarily also be intractable. The reactive nature of the 

objectivist frame of disaster risk is prone to “policy surprise” that is lack of preparedness 

based on erroneous assumptions of whether, when, where and how severely a community 

might be impacted by a hazard event (Parker et al., 2009). This can lead to “policy 

disasters” where disasters are viewed as direct consequences of policy choices. In a tight 

coupling system with rigid operational structures, the adverse impacts of a failure in one 
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system may propagate, and possibly amplify, through a number of other connected systems 

causing even more chaos.  

 

6.1.4. Article 4: An appropriate constructivist framework for effective disaster risk 

framing in Zimbabwe 

 

This article sought to answer the forth research question and the general research question: 

what should a constructivist disaster risk framing framework entail? Can a constructivist 

framework be developed as a disaster risk policy for Zimbabwe which will assist in 

disaster problem framing? This research question was motivated by the desire to deal with 

the fallibility of the objectivist perspective of disaster risk and to translate the 

conceptualization of disaster risk as socially constructed into a practical set of 

arrangements that practitioners can use to deepen the contribution of the at-risk publics in 

disaster risk reduction policy formulation. The proposed constructivist framework for 

disaster risk policy presented in this article was brought into reality mainly through 

reflection of articles 1, 2 and 3 above, literature review and interviews with senior 

managers and specialists in disaster risk management in Zimbabwe. In the three articles 

cited above, objectivism has been found to neglect participation of the at-risk populations. 

Twenty interviews with experts who were purposively selected from government 

departments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and universities were conducted to 

capture expert opinion on what a constructivist framework for disaster risk should entail. 

 

The proposed constructivist framework for disaster risk in this article is a five-stage 

process of inclusivity, diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing and evaluation. 

Inclusivity brings together the at-risk populations, government/public sector, civil society 

and the private sector to participate in disaster risk policy framing. To achieve inclusivity, 

baseline data about a community was found to be crucial in establishing various categories 

of at-risk people in that community such as the disabled, elderly and children and 

stakeholders crucial in disaster management. Diagnostic framing stage centres on the 

identification of a problem and who or what to blame. The objective is to clarify what the 

problem is. The prognostic framing stage focuses on providing a solution to the problem, 

posed by diagnostic framing. Prognostic framing puts forth particular goals and suggests 

tactics for achieving those goals. Motivational framing is focused on translating the 
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solutions agreed in the prognostic framing stage into actionable items or roles. The key 

components of this stage are the assignment of roles to respective stakeholder groups and 

the identification of deliverables, upon which progress can be evaluated. The evaluation 

stage, seeks to evaluate the success of the deliberative processes and assess the quality of 

the deliberation. In evaluation, two forms of evaluation are identified (1) process 

evaluation (2) outcome evaluation. In these stages three main steps are to be followed: 

proposal, argumentation and revision. The proposal stage allows participants to express 

their initial thinking about an issue. The proposals are then discussed in the argumentation 

where arguments for or against the proposals are presented. While the argumentation stage 

allows participants to raise first their awareness of their own assumptions, the “revision 

stage” allows participants to suspend those pre-existing biases in order to consider new 

ways of seeing and resolving disaster risk issues that are significant to the community. This 

paves the way for agreements to be made. The framework imbeds the fluid nature of risk 

framing through the provision of pathways back to different stages of deliberation when 

stakeholders fail to reach an agreement. 

 

By involving communities, this framework is a step forward towards greater inclusivity in 

disaster risk management. This is important as it deepens the contribution of the at-risk 

publics in disaster risk reduction policy formulation. The framework promotes shared 

meanings and assumptions that motivate people to action and allow individuals to strive 

for collective causes. Bringing together the analytical perspectives and competing 

arguments of the public, government, civil society organisations and businesses in the 

policymaking process, is likely to lead to conversations in which the horizons of both 

citizens and practitioners are extended through a mutual dialogue. Where people come 

together to consider disaster risk issues that trouble them in a deliberative dialogue, they 

are likely to modify their intentions so as to make common prescriptions and in so doing, 

they are likely to reach the mutual intention and approximately individual wish. This 

framework is likely to stimulate a commitment to address the root causes of disaster risk, 

increase capacities to cope with the effects of natural hazards and facilitate empowerment. 

This helps in building trust, ownership, and consensus that ultimately increase the 

legitimacy to policy decisions and stakeholder support in disaster risk reduction. The 

proposed framework is an important step towards translating the conceptualization of 

disaster risk as socially constructed into a practical set of arrangements that practitioners 



 

108 
 

can use to navigate the complex and fluid landscape of disaster risk problems and 

solutions. 

 

6.2 CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE THESIS 

 

Through article 1: An exploration of objectivism and social constructivism within the 

context of disaster risk, this thesis contributes to the epistemological and ontological 

analysis of what is meant by the concepts of social constructivism and objectivism within 

the context of disaster risk from which disaster risk policy can be analyzed. 

Epistemological and ontological commitment underpin how one makes sense of the world 

and influence the approach one takes to disaster risk. An epistemological and ontological 

assessment of social constructivism and objectivism in disaster risk can assist greatly in 

understanding the discursive dimension of disaster risk through explanations of how and 

why disasters are framed the way they are framed. 

 

The thesis through article 2: Disaster risk problem framing: Insights from societal 

perceptions in Zimbabwe contributes to disaster risk framing literature by specifying how 

disaster risk knowledge is framed by its social producers and users which reflect the 

interest and culture of disaster risk policy-relevant actors. It shows that culture, is critical in 

framing as it influences the selection of concepts, focusing upon them, their salience and 

relevance, and the affect attached to them. It also contributes to literature on disaster risk 

reduction by showing how framing links to policy choices and action. 

 

The thesis also contributes to the existing knowledge and debate on disaster risk policy 

implementation. Through article 3: An exploration of the tractability of the objectivist 

frame of disaster risk in policy implementation in Zimbabwe, it illustrates the practical 

consequences that the hazard interpretation of disaster risk has for disaster risk 

management policy and responses through a case study of Tokwe-Mukosi 2014 flood 

disaster. It also contributes to literature on policy implementation by showing that disaster 

risk cannot be entirely “tamed” by the technocratic paradigm alone, social constructivism 

is also required in disaster risk reduction. The thesis also contributes to the framing 

analysis by showing that the way in which a disaster risk problem is framed circumscribes 

the search for solutions to that problem. The thesis demonstrates that framing shapes how 
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implementation unfolds by opening up some avenues for action while simultaneously 

closing off others. By this, it sets parameters within which decision-making unfolds 

thereby determining the regulatory path and how tractable the chosen strategy is going to 

be. 

 

The social constructivist framework developed in article 4: An appropriate constructivist 

framework for effective disaster risk framing in Zimbabwe contributes to the growing body 

of knowledge of the constructivist analysis of disaster risk. The proposed framework in this 

thesis is a step towards translating the conceptualization of disaster risk as socially 

constructed into a practical set of arrangements that practitioners can use to navigate the 

complex and fluid landscape of disaster risk problems and solutions. The framework also 

contributes to literature on community based disaster risk reduction as it seeks to deepen 

the contribution of the at-risk publics in disaster risk reduction policy formulation through 

creating a platform for an inclusive deliberative dialogue. Moreover, it establishes concrete 

ways to develop a methodology that can be used to promote participation in order to 

capture the diversity of perceptions, resources and problem definitions.  

 

6.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The following recommendations are made: 

 

Recommendation 1: Understand the theoretical underpinnings of disaster risk 

The thesis established that epistemological and ontological foundations and context are 

crucial in understanding disaster risk. An epistemological and ontological assessment of 

social constructivism and objectivism in disaster risk can assist in understanding the 

discursive dimension of disaster risk through explanations of how and why disasters are 

framed the way they are framed. It is recommended that scholars, policy makers, and 

practitioners in disaster risk management understand the epistemological foundations of 

disaster risk because they explain how and why disaster and disaster risk has varied and 

multifarious nuances. Making these subjects aware of epistemological complexity might 

result in better understandings regarding disagreements over disaster risk problem and 

potential changes for resolving them.  
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Recommendation 2: Embrace constructivism in disaster risk framing 

Since disaster and disaster risk derive from a combination of hazards and vulnerabilities, 

there is need for reframing disaster risk policy problems by moving away from the over 

emphasis of the objectivist paradigm, to that of understanding the underlying social 

constructions which generate disaster risk. In that endeavour, the hazard and vulnerability 

paradigms should not be taken as orthogonal but as fundamentally interrelated and co-

evolving in causing disaster risk. Such a constructivist-driven approach to disaster risk can 

lead to engagements for greater action towards effective disaster risk reduction and help 

governments and societies to mitigate and prevent disaster risk. 

 

Recommendation 3: Strengthen the legislative/legal framework and mechanisms by 

embracing the proposed framework of disaster risk policy 

The thesis established that in Zimbabwe, policies enacted to mitigate, prepare for, respond 

to and recover from disasters have been based on the objectivism perspective. These 

policies have not had the desired outcome in minimizing the devastating impact of 

disasters. For Zimbabwe to achieve the goal of minimizing the devastating impacts of 

disasters, greater efforts must be made in reframing disaster risk by integrating objectivism 

with constructivism in disaster risk policy. This allows framing policy problems in ways 

that facilitate strategies and tactics that are open to a variety of solutions and scenarios that 

would give more weight to social priorities and local potentials. Consequently, there would 

be a wide ownership of disaster risk “problems”, identification of vulnerabilities/resilience, 

allowing multiple definitions and perceptions. Constructivism thus opens up the possibility 

of greater integration of traditional democratic activities and the regulation of scientific 

practices according to the public interest (Mariyani-Squire, 1999). 

 

Recommendation 4: Promote public participation in disaster risk planning 

The thesis established that the objectivist frame of disaster risk generally neglects public 

participation. Practitioners should therefore encourage public participation in disaster risk 

planning. This is important because participation invokes the use of local knowledge and 

expertise which are crucial in understanding local situations and contexts, planning 

objectives and policy measures, as well as improving and/or creating innovative and 

alternative strategies. Moreover, when the at-risk people do not participate in diagnostic 

and prognostic framing, they are unlikely to be whole-heartedly in favour of a policy that is 
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aimed at solving what they do not perceive to be the problem. Participation should 

embrace the notion of inclusivity to ensure that everyone is fairly represented. This thesis 

has argued that, since it is the people, who are affected by hazards, it should be their 

prerogative to play a part in the formulation of disaster risk reduction strategies that would 

benefit them. By involving people at-risk, disaster risk management would benefit from 

traditional community based knowledge systems. To achieve inclusivity, baseline data 

about a community is crucial in establishing various categories of at-risk people in that 

community such as the disabled, elderly and children and stakeholders crucial in disaster 

management. 

 

6.4 LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

This section discusses the limitations of this research and proposes options for addressing 

these issues in future work. As mentioned earlier, social constructivism positions are 

founded on the theoretical belief that reality is socially constructed and fluid, so substantial 

findings are only applicable to the Zimbabwean scenario, though general statements and 

the frameworks constructed and the methodology used can be applied to other settings. The 

methodology used in this research focused mainly on the views of disaster risk 

practitioners. This limited the analysis of this research to a detailed description and 

juxtaposition of dominant discourses in disaster risk management. Future research should 

thus include a larger number of participants from the at-risk population in order to capture 

hidden discourses in communities. Longitudinal studies are also suggested for future 

research. Longitudinal studies helps in capturing disaster risk “problem” framing within a 

historical context, where framing trajectories that enables or restricts problem definition 

can be followed. This helps in capturing changes in the institutional systems affecting 

disaster risk management organisations and economic, social and political macro-variables 

that may change over time and influence perceptions.  

 

This study proves that disaster risk is framed differently by different people.  For example 

in Chapter 3 locals indentified witchcraft, corruption, industrial crisis, farm invasions, 

dumping of hazardous waste, large-scale evictions and the issue of brain drain as disaster 

risk which all disaster risk practitioners did not. Therefore, additional research that focuses 

on the socio-cultural variables such as ethnic groupings, religious beliefs as well as other 
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critical information related to the unique characteristics of the community needs to be 

taken into consideration in order to provide a comprehensive disaster risk frame analysis. 

In Chapter 4, the analysis of tractability was limited to the objectivist frame. This research 

suggests that more studies are needed to explore the tractability of other disaster risk 

frames such as the constructivist frame. The proposed framework presented in Chapter 5, 

takes into consideration, the less rigorously explored alternative “social constructivism” to 

policy process. However, while the concept of social constructivism has been widely 

adopted by the expert community, little is known about its effectiveness in disaster risk 

reduction as many disaster policies are objectivist in nature. The constant contentions 

involved in policy making introduced by various actors and forces at various levels may 

limit the effectiveness and frustrate the process of deliberations. To improve the success of 

the framework more research is required to understand how conflict is managed in 

deliberative dialogues and how arguments are constructed.  

 

6.5 CONCLUSION  

  

This study provided a detailed insight into how disaster risk is framed in Zimbabwe and 

has shown the implications of framing on policy formulation and implementation. The 

study employed both the study of literature and empirical research. Through article 1, the 

study traced the development of the two main interpretations of disaster risk (hazard and 

vulnerability paradigms) and showed how they are based on two distinct framings 

(objectivism and social constructivism) of the disaster risk. Through article 1 this study 

showed that objectivism and social constructivism prioritizes the production of different 

types of knowledge, and emphasizes different types of responses to disaster risk. In 

objectivism the hazard is blamed for disaster risk while in social constructivism disaster 

causality is blamed on vulnerability. Yet disaster risk is caused by both hazards and 

vulnerability. Through article 2, the study established empirically how disaster risk is 

framed in Zimbabwe. It was found out that disaster risk is mainly framed using the 

objectivist perspective of disaster risk by practitioners while the at-risk people used the 

vulnerability paradigm. These findings motivated this study to explore the tractability of 

the objectivist frame of disaster risk in policy implementation in Zimbabwe using Tokwe-

Mukosi 2014 flood disaster as a case study. The study through article 3 thus clearly 

demonstrated that framings of disaster risk do matter because framing influences policy 
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responses that are prioritised. This study has shown that the objectivist based disaster risk 

policies are not tractable to a larger extent. To deal with the fallibility of the objectivist 

frame of disaster risk, this study proposed a constructivist framework for disaster risk in 

chapter 5 through article 4. The proposed framework is a five-stage process of inclusivity, 

diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing and evaluation which is meant to help 

practitioners to translate the conceptualization of disaster risk as socially constructed into a 

practical set of arrangements navigate the complex and fluid landscape of disaster risk 

problems and solutions. In conclusion this study has clearly shown that how a problem is 

framed is critical as it circumscribes the search for solution to that problem and determines 

how tractable the chosen solution is going to be in its implementation. Framing of disaster 

risk therefore provides a firm theoretical basis for the design of effective disaster risk 

management policy.  
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Emerald is pleased to partner with Peerwith to provide editorial support for authors wishing to submit papers to Emerald journals. Peerwith is a platform for author services, 

connecting academics seeking support for their work with the relevant expert who can help out with language editing and translation, visuals, consulting, or anything else 

academics need to get their research submission-ready. 

 
Transparency and Openness Promotion (TOP) Guidelines 
 
Emerald is a signatory of the Transparency and Openness Promotion (TOP) Guidelines, a framework that supports the reproducibility of research through the adoption of 

transparent research practices. Emerald encourages authors to cite and fully reference all data, program code and other methods in their article. References for data sets and 

program codes should include a persistent identifier, such as a Digital Object Identifier (DOI). Persistent identifiers ensure future access to unique published digital objects, 

such as a text or data sets. Persistent identifiers are assigned to data sets by digital archives, such as institutional repositories and partners in the Data Preservation Alliance 

for the Social Sciences (Data-PASS). When citing data we advise authors to follow appropriate international and national procedures with respect to data protection, rights to 

privacy and other ethical considerations. For further guidance please refer to our publication ethics guidelines. For an example on how to cite data sets, please refer to the 

References section below. 

 

Final submission 
 
The author must ensure that the manuscript is complete, grammatically correct and without spelling or typographical errors. Before submitting, authors should check their 

submission completeness using the available Article Submission Checklist. Proofs will be emailed prior to publication. 

 
Open access submissions and information 
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Emerald currently offers two routes for Open Access in all journal publications, Green Open Access (Green OA) and Gold Open Access (Gold OA). Authors who are 

mandated to make the branded Publisher PDF (also known as the "Version of Record") freely available immediately upon publication can select the Gold OA route during 

the submission process. More information on all Open Access options can be found here. 
 
For more information on HEFCE, visit our author rights page. 

 
Manuscript requirements 
 
Please prepare your manuscript before submission, using the following guidelines: 

 
Format Article files should be provided in Microsoft Word format. LaTex files can be used if an  
accompanying PDF document is provided. PDF as a sole file type is not accepted, a PDF must be accompanied by the source file. Acceptable figure file types are listed 

further below. 
 
Article Length The journal publishes two types of articles. Long papers (up to 7,000 words) cover conceptual  
and theoretical reflections, methodological contributions and case studies. Short articles (up to 4000 words) include commentaries, policy and practice briefings and field 

reports and book reviews. For the latter, reviewers are encouraged to send their review to the book author(s) to solicit a reply, which will be published along the review. 

This includes all text including references and appendices. Please allow 280 words for each figure or table. 
 
Article Title A title of not more than eight words should be provided. 
 
Author details All contributing authors’ names should be added to the ScholarOne submission, and their  
names arranged in the correct order for publication. 
 
Correct email addresses should be supplied for each author in their separate author  
accounts  
The full name of each author must be present in their author account in the exact format  
they should appear for publication, including or excluding any middle names or initials as  
required  
The affiliation of each contributing author should be correct in their individual author  
account. The affiliation listed should be where they were based at the time that the  
research for the paper was conducted 

 
Biographies and Authors who wish to include these items should save them together in an MS Word file to be  
acknowledgements uploaded with the submission. If they are to be included, a brief professional biography of not  

more than 100 words should be supplied for each named author. 
 
Research funding Authors must declare all sources of external research funding in their article and a statement to  
this effect should appear in the Acknowledgements section. Authors should describe the role of  
the funder or financial sponsor in the entire research process, from study design to submission. 
 
Structured Abstract Authors must supply a structured abstract in their submission, set out under 4-7 sub-headings  
(see our "How to... write an abstract" guide for practical help and guidance): 
 
Purpose (mandatory)  
Design/methodology/approach (mandatory)  
Findings (mandatory)  
Research limitations/implications (if applicable)  
Practical implications (if applicable)  
Social implications (if applicable)  
Originality/value (mandatory)  
 
Maximum is 250 words in total (including keywords and article classification, see below). 
 
Authors should avoid the use of personal pronouns within the structured abstract and body of the paper (e.g. "this paper investigates..." is correct, "I investigate..." is 

incorrect). 
 
Keywords Authors should provide appropriate and short keywords in the ScholarOne submission that  
encapsulate the principal topics of the paper (see the How to... ensure your article is highly  
downloaded guide for practical help and guidance on choosing search-engine friendly  
keywords). The maximum number of keywords is 12. 
 
Whilst Emerald will endeavour to use submitted keywords in the published version, all keywords are subject to approval by Emerald’s in house editorial team and may be 

replaced by a matching term to ensure consistency. 
 
Article Classification Authors must categorize their paper as part of the ScholarOne submission process. The  
category which most closely describes their paper should be selected from the list below. 
 
Research paper. This category covers papers which report on any type of research undertaken by the author(s). The research may involve the construction or testing of a 

model or framework, action research, testing of data, market research or surveys, empirical, scientific or clinical research. 
 
Viewpoint. Any paper, where content is dependent on the author's opinion and interpretation, should be included in this category; this also includes journalistic pieces. 
 
Technical paper. Describes and evaluates technical products, processes or services. 
 
Conceptual paper. These papers will not be based on research but will develop hypotheses. The papers are likely to be discursive and will cover philosophical discussions 

and comparative studies of others' work and thinking. 
 
Case study. Case studies describe actual interventions or experiences within organizations. They may well be subjective and will not generally report on research. A 

description of a legal case or a hypothetical case study used as a teaching exercise would also fit into this category. 
 
Literature review. It is expected that all types of paper cite any relevant literature so this 
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  category should only be used if the main purpose of the paper is to annotate and/or critique 
  the literature in a particular subject area. It may be a selective bibliography providing advice on 
  information sources or it may be comprehensive in that the paper's aim is to cover the main 
  contributors to the development of a topic and explore their different views. 

  General review. This category covers those papers which provide an overview or historical 
  examination of some concept, technique or phenomenon. The papers are likely to be more 
  descriptive or instructional ("how to" papers) than discursive. 

 Headings Headings must be concise, with a clear indication of the distinction between the hierarchy of 
  headings. 

  The preferred format is for first level headings to be presented in bold format and subsequent 
  sub-headings to be presented in medium italics. 

 Notes/Endnotes Notes or Endnotes should be used only if absolutely necessary and must be identified in the 
  text by consecutive numbers, enclosed in square brackets and listed at the end of the article. 

 Figures All Figures (charts, diagrams, line drawings, web pages/screenshots, and photographic images) 
  should be submitted in electronic form. 

  All Figures should be of high quality, legible and numbered consecutively with arabic numerals. 
  Graphics may be supplied in colour to facilitate their appearance on the online database. 

  Figures created in MS Word, MS PowerPoint, MS Excel, Illustrator should be supplied in 
  their native formats. Electronic figures created in other applications should be copied 
  from the origination software and pasted into a blank MS Word document or saved and 
  imported into an MS Word document or alternatively create a .pdf file from the 
  origination software. 
  Figures which cannot be supplied as above are acceptable in the standard image formats 
  which are: .pdf, .ai, and .eps. If you are unable to supply graphics in these formats then 
  please ensure they are .tif, .jpeg, or .bmp at a resolution of at least 300dpi and at least 
  10cm wide. 
  To prepare web pages/screenshots simultaneously press the "Alt" and "Print screen" keys 
  on the keyboard, open a blank Microsoft Word document and simultaneously press "Ctrl" 
  and "V" to paste the image. (Capture all the contents/windows on the computer screen 
  to paste into MS Word, by simultaneously pressing "Ctrl" and "Print screen".) 
  Photographic images should be submitted electronically and of high quality. They should 
  be saved as .tif or .jpeg files at a resolution of at least 300dpi and at least 10cm wide. 
  Digital camera settings should be set at the highest resolution/quality possible. 

 Tables Tables should be typed and included in a separate file to the main body of the article. The 
  position of each table should be clearly labelled in the body text of article with corresponding 
  labels being clearly shown in the separate file. 

  Ensure that any superscripts or asterisks are shown next to the relevant items and have 
  corresponding explanations displayed as footnotes to the table, figure or plate. 

 References References to other publications must be in Harvard style and carefully checked for 
  completeness, accuracy and consistency. This is very important in an electronic environment 
  because it enables your readers to exploit the Reference Linking facility on the database and 
  link back to the works you have cited through CrossRef. 

  You should cite publications in the text: (Adams, 2006) using the first named author's name or 
  (Adams and Brown, 2006) citing both names of two, or (Adams et al., 2006), when there are 
  three or more authors. At the end of the paper a reference list in alphabetical order should be 
  supplied: 

 For books Surname, Initials (year), Title of Book, Publisher, Place of publication. 

  e.g. Harrow, R. (2005), No Place to Hide, Simon & Schuster, New York, NY. 

 For book chapters Surname, Initials (year), "Chapter title", Editor's Surname, Initials, Title of Book, Publisher, Place 
  of publication, pages. 

  e.g. Calabrese, F.A. (2005), "The early pathways: theory to practice – a continuum", in 
  Stankosky, M. (Ed.), Creating the Discipline of Knowledge Management, Elsevier, New York, NY, 
  pp. 15-20. 

 For journals Surname, Initials (year), "Title of article", Journal Name, volume issue, pages. 

  e.g. Capizzi, M.T. and Ferguson, R. (2005), "Loyalty trends for the twenty-first century", Journal 
  of Consumer Marketing, Vol. 22 No. 2, pp. 72-80. 

 For published Surname, Initials (year of publication), "Title of paper", in Surname, Initials (Ed.), Title of 
 conference proceedings published proceeding which may include place and date(s) held, Publisher, Place of publication, 
  Page numbers. 

  e.g. Jakkilinki, R., Georgievski, M. and Sharda, N. (2007), "Connecting destinations with an 
  ontology-based e-tourism planner", in Information and communication technologies in 
  tourism 2007 proceedings of the international conference in Ljubljana, Slovenia, 2007, 
  Springer-Verlag, Vienna, pp. 12-32. 

 For unpublished Surname, Initials (year), "Title of paper", paper presented at Name of Conference, date of 
 conference proceedings conference, place of conference, available at: URL if freely available on the internet (accessed 
  date).  
 
e.g. Aumueller, D. (2005), "Semantic authoring and retrieval within a wiki", paper presented at the European Semantic Web Conference (ESWC), 29 May-1 June, Heraklion, 
Crete, available at: http://dbs.uni-leipzig.de/file/aumueller05wiksar.pdf (accessed 20 February 2007). 



 

139 
 

 

  

 Emerald | Disaster Prevention and Management information | Author Guidelines 

 For working papers Surname, Initials (year), "Title of article", working paper [number if available], Institution or 
  organization, Place of organization, date. 

  e.g. Moizer, P. (2003), "How published academic research can inform policy decisions: the case 
  of mandatory rotation of audit appointments", working paper, Leeds University Business School, 
  University of Leeds, Leeds, 28 March. 

 For encyclopedia entries Title of Encyclopedia (year) "Title of entry", volume, edition, Title of Encyclopedia, Publisher, 
 (with no author or editor) Place of publication, pages. 

  e.g. Encyclopaedia Britannica (1926) "Psychology of culture contact", Vol. 1, 13th ed., 
  Encyclopaedia Britannica, London and New York, NY, pp. 765-71. 

  (For authored entries please refer to book chapter guidelines above) 

 For newspaper Surname, Initials (year), "Article title", Newspaper, date, pages. 
 articles (authored)  

  e.g. Smith, A. (2008), "Money for old rope", Daily News, 21 January, pp. 1, 3-4. 

 For newspaper Newspaper (year), "Article title", date, pages. 
 articles (non-authored)  

  e.g. Daily News (2008), "Small change", 2 February, p. 7. 

 For archival or other Surname, Initials, (year), "Title of document", Unpublished Manuscript, collection name, 
 unpublished sources inventory record, name of archive, location of archive. 

  e.g. Litman, S. (1902), "Mechanism & Technique of Commerce", Unpublished Manuscript, Simon 
  Litman Papers, Record series 9/5/29 Box 3, University of Illinois Archives, Urbana-Champaign, 
  IL. 

 For electronic sources If available online, the full URL should be supplied at the end of the reference, as well as a date 
  that the resource was accessed. 

  e.g. Castle, B. (2005), "Introduction to web services for remote portlets", available at: 
  http://www-128.ibm.com/developerworks/library/ws-wsrp/ (accessed 12 November 2007). 

  Standalone URLs, i.e. without an author or date, should be included either within parentheses 
  within the main text, or preferably set as a note (roman numeral within square brackets within 
  text followed by the full URL address at the end of the paper). 

 For data Surname, Initials (year), Title of Data Set, Name of data repository, available at: Persistent URL 

  e.g. Campbell, A. and Kahn, R.L. (1999), American National Election Study, 1948, ICPSR07218- 
  v3, Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research (distributor), Ann Arbor, MI, 
  available at: http://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR07218.v3 

 
Frequently asked questions 

 
Do you publish  
open access articles? 
 
Is there a submission fee  
for the journal? 
 
What should be included  
in my paper's word count? 

 
How can I become  
a reviewer for a journal? 
 
Who do I contact if I want to  
find out which volume and  
issue my accepted paper will  
publish in? 

 

 
For questions about open access, please visit the Open Access section of the website. 

 
There are no submission fees for any of Emerald's journals. 

 
The word count for your paper should include the structured abstract, references, and all text in 

tables and figures. Each journal has a set word count parameter for papers – this information will 

be on the journal's homepage. 
 
Please contact the Editor for the journal, with a copy of your CV, to be considered as a 

reviewer. 
 
Firstly, log in to your author centre on the journal's ScholarOne site, click on 'Manuscripts with 

Decisions' and check the 'status' column of the table that will appear at the bottom of the page. If 

the Editor has assigned your paper to an issue, the volume and issue number will be displayed 

here. If this information is not present, then the Editor has not yet assigned your paper to a volume 

and issue. In this case you may email the Editor of the journal to ask which volume and issue your 

paper is most likely to feature in. 
 

Who do I contact if I have If you are having a problem on ScholarOne please email the journal's Editor or the Emerald  
a query about ScholarOne? Content Editor for help and advice. 
 
Is my paper suitable If, after reading the journal's aims and scope (available in the 'about the journal' section of the  
for the journal? website), you are still unsure whether your paper is suitable for the journal, please email the  
journal's Editor and include your paper's title and structured abstract. The journal Editor will be able to advise on the suitability of your paper. 
 
How do I ensure anonymity of  
my manuscript for peer  
review? 
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The International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction (IJDRR) is the journal for researchers, 

policymakers and practitioners across diverse disciplines: Earth Sciences in its entirety; 

Environmental Sciences; Engineering; Urban Studies; Geography; and Social sciences. IJDRR 

publishes fundamental and applied research, critical reviews, policy papers and case studies 

focusing on multidisciplinary research aiming to reduce the impact of natural and technological 

disasters. IJDRR stimulates exchange of ideas and knowledge transfer on disaster research, 

mitigation, adaptation, prevention and risk reduction at all geographical scales: local, 

national and international. 
 

Key topics: 

• Multifaceted disaster and cascade disasters 
 

• The development of disaster risk reduction strategies and techniques 
 

• Discussion and development of effective warning and educational systems for risk 

resilience at all levels 
 

• Climate Change and its implications in sudden disasters 
 

• Vulnerability analysis and vulnerability trends 
 
• Emerging risks 
 

The journal particularly encourages papers which approach risk from a multidisciplinary 

perspective. 
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GUIDE FOR AUTHORS 
 

Your Paper Your Way 

We now differentiate between the requirements for new and revised submissions. You may choose to submit 
your manuscript as a single Word or PDF file to be used in the refereeing process. Only when your paper is 

at the revision stage, will you be requested to put your paper in to a 'correct format' for acceptance and 
provide the items required for the publication of your article. 
To find out more, please visit the Preparation section below. 
 

Submission checklist 

You can use this list to carry out a final check of your submission before you send it to the journal for 

review. Please check the relevant section in this Guide for Authors for more details. 
 

Ensure that the following items are present: 

One author has been designated as the corresponding author with contact details: 

• E-mail address 

• Full postal address 
 

All necessary files have been uploaded: 

Manuscript: 

• Include keywords 

• All figures (include relevant captions) 

• All tables (including titles, description, footnotes) 

• Ensure all figure and table citations in the text match the files provided 

• Indicate clearly if color should be used for any figures in print Graphical Abstracts / Highlights files 
(where applicable) Supplemental files (where applicable) 
 

Further considerations 

• Manuscript has been 'spell checked' and 'grammar checked' 

• All references mentioned in the Reference List are cited in the text, and vice versa 

• Permission has been obtained for use of copyrighted material from other sources (including the 
Internet) 
 

• A competing interests statement is provided, even if the authors have no competing interests to 
declare 
 

• Journal policies detailed in this guide have been reviewed 

• Referee suggestions and contact details provided, based on journal requirements 
 

For further information, visit our Support Center. 

 

BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

Ethics in publishing 

Please see our information pages on Ethics in publishing and Ethical guidelines for journal publication. 

 

Declaration of interest 

All authors must disclose any financial and personal relationships with other people or organizations that 

could inappropriately influence (bias) their work. Examples of potential competing interests include 
employment, consultancies, stock ownership, honoraria, paid expert testimony, patent 
applications/registrations, and grants or other funding. Authors must disclose any interests in two places: 1. 
A summary declaration of interest statement in the title page file (if double-blind) or the manuscript file (if 
single-blind). If there are no interests to declare then please state this: 'Declarations of interest: none'. This 
summary statement will be ultimately published if the article is accepted. 
 

2. Detailed disclosures as part of a separate Declaration of Interest form, which forms part of the journal's 
official records. It is important for potential interests to be declared in both places and that the information 
matches. More information. 

 

Submission declaration and verification 

Submission of an article implies that the work described has not been published previously (except in the 
form of an abstract, a published lecture or academic thesis, see 'Multiple, redundant or concurrent publication' for more 

information), that it is not under consideration for publication elsewhere, that 
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its publication is approved by all authors and tacitly or explicitly by the responsible authorities where the 
work was carried out, and that, if accepted, it will not be published elsewhere in the same form, in English or 

in any other language, including electronically without the written consent of the copyright-holder. To verify 
originality, your article may be checked by the originality detection service Crossref Similarity Check. 

 

Preprints 

Please note that preprints can be shared anywhere at any time, in line with Elsevier's sharing policy. Sharing your preprints e.g. on a 

preprint server will not count as prior publication (see 'Multiple, redundant or concurrent publication' for more information). 

 

Use of inclusive language 

Inclusive language acknowledges diversity, conveys respect to all people, is sensitive to differences, and 
promotes equal opportunities. Articles should make no assumptions about the beliefs or commitments of any 
reader, should contain nothing which might imply that one individual is superior to another on the grounds of 
race, sex, culture or any other characteristic, and should use inclusive language throughout. Authors should 
ensure that writing is free from bias, for instance by using 'he or she', 'his/her' instead of 'he' or 'his', and by 

making use of job titles that are free of stereotyping (e.g. 'chairperson' instead of 'chairman' and 'flight 
attendant' instead of 'stewardess'). 
 

Changes to authorship 

Authors are expected to consider carefully the list and order of authors before submitting their manuscript 
and provide the definitive list of authors at the time of the original submission. Any addition, deletion or 

rearrangement of author names in the authorship list should be made only before the manuscript has been 
accepted and only if approved by the journal Editor. To request such a change, the Editor must receive the 
following from the corresponding author: (a) the reason for the change in author list and (b) written 
confirmation (e-mail, letter) from all authors that they agree with the addition, removal or rearrangement. In 
the case of addition or removal of authors, this includes confirmation from the author being added or 
removed. 
 

Only in exceptional circumstances will the Editor consider the addition, deletion or rearrangement of authors 
after the manuscript has been accepted. While the Editor considers the request, publication of the 
manuscript will be suspended. If the manuscript has already been published in an online issue, any requests 
approved by the Editor will result in a corrigendum. 
 

Article transfer service 

This journal is part of our Article Transfer Service. This means that if the Editor feels your article is more 
suitable in one of our other participating journals, then you may be asked to consider transferring the article 
to one of those. If you agree, your article will be transferred automatically on your behalf with no need to 
reformat. Please note that your article will be reviewed again by the new journal. More information. 

 

Copyright 

Upon acceptance of an article, authors will be asked to complete a 'Journal Publishing Agreement' (see more 

information on this). An e-mail will be sent to the corresponding author confirming receipt of the manuscript together with a 'Journal 

Publishing Agreement' form or a link to the online version of this agreement. 

 

Subscribers may reproduce tables of contents or prepare lists of articles including abstracts for internal 
circulation within their institutions. Permission of the Publisher is required for resale or distribution outside the institution and 

for all other derivative works, including compilations and translations. If excerpts from other copyrighted works are included, the 

author(s) must obtain written permission from the copyright owners and credit the source(s) in the article. Elsevier has preprinted forms 
for use by authors in these cases. 

 

For gold open access articles: Upon acceptance of an article, authors will be asked to complete an 'Exclusive 
License Agreement' (more information). Permitted third party reuse of gold open access articles is determined by the author's choice 

of user license. 

 

Author rights 

As an author you (or your employer or institution) have certain rights to reuse your work. More information. 

 

Elsevier supports responsible sharing 

Find out how you can share your research published in Elsevier journals. 
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Role of the funding source 

You are requested to identify who provided financial support for the conduct of the research and/or 
preparation of the article and to briefly describe the role of the sponsor(s), if any, in study design; in the 

collection, analysis and interpretation of data; in the writing of the report; and in the decision to submit the 
article for publication. If the funding source(s) had no such involvement then this should be stated. 
 

Funding body agreements and policies 

Elsevier has established a number of agreements with funding bodies which allow authors to comply with 
their funder's open access policies. Some funding bodies will reimburse the author for the gold open access 
publication fee. Details of existing agreements are available online. 

 

Open access 

This journal offers authors a choice in publishing their research: 
 

Subscription 

• Articles are made available to subscribers as well as developing countries and patient groups through 
our universal access programs. 

 

• No open access publication fee payable by authors. 
• The Author is entitled to post the accepted manuscript in their institution's repository and make this public after an 

embargo period (known as green Open Access). The published journal article cannot be shared publicly, for example on ResearchGate or 

Academia.edu, to ensure the sustainability of peer-reviewed research in journal publications. The embargo period for this journal can be 

found below. 

 

Gold open access 

• Articles are freely available to both subscribers and the wider public with permitted reuse. 
• A gold open access publication fee is payable by authors or on their behalf, e.g. by their research 
funder or institution. 
 

Regardless of how you choose to publish your article, the journal will apply the same peer review criteria and 
acceptance standards. 
 

For gold open access articles, permitted third party (re)use is defined by the following Creative Commons user 

licenses: 

 

Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) 

Lets others distribute and copy the article, create extracts, abstracts, and other revised versions, adaptations 

or derivative works of or from an article (such as a translation), include in a collective work (such as an 
anthology), text or data mine the article, even for commercial purposes, as long as they credit the author(s), 
do not represent the author as endorsing their adaptation of the article, and do not modify the article in such 
a way as to damage the author's honor or reputation. 
 

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs (CC BY-NC-ND) 

For non-commercial purposes, lets others distribute and copy the article, and to include in a collective work 
(such as an anthology), as long as they credit the author(s) and provided they do not alter or modify the 
article. 
 

The gold open access publication fee for this journal is USD 1100, excluding taxes. Learn more about 
Elsevier's pricing policy: https://www.elsevier.com/openaccesspricing. 
 

Green open access 

Authors can share their research in a variety of different ways and Elsevier has a number of green open 
access options available. We recommend authors see our green open access page for further information. Authors can also 

self-archive their manuscripts immediately and enable public access from their institution's repository after an embargo period. This is the 

version that has been accepted for publication and which typically includes author-incorporated changes suggested during submission, 

peer review and in editor-author communications. Embargo period: For subscription articles, an appropriate 
amount of time is needed for journals to deliver value to subscribing customers before an article becomes 
freely available to the public. This is the embargo period and it begins from the date the article is formally 
published online in its final and fully citable form. Find out more. 

 

This journal has an embargo period of 24 months. 
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Elsevier Researcher Academy 
Researcher Academy is a free e-learning platform designed to support early and mid-career researchers throughout their research journey. 

The "Learn" environment at Researcher Academy offers several interactive modules, webinars, downloadable guides and resources to 

guide you through the process of writing for research and going through peer review. Feel free to use these free resources to improve your 

submission and navigate the publication process with ease. 

 

Language (usage and editing services) 

Please write your text in good English (American or British usage is accepted, but not a mixture of these). 
Authors who feel their English language manuscript may require editing to eliminate possible grammatical or 
spelling errors and to conform to correct scientific English may wish to use the English Language Editing service 

available from Elsevier's WebShop. 

 

Submission 
 

Our online submission system guides you stepwise through the process of entering your article details and 
uploading your files. The system converts your article files to a single PDF file used in the peer-review 
process. Editable files (e.g., Word, LaTeX) are required to typeset your article for final publication. All 

correspondence, including notification of the Editor's decision and requests for revision, is sent by e-mail. 
 

Referees 

Please submit the names and institutional e-mail addresses of several potential referees. For more details, 
visit our Support site. Note that the editor retains the sole right to decide whether or not the suggested reviewers are used. 

 

PREPARATION 
 

NEW SUBMISSIONS 

Submission to this journal proceeds totally online and you will be guided stepwise through the creation and 
uploading of your files. The system automatically converts your files to a single PDF file, which is used in the 
peer-review process. 
 

As part of the Your Paper Your Way service, you may choose to submit your manuscript as a single file to be 

used in the refereeing process. This can be a PDF file or a Word document, in any format or lay-out that can 

be used by referees to evaluate your manuscript. It should contain high enough quality figures for 
refereeing. If you prefer to do so, you may still provide all or some of the source files at the initial 
submission. Please note that individual figure files larger than 10 MB must be uploaded separately. 
 

References 

There are no strict requirements on reference formatting at submission. References can be in any style or 
format as long as the style is consistent. Where applicable, author(s) name(s), journal title/ book title, 
chapter title/article title, year of publication, volume number/book chapter and the article number or 
pagination must be present. Use of DOI is highly encouraged. The reference style used by the journal will be 
applied to the accepted article by Elsevier at the proof stage. Note that missing data will be highlighted at 
proof stage for the author to correct. 
 

Formatting requirements 

There are no strict formatting requirements but all manuscripts must contain the essential elements needed 
to convey your manuscript, for example Abstract, Keywords, Introduction, Materials and Methods, Results, 

Conclusions, Artwork and Tables with Captions. 
If your article includes any Videos and/or other Supplementary material, this should be included in 

your initial submission for peer review purposes. 

Divide the article into clearly defined sections. 
 

Figures and tables embedded in text 

Please ensure the figures and the tables included in the single file are placed next to the relevant text in the 
manuscript, rather than at the bottom or the top of the file. The corresponding caption should be placed 
directly below the figure or table. 
 

Peer review 

This journal operates a single blind review process. All contributions will be initially assessed by the editor for 
suitability for the journal. Papers deemed suitable are then typically sent to a minimum of two independent 
expert reviewers to assess the scientific quality of the paper. The Editor is responsible for the final decision 
regarding acceptance or rejection of articles. The Editor's decision is final. More information on types of peer review. 
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REVISED SUBMISSIONS 

Use of word processing software 

Regardless of the file format of the original submission, at revision you must provide us with an editable file 
of the entire article. Keep the layout of the text as simple as possible. Most formatting codes will be removed 
and replaced on processing the article. The electronic text should be prepared in a way very similar to that of 
conventional manuscripts (see also the Guide to Publishing with Elsevier). See also the section on Electronic artwork. 

 

To avoid unnecessary errors you are strongly advised to use the 'spell-check' and 'grammar-check' functions 
of your word processor. 
 

Article structure 

Subdivision - numbered sections 

Divide your article into clearly defined and numbered sections. Subsections should be numbered 1.1 (then 
1.1.1, 1.1.2, ...), 1.2, etc. (the abstract is not included in section numbering). Use this numbering also for 
internal cross-referencing: do not just refer to 'the text'. Any subsection may be given a brief heading. Each 
heading should appear on its own separate line. 
 

Introduction 

State the objectives of the work and provide an adequate background, avoiding a detailed literature survey 
or a summary of the results. 
 

Material and methods 

Provide sufficient details to allow the work to be reproduced by an independent researcher. Methods that are 
already published should be summarized, and indicated by a reference. If quoting directly from a previously 
published method, use quotation marks and also cite the source. Any modifications to existing methods 
should also be described. 
 

Theory/calculation 

A Theory section should extend, not repeat, the background to the article already dealt with in the 
Introduction and lay the foundation for further work. In contrast, a Calculation section represents a practical 
development from a theoretical basis. 
 

Results 

Results should be clear and concise. 
 

Discussion 

This should explore the significance of the results of the work, not repeat them. A combined Results and 
Discussion section is often appropriate. Avoid extensive citations and discussion of published literature. 
 

Conclusions 

The main conclusions of the study may be presented in a short Conclusions section, which may stand alone 
or form a subsection of a Discussion or Results and Discussion section. 
 

Appendices 

If there is more than one appendix, they should be identified as A, B, etc. Formulae and equations in 

appendices should be given separate numbering: Eq. (A.1), Eq. (A.2), etc.; in a subsequent appendix, Eq. 
(B.1) and so on. Similarly for tables and figures: Table A.1; Fig. A.1, etc. 
 

Essential title page information 

• Title. Concise and informative. Titles are often used in information-retrieval systems. Avoid abbreviations 
and formulae where possible. 
 

• Author names and affiliations. Please clearly indicate the given name(s) and family name(s) of 
each author and check that all names are accurately spelled. You can add your name between parentheses in 
your own script behind the English transliteration. Present the authors' affiliation addresses (where the actual 
work was done) below the names. Indicate all affiliations with a lower-case superscript letter immediately 
after the author's name and in front of the appropriate address. Provide the full postal address of each 

affiliation, including the country name and, if available, the e-mail address of each author. 
 

• Corresponding author. Clearly indicate who will handle correspondence at all stages of refereeing 
and publication, also post-publication. This responsibility includes answering any future queries about 
Methodology and Materials. Ensure that the e-mail address is given and that contact details are kept 

up to date by the corresponding author. 
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• Present/permanent address. If an author has moved since the work described in the article was 
done, or was visiting at the time, a 'Present address' (or 'Permanent address') may be indicated as a 

footnote to that author's name. The address at which the author actually did the work must be retained as 

the main, affiliation address. Superscript Arabic numerals are used for such footnotes. 
 

Abstract 

A concise and factual abstract is required. The abstract should state briefly the purpose of the research, the 
principal results and major conclusions. An abstract is often presented separately from the article, so it must 
be able to stand alone. For this reason, References should be avoided, but if essential, then cite the 

author(s) and year(s). Also, non-standard or uncommon abbreviations should be avoided, but if essential 
they must be defined at their first mention in the abstract itself. 
 

Graphical abstract 
Although a graphical abstract is optional, its use is encouraged as it draws more attention to the online 
article. The graphical abstract should summarize the contents of the article in a concise, pictorial form 

designed to capture the attention of a wide readership. Graphical abstracts should be submitted as a 
separate file in the online submission system. Image size: Please provide an image with a minimum of 531 × 

1328 pixels (h × w) or proportionally more. The image should be readable at a size of 5 × 13 cm using a 
regular screen resolution of 96 dpi. Preferred file types: TIFF, EPS, PDF or MS Office files. You can view 
Example Graphical Abstracts on our information site. 

 

Authors can make use of Elsevier's Illustration Services to ensure the best presentation of their images and in accordance with 

all technical requirements. 

 

Highlights 

Highlights are a short collection of bullet points that convey the core findings of the article. Highlights are 
optional and should be submitted in a separate editable file in the online submission system. Please use 
'Highlights' in the file name and include 3 to 5 bullet points (maximum 85 characters, including spaces, per 
bullet point). You can view example Highlights on our information site. 

 

Keywords 

Immediately after the abstract, provide a maximum of 6 keywords, using American spelling and avoiding 

general and plural terms and multiple concepts (avoid, for example, 'and', 'of'). Be sparing with 

abbreviations: only abbreviations firmly established in the field may be eligible. These keywords will be used 
for indexing purposes. 
 

Abbreviations 

Define abbreviations that are not standard in this field in a footnote to be placed on the first page of the 
article. Such abbreviations that are unavoidable in the abstract must be defined at their first mention there, 

as well as in the footnote. Ensure consistency of abbreviations throughout the article. 
 

Acknowledgements 

Collate acknowledgements in a separate section at the end of the article before the references and do not, 
therefore, include them on the title page, as a footnote to the title or otherwise. List here those individuals 
who provided help during the research (e.g., providing language help, writing assistance or proof reading the 

article, etc.). 
 

Formatting of funding sources 

List funding sources in this standard way to facilitate compliance to funder's requirements: 
 

Funding: This work was supported by the National Institutes of Health [grant numbers xxxx, yyyy]; the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation, Seattle, WA [grant number zzzz]; and the United States Institutes of Peace [grant 
number aaaa]. 
 

It is not necessary to include detailed descriptions on the program or type of grants and awards. When 
funding is from a block grant or other resources available to a university, college, or other research 

institution, submit the name of the institute or organization that provided the funding. 
 

If no funding has been provided for the research, please include the following sentence: 
 

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-
profit sectors. 
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Math formulae 

Please submit math equations as editable text and not as images. Present simple formulae in line with 

normal text where possible and use the solidus (/) instead of a horizontal line for small fractional terms, e.g., 
X/Y. In principle, variables are to be presented in italics. Powers of e are often more conveniently denoted by 
exp. Number consecutively any equations that have to be displayed separately from the text (if referred to 

explicitly in the text). 
 

Footnotes 

Footnotes should be used sparingly. Number them consecutively throughout the article. Many word 
processors build footnotes into the text, and this feature may be used. Should this not be the case, indicate 
the position of footnotes in the text and present the footnotes themselves separately at the end of the 

article. 
 

Artwork 

Electronic artwork 

General points 

• Make sure you use uniform lettering and sizing of your original artwork. 

• Preferred fonts: Arial (or Helvetica), Times New Roman (or Times), Symbol, Courier. 
• Number the illustrations according to their sequence in the text. 
• Use a logical naming convention for your artwork files. 
• Indicate per figure if it is a single, 1.5 or 2-column fitting image. 

• For Word submissions only, you may still provide figures and their captions, and tables within a single 
file at the revision stage. 
• Please note that individual figure files larger than 10 MB must be provided in separate source files. A 
detailed guide on electronic artwork is available. 

 

You are urged to visit this site; some excerpts from the detailed information are given here. 

Formats 

Regardless of the application used, when your electronic artwork is finalized, please 'save as' or convert the 
images to one of the following formats (note the resolution requirements for line drawings, halftones, and 
line/halftone combinations given below): 
 

EPS (or PDF): Vector drawings. Embed the font or save the text as 'graphics'. 

TIFF (or JPG): Color or grayscale photographs (halftones): always use a minimum of 300 dpi. 
TIFF (or JPG): Bitmapped line drawings: use a minimum of 1000 dpi. 
TIFF (or JPG): Combinations bitmapped line/half-tone (color or grayscale): a minimum of 500 dpi is required. 
 

Please do not: 

• Supply files that are optimized for screen use (e.g., GIF, BMP, PICT, WPG); the resolution is too low. 
 

• Supply files that are too low in resolution. 
• Submit graphics that are disproportionately large for the content. 

 

Color artwork 

Please make sure that artwork files are in an acceptable format (TIFF, EPS or MS Office files) and with the 
correct resolution. If, together with your accepted article, you submit usable color figures then Elsevier will 
ensure, at no additional charge, that these figures will appear in color on the Web (e.g., ScienceDirect and 

other sites) in the on-line Journal only. For further information on the preparation of electronic artwork, 
please see http://www.elsevier.com/artworkinstructions. 
 

Figure captions 

Ensure that each illustration has a caption. A caption should comprise a brief title (not on the figure itself) 
and a description of the illustration. Keep text in the illustrations themselves to a minimum but explain all 
symbols and abbreviations used. 
 

Tables 

Please submit tables as editable text and not as images. Tables can be placed either next to the relevant text 
in the article, or on separate page(s) at the end. Number tables consecutively in accordance with their 
appearance in the text and place any table notes below the table body. Be sparing in the use of tables and 
ensure that the data presented in them do not duplicate results described elsewhere in the article. Please 

avoid using vertical rules and shading in table cells. 
 

References 
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Citation in text 

Please ensure that every reference cited in the text is also present in the reference list (and vice versa). Any 

references cited in the abstract must be given in full. Unpublished results and personal communications are 
not recommended in the reference list, but may be mentioned in the text. If these references are included in 
the reference list they should follow the standard reference style of the journal and should include a 

substitution of the publication date with either 'Unpublished results' or 'Personal communication'. Citation of 
a reference as 'in press' implies that the item has been accepted for publication. 
 

Reference links 

Increased discoverability of research and high quality peer review are ensured by online links to the sources 
cited. In order to allow us to create links to abstracting and indexing services, such as Scopus, CrossRef and 

PubMed, please ensure that data provided in the references are correct. Please note that incorrect surnames, 
journal/book titles, publication year and pagination may prevent link creation. When copying references, 
please be careful as they may already contain errors. Use of the DOI is highly encouraged. 
 

A DOI is guaranteed never to change, so you can use it as a permanent link to any electronic article. An 
example of a citation using DOI for an article not yet in an issue is: VanDecar J.C., Russo R.M., James D.E., 

Ambeh W.B., Franke M. (2003). Aseismic continuation of the Lesser Antilles slab beneath northeastern 
Venezuela. Journal of Geophysical Research, https://doi.org/10.1029/2001JB000884. Please note the format 
of such citations should be in the same style as all other references in the paper. 
 

Web references 

As a minimum, the full URL should be given and the date when the reference was last accessed. Any further 

information, if known (DOI, author names, dates, reference to a source publication, etc.), should also be 
given. Web references can be listed separately (e.g., after the reference list) under a different heading if 
desired, or can be included in the reference list. 
 

Data references 

This journal encourages you to cite underlying or relevant datasets in your manuscript by citing them in your 

text and including a data reference in your Reference List. Data references should include the following 
elements: author name(s), dataset title, data repository, version (where available), year, and global 
persistent identifier. Add [dataset] immediately before the reference so we can properly identify it as a data 

reference. The [dataset] identifier will not appear in your published article. 
 

References in a special issue 

Please ensure that the words 'this issue' are added to any references in the list (and any citations in the text) 
to other articles in the same Special Issue. 
 

Reference management software 

Most Elsevier journals have their reference template available in many of the most popular reference 
management software products. These include all products that support Citation Style Language styles, such as 

Mendeley and Zotero, as well as EndNote. Using the word processor plug-ins from these products, authors only need to select the 

appropriate journal template when preparing their article, after which citations and bibliographies will be automatically formatted in the 

journal's style. If no template is yet available for this journal, please follow the format of the sample references and citations as shown in 

this Guide. If you use reference management software, please ensure that you remove all field codes before submitting the electronic 

manuscript. More information on how to remove field codes. 

 

Users of Mendeley Desktop can easily install the reference style for this journal by clicking the following 
 

link: 
http://open.mendeley.com/use-citation-style/international-journal-of-disaster-risk-reduction 

When preparing your manuscript, you will then be able to select this style using the Mendeley plug- 

ins for Microsoft Word or LibreOffice. 
 

Reference formatting 

There are no strict requirements on reference formatting at submission. References can be in any style or 
format as long as the style is consistent. Where applicable, author(s) name(s), journal title/ book title, 
chapter title/article title, year of publication, volume number/book chapter and the article number or 
pagination must be present. Use of DOI is highly encouraged. The reference style used by 

the journal will be applied to the accepted article by Elsevier at the proof stage. Note that missing data will 
be highlighted at proof stage for the author to correct. If you do wish to format the references yourself they 
should be arranged according to the following examples: 
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Reference style 

Text: Indicate references by number(s) in square brackets in line with the text. The actual authors can be 

referred to, but the reference number(s) must always be given. 
Example: '..... as demonstrated [3,6]. Barnaby and Jones [8] obtained a different result ....' 
 

List: Number the references (numbers in square brackets) in the list in the order in which they appear in the 
text. 
Examples: 

Reference to a journal publication: 
 

[1] J. van der Geer, J.A.J. Hanraads, R.A. Lupton, The art of writing a scientific article, J. Sci. Commun. 163 
(2010) 51–59. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.Sc.2010.00372. 
 

Reference to a journal publication with an article number: 

[2] Van der Geer, J., Hanraads, J.A.J., Lupton, R.A., 2018. The art of writing a scientific article. Heliyon. 19, 
e00205. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2018.e00205. 
 

Reference to a book: 

[3] W. Strunk Jr., E.B. White, The Elements of Style, fourth ed., Longman, New York, 2000. Reference to a 

chapter in an edited book: 
 

[4] G.R. Mettam, L.B. Adams, How to prepare an electronic version of your article, in: B.S. Jones, R.Z. Smith 
(Eds.), Introduction to the Electronic Age, E-Publishing Inc., New York, 2009, pp. 281–304. Reference to a 
website: 
 

[5] Cancer Research UK, Cancer statistics reports for the UK. http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/ 
aboutcancer/statistics/cancerstatsreport/, 2003 (accessed 13 March 2003). 
 

Reference to a dataset: 

[dataset] [6] M. Oguro, S. Imahiro, S. Saito, T. Nakashizuka, Mortality data for Japanese oak wilt disease 
and surrounding forest compositions, Mendeley Data, v1, 2015. https://doi.org/10.17632/ xwj98nb39r.1. 
 

Journal abbreviations source 

Journal names should be abbreviated according to the List of Title Word Abbreviations. 

 

Video 

Elsevier accepts video material and animation sequences to support and enhance your scientific research. 
Authors who have video or animation files that they wish to submit with their article are strongly encouraged 
to include links to these within the body of the article. This can be done in the same way as a figure or table 
by referring to the video or animation content and noting in the body text where it should be placed. All 

submitted files should be properly labeled so that they directly relate to the video file's content. . In order to 
ensure that your video or animation material is directly usable, please provide the file in one of our 
recommended file formats with a preferred maximum size of 150 MB per file, 1 GB in total. Video and 
animation files supplied will be published online in the electronic version of your article in Elsevier Web 
products, including ScienceDirect. Please supply 'stills' with your files: you can choose any frame from the video or animation or 

make a separate image. These will be used instead of standard icons and will personalize the link to your video data. For more detailed 

instructions please visit our video instruction pages. Note: since video and animation cannot be embedded in the print version of the 

journal, please provide text for both the electronic and the print version for the portions of the article that refer to this content. 

 

Data visualization 

Include interactive data visualizations in your publication and let your readers interact and engage more 
closely with your research. Follow the instructions here to find out about available data visualization options and how to 

include them with your article. 

 

Supplementary material 
Supplementary material such as applications, images and sound clips, can be published with your article to 

enhance it. Submitted supplementary items are published exactly as they are received (Excel or PowerPoint 
files will appear as such online). Please submit your material together with the article and supply a concise, 
descriptive caption for each supplementary file. If you wish to make changes to supplementary material 
during any stage of the process, please make sure to provide an updated file. Do not annotate any 
corrections on a previous version. Please switch off the 'Track Changes' option in Microsoft Office files as 

these will appear in the published version. 
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Research data 
 

This journal requires and enables you to share data that supports your research publication where 
appropriate, and enables you to interlink the data with your published articles. Research data refers to the 
results of observations or experimentation that validate research findings. To facilitate reproducibility and 
data reuse, this journal also encourages you to share your software, code, models, algorithms, protocols, 

methods and other useful materials related to the project. 
 

Below are a number of ways in which you can associate data with your article or make a statement about the 
availability of your data when submitting your manuscript. When sharing data in one of these ways, you are 
expected to cite the data in your manuscript and reference list. Please refer to the "References" section for 
more information about data citation. For more information on depositing, sharing and using research data 
and other relevant research materials, visit the research data page. 

 

Data linking 

If you have made your research data available in a data repository, you can link your article directly to the 
dataset. Elsevier collaborates with a number of repositories to link articles on ScienceDirect with relevant 

repositories, giving readers access to underlying data that gives them a better understanding of the research 
described. 
 

There are different ways to link your datasets to your article. When available, you can directly link your 

dataset to your article by providing the relevant information in the submission system. For more information, 
visit the database linking page. 

 

For supported data repositories a repository banner will automatically appear next to your published article on ScienceDirect. 

 

In addition, you can link to relevant data or entities through identifiers within the text of your manuscript, 

using the following format: Database: xxxx (e.g., TAIR: AT1G01020; CCDC: 734053; PDB: 1XFN). 
 

Mendeley Data 

This journal supports Mendeley Data, enabling you to deposit any research data (including raw and 
processed data, video, code, software, algorithms, protocols, and methods) associated with your manuscript 

in a free-to-use, open access repository. During the submission process, after uploading your manuscript, 

you will have the opportunity to upload your relevant datasets directly to Mendeley Data. The datasets will 
be listed and directly accessible to readers next to your published article online. 
 

For more information, visit the Mendeley Data for journals page. 

 

Data in Brief 
You have the option of converting any or all parts of your supplementary or additional raw data into one or 
multiple data articles, a new kind of article that houses and describes your data. Data articles ensure that 
your data is actively reviewed, curated, formatted, indexed, given a DOI and publicly available to all upon 

publication. You are encouraged to submit your article for Data in Brief as an additional item directly 
alongside the revised version of your manuscript. If your research article is accepted, your data article will 
automatically be transferred over to Data in Brief where it will be editorially reviewed and published in the 
open access data journal, Data in Brief. Please note an open access fee of 500 USD is payable for publication 
in Data in Brief. Full details can be found on the Data in Brief website. Please use this template to write your Data in Brief. 

 

MethodsX 

You have the option of converting relevant protocols and methods into one or multiple MethodsX articles, a 
new kind of article that describes the details of customized research methods. Many researchers spend a 

significant amount of time on developing methods to fit their specific needs or setting, but often without 
getting credit for this part of their work. MethodsX, an open access journal, now publishes this information in 
order to make it searchable, peer reviewed, citable and reproducible. Authors are encouraged to submit their 
MethodsX article as an additional item directly alongside the revised version of their manuscript. If your 
research article is accepted, your methods article will automatically be transferred over to MethodsX where it 
will be editorially reviewed. Please note an open access fee is payable for publication in MethodsX. Full 
details can be found on the MethodsX website. Please use this template to prepare your MethodsX article. 
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Data statement 
To foster transparency, we require you to state the availability of your data in your submission if your data is 

unavailable to access or unsuitable to post. This may also be a requirement of your funding body or 
institution. You will have the opportunity to provide a data statement during the submission process. The 
statement will appear with your published article on ScienceDirect. For more information, visit the Data 

Statement page. 

 

AFTER ACCEPTANCE 
 

Availability of accepted article 

This journal makes articles available online as soon as possible after acceptance. This concerns the accepted 
article (both in HTML and PDF format), which has not yet been copyedited, typeset or proofread. A Digital 
Object Identifier (DOI) is allocated, thereby making it fully citable and searchable by title, author name(s) 

and the full text. The article's PDF also carries a disclaimer stating that it is an unedited article. Subsequent 
production stages will simply replace this version. 
 

Online proof correction 
 

Corresponding authors will receive an e-mail with a link to our online proofing system, allowing annotation 

and correction of proofs online. The environment is similar to MS Word: in addition to editing text, you can 
also comment on figures/tables and answer questions from the Copy Editor. Web-based proofing provides a 
faster and less error-prone process by allowing you to directly type your corrections, eliminating the 
potential introduction of errors. 
 

If preferred, you can still choose to annotate and upload your edits on the PDF version. All instructions for 

proofing will be given in the e-mail we send to authors, including alternative methods to the online version 
and PDF. 
 

We will do everything possible to get your article published quickly and accurately. Please use this proof only 
for checking the typesetting, editing, completeness and correctness of the text, tables and figures. 
Significant changes to the article as accepted for publication will only be considered at this stage with 

permission from the Editor. It is important to ensure that all corrections are sent back to us in one 

communication. Please check carefully before replying, as inclusion of any subsequent corrections cannot be 
guaranteed. Proofreading is solely your responsibility. 
 

Offprints 
 

The corresponding author will, at no cost, receive a customized Share Link providing 50 days free access to the final 

published version of the article on ScienceDirect. The Share Link can be used for sharing the article via any communication channel, 

including email and social media. For an extra charge, paper offprints can be ordered via the offprint order form which is sent once the 

article is accepted for publication. Both corresponding and co-authors may order offprints at any time via Elsevier's 
Webshop. Corresponding authors who have published their article gold open access do not receive a Share Link as their final published 

version of the article is available open access on ScienceDirect and can be shared through the article DOI link. 

 

AUTHOR INQUIRIES 
 

Visit the Elsevier Support Center to find the answers you need. Here you will find everything from Frequently Asked Questions to 

ways to get in touch. 

 

You can also check the status of your submitted article or find out when your accepted article will be published. 
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SUBMISSION GUIDELINES 

Types of articles published 

Formatting requirements 

Checklist 

Licensing forms 

  

INPAGE MENU 

Abridged structure 

 Book Reviews 

 Opinion Papers 

 Original Research Articles 

 Cover Letter 

Full structure 

 Original Research Article 

 Book Review 

Overview 

The author guidelines include information about the types of articles received for publication and 

preparing a manuscript for submission. Other relevant information about the journal's policies 

and the reviewing process can be found under the about section. The compulsory cover 

letter form part of a submission and is on the first page of the manuscript. It should always be 

presented in English. See full structure of cover letter below. After the cover letter the 

manuscript body starts. 

  

  

Book Reviews 

 
Book reviews are brief articles providing insights or opinions on new books within the research 

field of the journal. Please contact the editor if you would like to suggest a book for review. 

  

Word limit 1000 words 

  

Opinion Papers 

 
Short opinion pieces or personal perspectives (not research papers) personal viewpoint on a 

fundamental disability or rehabilitation concept or development that highlights recent exciting 

research or policy developments. With rare exceptions, these essays are meant to express a 

personal viewpoint and should have no more than two authors. 

  

Word limit 2000 words (excluding the structured abstract and references) 

Abstract n/a 

References 15 or less 

Tables/Figures no more than 2 Tables/Figure 

Ethical statement should be included in the manuscript 

  

Original Research Articles 
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An original article provides an overview of innovative research in a particular field within or 

related to the focus and scope of the journal, presented according to a clear and well-structured 

format. 

  

Word limit 7000 words (excluding the structured abstract and references) 

Unstructured abstract 
250 words to cover a Background, Objectives, Method, Results 

and Conclusion 

References 60 or less 

Tables/Figures no more than 7 Tables/Figure 

Ethical statement should be included in the manuscript 

Compulsory 

supplementary file 
ethical clearance letter/certificate 

  

Cover Letter 

 
The format of the compulsory cover letter forms part of your submission. It is located on the 

first page of your manuscript and should always be presented in English. You should provide the 

following elements: 

 Full title: Specific, descriptive, concise, and comprehensible to readers outside the field, max 

95 characters (including spaces). 

 Tweet for the journal Twitter profile: This will be used on the journal Twitter profile to 

promote your published article. Max 101 characters (including spaces). If you have a Twitter 

profile, please provide us your Twitter @ name. We will tag you to the Tweet 

 Full author details: The title(s), full name(s), position(s), affiliation(s) and contact details 

(postal address, email, telephone, highest academic degree, Open Researcher and Contributor 

Identification (ORCID) and cell phone number) of each author. 

 Corresponding author: Identify to whom all correspondence should be addressed. 

 Authors’ contributions: Briefly summarise the nature of the contribution made by each of the 

authors listed. 

 Disclaimer: A statement that the views expressed in the submitted article are his or her own 

and not an official position of the institution or funder. 

 Source(s) of support: These include grants, equipment, drugs, and/or other support that 

facilitated conduct of the work described in the article or the writing of the article itself. 

 Summary: Lastly, a list containing the number of words, pages, tables, figures and/or other 

supplementary material should accompany the submission. 

Anyone that has made a significant contribution to the research and the paper must be listed as 

an author in your cover letter. Contributions that fall short of meeting the criteria as stipulated in 

our policy should rather be mentioned in the ‘Acknowledgements’ section of the manuscript. 

Read our authorship guidelines and author contribution statement policies. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

Original Research Article full structure 

 
Title: The article’s full title should contain a maximum of 95 characters (including spaces). 

  

Abstract: The abstract, written in English, should be no longer than 250 words and must be 

written in the past tense. The abstract should give a succinct account of the objectives, 

methods, results and significance of the matter. The unstructured abstract for an Original 
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Research article should consist of five paragraphs unlabelled Background, Objectives, Method, 

Results and Conclusion. 

 Background: Why do we care about the problem?  State the context and purpose of the 

study. (What practical, scientific or theoretical gap is your research filling?) 

 Objectives: What problem are you trying to solve? What is the scope of your work (e.g. is it 

a generalised approach or for a specific situation)? Be careful not to use too much jargon. 

 Method: How did you go about solving or making progress on the problem? State how the 

study was performed and which statistical tests were used. (What did you actually do to get the 

results?) Clearly express the basic design of the study; name or briefly describe the basic 

methodology used without going into excessive detail. Be sure to indicate the key techniques 

used. 

 Results: What is the answer? Present the main findings (that is, as a result of completing 

the procedure or study, state what  you have learnt, invented or created). Identify trends, 

relative change or differences on answers to questions. 

 Conclusion: What are the implications of your answer? Briefly summarise any potential 

implications. (What are the larger implications of your findings, especially for the problem or gap 

identified in your motivation?) 

Do not cite references and do not use abbreviations excessively in the abstract. 

  

Introduction: The introduction must contain your argument for the social and scientific value of 

the study, as well as the aim and objectives: 

 Social value: The first part of the introduction should make a clear and logical argument for 

the importance or relevance of the study. Your argument should be supported by use of 

evidence from the literature. 

 Scientific value: The second part of the introduction should make a clear and logical 

argument for the originality of the study. This should include a summary of what is already 

known about the research question or specific topic, and should clarify the knowledge gap that 

this study will address. Your argument should be supported by use of evidence from the 

literature. 

 Conceptual framework: In some research articles it will also be important to describe the 

underlying theoretical basis for the research and how these theories are linked together in a 

conceptual framework. The theoretical evidence used to construct the conceptual framework 

should be referenced from the literature. 

 Aim and objectives: The introduction should conclude with a clear summary of the aim and 

objectives of this study. 

Research methods and design: This must address the following: 

 Study design: An outline of the type of study design. 

 Setting: A description of the setting for the study; for example, the type of community from 

which the participants came or the nature of the health system and services in which the study 

is conducted. 

 Study population and sampling strategy: Describe the study population and any inclusion or 

exclusion criteria. Describe the intended sample size and your sample size calculation or 

justification. Describe the sampling strategy used. Describe in practical terms how this was 

implemented. 

 Intervention (if appropriate): If there were intervention and comparison groups, describe 

the intervention in detail and what happened to the comparison groups. 

 Data collection: Define the data collection tools that were used and their validity. Describe in 

practical terms how data were collected and any key issues involved, e.g. language barriers. 
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 Data analysis: Describe how data were captured, checked and cleaned. Describe the 

analysis process, for example, the statistical tests used orsteps followed in qualitative data 

analysis. 

 Ethical considerations: Approval must have been obtained for all studies from the author's 

institution or other relevant ethics committee and the institution’s name and permit numbers 

should be stated here. 

Results: Present the results of your study in a logical sequence that addresses the aim and 

objectives of your study. Use tables and figures as required to present your findings. Use 

quotations as required to establish your interpretation of qualitative data. All units should 

conform to the SI convention and be abbreviated accordingly. Metric units and their 

international symbols are used throughout, as is the decimal point (not the decimal comma). 

  

Discussion: The discussion section should address the following four elements: 

 Key findings: Summarise the key findings without reiterating details of the results. 

 Discussion of key findings: Explain how the key findings relate to previous research or to 

existing knowledge, practice or policy. 

 Strengths and limitations: Describe the strengths and limitations of your methods and what 

the reader should take into account when interpreting your results. 

 Implications or recommendations: State the implications of your study or recommendations 

for future research (questions that remain unanswered), policy or practice. Make sure that the 

recommendations flow directly from your findings. 

Conclusion: Provide a brief conclusion that summarises the results and their meaning or 

significance in relation to each objective of the study. 

  

Acknowledgements: Those who contributed to the work but do not meet our authorship 

criteria should be listed in the Acknowledgments with a description of the contribution. Authors 

are responsible for ensuring that anyone named in the Acknowledgments agrees to be named. 

Also provide the following, each under their own heading: 

 Competing interests: This section should list specific competing interests associated with 

any of the authors. If authors declare that no competing interests exist, the article will include a 

statement to this effect: The authors declare that they have no financial or personal 

relationship(s) that may have inappropriately influenced them in writing this article. Read 

our policy on competing interests. 

 Author contributions:  All authors must meet the criteria for authorship as outlined in 

the authorship policy and author contribution statement policies. 

 Funding: Provide information on funding if relevant 

 Disclaimer: A statement that the views expressed in the submitted article are his or her own 

and not an official position of the institution or funder. 

References: Authors should provide direct references to original research sources whenever 

possible. References should not be used by authors, editors, or peer reviewers to promote self-

interests. Refer to the journal referencing style downloadable on our Formatting 

Requirements page. 

  

  

Book Review full structure 

 
Title: The article’s full title should contain a maximum of 95 characters (including spaces). 

  

Book details: This should give the full reference to the book you are reviewing (including, year, 

ISBN, publisher, number of pages, price). 
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Main text: This should contain the body of the article, and may also be broken into subsections 

with short, informative headings. Here are some questions you might want to consider: 

 Who is the book intended for and does it meet the intended audience's needs? 

 What new information does it present and how might it affect readers' practice? 

 What evidence does it present and how convincing is it? 

 Are the style, organisation and size of the book appropriate for its purpose? 

 Are there any studies, facts, or ideas the authors have neglected to consider? 

 Would you like to make any further reading suggestions? 

 And last, but not least: why should anybody read this book – or why not? Is it regarded as 

an important book? 
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criteria should be listed in the Acknowledgments with a description of the contribution. Authors 

are responsible for ensuring that anyone named in the Acknowledgments agrees to be named. 

Also provide the following, each under their own heading: 

 Competing interests: This section should list specific competing interests associated with 

any of the authors. If authors declare that no competing interests exist, the article will include a 

statement to this effect: The authors declare that they have no financial or personal 

relationship(s) that may have inappropriately influenced them in writing this article. Read 

our policy on competing interests. 

 Author contributions:  All authors must meet the criteria for authorship as outlined in 

the authorship policy and author contribution statement policies. 

 Funding: Provide information on funding if relevant 

 Disclaimer: a statement that the views expressed in the submitted article are his or her own 

and not an official position of the institution or funder. 

  

References: Authors should provide direct references to original research sources whenever 

possible. References should not be used by authors, editors, or peer reviewers to promote self-

interests. Refer to the journal referencing style downloadable on our Formatting 

Requirements page. 
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