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ABSTRACT: Contemporary research has highlighted that improved preparedness is 

likely to accrue from (i) enhancing beliefs in the feasibility of mitigating hazard; and (ii) 

enhancing beliefs in personal competency to implement these activities. Changing these 

factors requires a mix of public education, social policy, training, and empowerment 

strategies. The design of hazard education programmes should be integrated with 

community development initiatives and will be more effective than stand alone, one off 

programmes.  School education programmes need to be one of the centrepieces of a 

sustained, community-based effort. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Substantial funds are expended annually on risk communication programs to promote hazard 

preparedness.  However, research frequently shows that despite the presence of such programmes the 

majority of the public do not carry out self-protective measures recommended by emergency 

management authorities during non-crisis times (Paton et al. 2005).  This questions the value of many 

public education initiatives.  Many initiatives tend to focus only on increasing awareness and 

knowledge about hazards, but do not address other factors which influence adaptive capacity and 

resilience.  Knowledge and understanding of hazards is still an important part of the equation, but is 

only one aspect of many factors that influence preparation, appropriate response during a crisis (e.g. 

evacuation and warning compliance and resilience overall).  

Contemporary research has highlighted that improved preparedness is likely to accrue from enhancing 

community members‟ beliefs in the feasibility of mitigating hazard effects through personal actions 

(i.e. to counter beliefs that hazards have totally catastrophic effects, also known as „action coping‟) 

and enhancing beliefs in personal competency to implement these activities (i.e. self-efficacy) (Paton 

2006). Changing these factors requires a mix of public education, social policy, training, and 

empowerment strategies. The design of hazard education programmes should be integrated with 

community development initiatives and will be more effective than stand alone, one off programmes 

(Finnis et al. 2007).  School education programmes need to be one of the centrepieces of a sustained, 

community-based effort (Ronan & Johnston 2005). 

2 ATTRIBUTES THAT LEAD TO SUCCESSFUL PROGRAMMES 

Finnis (2007) reviewed a number of initiatives and identified common attributes that lead to successful 

programmes. These include: 

 Understand the community – Initiatives should be designed at a community level. Research 
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into the community (e.g. demographics, local issues, needs) should be undertaken and the 

community should be consulted on the plan of action before a program is implemented. 

 Work with established groups – In many cases there is no need to repeat previous efforts. 

Tying in projects or working with groups that are already active in the community is an 

efficient way to implement a program because there is local knowledge, established 

partnerships and existing community participation. 

 Targeting vulnerable populations – Assisting vulnerable populations to prepare is a cost-

effective exercise as these groups tend to be the largest drain on resources in a disaster. 

 Program facilitator – Nearly every program attributes some of its success to having a 

designated program facilitator or co-ordinator. There needs to be at least one person whose 

sole task is to oversee the project and/or facilitate activities and communication amongst the 

community, stakeholders, funders, and others involved. 

 Dependable funding – Successful long-term programs require a dependable source of 

funding. Several programs described started with short-term funding from one source and with 

proven success, obtained larger grants and/or longer-term funding. Programs may benefit from 

having numerous small grants lined up to share costs and to maintain input from smaller 

stakeholders. 

 Simple, achievable projects – The first project undertaken in a community should be 

something simple and achievable to attract interest and support. Even though a larger project 

may be more beneficial or appear more impressive, community and stakeholder trust and 

support will be lost if it does not come to fruition. 

 Project diversification – The community may not always choose to undertake a project that 

seems relevant to the issue or cause. However, if addressing this concern is important to the 

community, then undertaking the project will foster partnerships and community interest in 

further projects. 

 Exposure – Initiatives should have continuous exposure in communities to attract and 

maintain interest and participation of the public, volunteers and stakeholders. 

 Evaluation – Not all programs are evaluated, with many (rightly) claiming success through a 

project‟s completion, a change being noticed or satisfaction from staff and the community. An 

empirical evaluation, however, not only can provide documented evidence to prospective 

stakeholders and participants but also can help identify ways of making the program more 

efficient or successful or give a measure for comparison to other similar projects. 

3 BENEFITS, CHALLENGES AND KEYS TO SUCCESS 

Finnis et al. (2007) developed the following lists summarising key benefits, challenges and 

considerations for both school and community hazard education initiatives.  These key aspects can be 

used to help guide the development process for education programmes. 

3.1 Benefits of school-based initiatives: 

 Children are the adults of the future, so teaching them now will reap future rewards. 

 Trained teachers and supporting resources already exist. 

 Hazards education is frequently part of core curricula already. 

 Strong links to households and the wider community, such as parents teaching their parents 

(see Ronan & Johnston 2005). 
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3.2 Benefits of community-based initiatives: 

 Ensures a degree of preparedness for some communities. 

 Greater community participation – when seen to benefit the local community, more people are 

likely to participate, both in numbers and diversity. 

 Shared resources and knowledge – through collaboration, resources and knowledge can be 

called upon from various sources. 

 Can become self-sustaining projects – empowers the community keep the program running, to 

design further initiatives and to seek funding. 

 Greater political and stakeholder support. 

 Stronger links between councils and communities. 

 Increased community resilience through fostering a sense of community, self efficacy and 

action coping. 

3.3 Challenges of school-based initiatives: 

 Getting school buy-in needs interest and time from teachers and their supervisors. 

 Getting parents interested needs time to undertake the activities. 

 Homework exercises are not always practical due to the availability of parent time and the 

ability of the parents. 

3.4 Challenges of community-based initiatives: 

 Most projects are implemented in response to an obvious or just-happened threat. Although 

some hazards like earthquakes and floods can be a dangerous problem, they are not a “visible” 

problem to the community until an event happens. 

 Less efficiency through homogenous products and delivery because programs generally need 

to be tailored to each community, requiring more resources. 

 Greater time for initial design and set-up in order to build partnerships and consult with the 

community. 

 Sustaining volunteers and community support can be difficult. 

3.5 Keys to successful school and community-based programs: 

 Collaborating with many partners and stakeholders. 

 Understanding the community and its needs, by designing a program with them, not for them. 

 Working with established groups. 

 Targeting vulnerable populations. 

 Having a program facilitator. 

 Securing funding – short or long-term, from one source or many. 

 Starting with simple and achievable projects. 

 Allowing project diversification. 

 Exposing the community to the program continuously. 

 Evaluating the programmes. 
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3.6 Keys to attracting and maintaining volunteers: 

 Promoting volunteer opportunities with consideration to volunteer motivations, which could 

include: making a difference (values), using and improving skills and abilities (understanding 

and knowledge), improving job prospects (career and livelihood), meeting new people 

(social), helping the less fortunate (protective), and building self-confidence (esteem). 

 Having a clear purpose for volunteers incorporating an inventory of jobs and activities that 

need to be done. 

 Providing volunteers with orientation or an introduction to the work and organisation. 

 Matching volunteers‟ abilities and interests to the available tasks. 

 Keeping participation interesting such as by changing or rotating tasks, or providing new 

challenges as well as responding to volunteers‟ indications of their interest in participating. 

 Giving volunteers recognition and praise to show them how they are helping the program. 

 Evaluating the volunteer program to highlight reasons for successes and failures in attracting, 

training and maintaining volunteers. 

 Volunteers may not be suitable for all projects, so contracted or specially trained staff may be 

required. 

4 CONCLUSION 

A wide variety of community-based public education programmes exist, ranging from the 

conventional concept of a community-based public education project, where education is issued at a 

community level, to projects that involve physical modifications, community development projects 

and action research. The design of hazard education programmes should be integrated with community 

development initiatives and will be more effective than stand alone, one off programs.  A move away 

from mass-media education to sustainable community-based initiatives is more likely to bring about 

improved community resilience to future disasters. School education programmes need to be one of 

the centrepieces of a sustained, community-based effort. 
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