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Why do we still tolerate buildings that are 

unsafe in Earthquakes?

Two ways of approaching the 

question:

• The building itself

• What we do to modify the 

building to prepare for 

earthquakes

People are complex creatures!

Social science can help us assist 

in understanding people and the 

decisions they make
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Current study

• Limited work in the hazards field 
using qualitative research 
methods.

• Looking at how people render 
hazard information meaningful; 
and how this process translates 
into preparedness actions. 

• Undertook 48 interviews in Napier, 

Wanganui and Timaru

• 2009 - Undertake questionnaire to 

test interview findings
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The Nature and Role of Hazards Information

• The term ‘information’ has 

traditionally been applied to a 

restricted range of media. 

• Having good information about 

hazards is important. 

• BUT dissemination of information 

as a sole strategy will not be a 

strong influence on whether 

people prepare.

• Hazards information needs to be 

incorporated into a wider model 
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Initial Findings - Timaru

• Peoples’ concepts of hazards and 

preparedness differed. 

• People tended not think or talk about 

hazards.  Where they did it was 

often prompted by a trigger.

• People were unable to connect 

events in other places, with it 

happening in their own backyard.

• People found it difficult to imagine an 

event that they had not experienced.

• People who are able to comprehend 

the details of what an event might 

actually be like, could be more likely 

to prepare.
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How can we harness the concept of safety?

• People often think their houses are 
safe: 

“My house is well built, and with 
good building materials”

• People don’t generally make 
alterations for preparedness 
reasons – most alterations are for 
aesthetic reasons.  Sometimes for 
safety.

• When buying or building a house 
most people take other 
considerations into account (are the 
rooms big enough).  Sometimes 
they consider general safety and 
sturdiness.
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It looks safe, so why do we need to do 

anything?

• Conflict over what looks safe versus 

whether it really is safe

“We’ve got six or seven million to rebuild 

and strengthen the Town Hall because 

somebody said it was an earthquake 

hazard.  Maybe it is.  Was.  So that had a 

big impact on people here because it was 

on the ratepayers to see six million dollars 

spent on what looked to be a magnificent, 

safe, big building”.

• Issues regarding who pays for public 

buildings and infrastructure. 

“It’ll never happen, so why should we pay?”
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Potential earthquake impacts: collapsing buildings

• Despite NZ’s building code and standards, and thinking houses 

look/are safe, many people still think there may be collapsing 

buildings in an event (the event will overwhelm).  

• We know we have the code/standards but…

“You can legislate to try and ensure structures and those sorts of things 

are done, to be as safe as possible.  But you can only really design to a 

particular standard and you’ve only got to get something that exceeds 

that standard as an event and things are going to fail”.

“…judging by the amount of damage that is done in major earthquakes, 

ours is a fairly, it’s a modern home, yes, but okay it’s a fairly lightweight 

construction.  The chances of survival under extreme earth movement 

would probably be pretty remote.  Much and all as it may meet 

earthquake standards.”
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Interviews confirm the complexity 

of the situation and show that 

people undergo complex 

‘processing’.

With a better understanding of the 

influences that enhance sustained 

household and community 

preparation, more effective 

policies for hazard management 

can be created.

Concluding comments


