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THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE 
DISASTER RESEARCH

 First Empirical Study
 Samuel Henry Prince Dissertation, Catastrophe and Social 

Change (1920)
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 First Empirical Study
 Prince Dissertation (1920)

 Initial Field Research Teams (1949-1954)
 University-Based 
 Sociologists Predominated
 Military Funding



THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE 
DISASTER RESEARCH

 The military had very practical concerns about 
wartime situations...

Disasters as a “natural experiment”  
What would happen to society? 
 Panic?
 Demoralized civilians?
 Civil unrest?
 Social control?
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THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE 
DISASTER RESEARCH

 First Empirical Study (1920)
 Initial Field Research Teams (1949-1954)
 National Academy of Sciences Committee on Disaster Studies 

(1951-1962)
 Disaster Research Center* (1963)

 National Science Foundation – Assessment of Research on 
Natural Hazards
 Natural Hazards Center* (1976)

http://www.udel.edu/DRC/aboutus/dynes.htm
http://www.udel.edu/DRC/aboutus/quarantelli.htm


HAZARDS.COLORADO.EDU/RESOURCES/RESEARCH-
CENTERS

https://hazards.colorado.edu/resources/research-centers


THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE 
DISASTER RESEARCH

What is a disaster? 
 “An event, concentrated in time and space, that 

causes significant disruption to society.” –Fritz, 1961

 “A disaster is a potentially traumatic event that is 
collectively experienced, has an acute onset, and is 
time-delimited; disasters may be attributed to natural, 
technological, or human causes.” –Norris et al., 2006



DEFINITIONAL CONSEQUENCES

What is a disaster? 
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What do social scientists often study?  
 Large-scale disasters 
Rapid-onset disasters 
Developed countries, large urban areas 
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DEFINITIONAL CONSEQUENCES

 What is a disaster? 
 “An event, concentrated in time and space, that causes significant 

disruption to society.” –Fritz, 1961

 “A disaster is a potentially traumatic event that is collectively 
experienced, has an acute onset, and is time-delimited; disasters 
may be attributed to natural, technological, or human causes.” –
Norris et al., 2006

 What do social scientists often study?  
 Large-scale disasters 
 Rapid-onset disasters 
 Developed countries, large urban areas 

 How do social scientists conduct hazards and disaster 
research?   



METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES

 From a methodological perspective, disaster 
research is hardly distinguishable from the 
general sociological enterprise. Indeed, the 
types of data collection techniques used in 
social science research on disasters—for 
example, survey questionnaires, document 
analysis, observation, and in-depth 
interviews—are not unique. (Mileti, 1987) 

 What makes disaster research distinct is the 
circumstances in which otherwise 
conventional methods are employed. Put 
differently, it is the context of research, not 
the methods of research, that makes disaster 
research unique and challenging in particular 
ways. (Stallings, 2002) 



RESEARCH METHODS 
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RESEARCH ETHICS

Ethics-as-
IRB ? Ethics-as-All

Ethical clarity 
achieved through 
reliance on IRB; 

relaxing ethical radar 
after IRB approval is 

gained

Ethical clarity 
achieved through 

deliberate research 
design and shared 
research decisions 

with participants 



RESEARCH ETHICS

Ethics-as-IRB Ethics in Practice Ethics-as-All

Ethical clarity 
achieved through 
reliance on IRB; 

relaxing ethical radar 
after IRB approval is 

gained

Ethical clarity 
achieved through 

deliberate research 
design and shared 
research decisions 

with participants 

Ethical uncertainty 
arises in course of 

research; researcher 
acutely aware of their 

moral responsibilities to 
participants



 Inventory interdisciplinary 
methods and associated 
epistemological and theoretical 
underpinnings used across the 
disaster life-cycle;

 Assess the approaches used to 
form and sustain interdisciplinary 
teams;

 Identify the major challenges 
associated with interdisciplinary 
research and the unique 
contributions of interdisciplinary 
methods and teams;

 Explore interdisciplinary 
research, teaching, and next 
generation mentoring needed in 
the future.

INTERDISCIPLINARY METHODS AND 
APPROACHES 
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Trends and Developments  
Behrendt, Adam, Kathryn Lukasiewicz, Daniel Seaberg, and Jun Zhuang. 2019. “Trends in Multidisciplinary Hazard 
and Disaster Research: A 1982–2017 Case Study.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13308

Peek, Lori, Jessica Austin, and Roger Pulwarty. 2019. “Researching Fast and Slow: The Need for More 
Interdisciplinary Research on Slow Onset and Chronic Disasters.” Risk Analysis. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13308


INTERDISCIPLINARY METHODS AND 
APPROACHES 

Theory  
Sherman-Morris, Kathleen, J. Brian Houston, and Jishnu Subedi. 2018. “Theoretical Matters: On the Need for 
Hazard and Disaster Theory Developed Through Interdisciplinary Research and Collaboration.” Risk Analysis. 
doi.org/10.1111/risa.13223

Sutley, Elaina J. 2018. “An Approach for Guiding the Development and Assessing the Interdisciplinarity of New 
Methodologies for Community Disaster Resilience.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13253

Subedi, Jishnu, J. Brian Houston, and Kathleen Sherman-Morris. 2018. “Interdisciplinary Research as an Iterative 
Process to Build Disaster Systems Knowledge.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13244

Mostafavi, Ali, and N. Emel Ganapati. 2019. “Toward Convergence Disaster Research: Building Integrative Theories 
Using Simulation.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13303

https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13223
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13253
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13244
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13303


INTERDISCIPLINARY METHODS AND 
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Methods 
Reilly, Allison C., Robin L. Dillon, and Seth D. Guikema. 2018. “Agent-Based Models as an Integrating Boundary 
Object for Interdisciplinary Research.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13134
DeRouen, JoAnne and Kari Smith. 2020. “Reflective Listening Visualization: Enhancing Interdisciplinary Disaster 
Research Through the Use of Visualization Techniques.” Risk Analysis.
Gharaibeh, Nasir, Isaac Oti, Michelle Meyer, Marccus Hendricks, and Shannon Van Zandt. 2019. “Potential of Citizen 
Science for Enhancing Infrastructure Monitoring Data and Decision-Support Models for Local Communities.” Risk 
Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13256

Mitsova, Diana. 2018. “Integrative Interdisciplinary Approaches to Critical Infrastructure Interdependency Analysis.” 
Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13129
Wong-Parodi, Gabrielle, and Mitchell J. Small. 2019. “A Decision-Centered Method to Evaluate Natural Hazards 
Decision Aids by Interdisciplinary Research Teams.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13261
Nateghi, Roshanak, Jeannette Sutton, and Pamela Murray-Tuite. 2019. “The Frontiers of Uncertainty Estimation and 
Communication in Interdisciplinary Disaster Research and Practice” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13337

https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13134
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13256
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13129
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13261
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/risa.13337
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Approaches
Ganapati, N. Emel, and Ali Mostafavi. 2018. “Cultivating Metacognition in Each of Us: Thinking About ‘Thinking’ in 
Interdisciplinary Disaster Research.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13226
Ge, Yue “Gurt,” Christopher W. Zobel, Pamela Murray‐Tuite, Roshanak Nateghi, and Haizhong Wang. 2019. 
“Building an Interdisciplinary Team for Disaster Response Research: A Data‐Driven Approach.” Risk Analysis. 
doi.org/10.1111/risa.13280
Morss, Rebecca E., Heather Lazrus, and Julie L. Demuth. 2018. “The ‘Inter’ Within Interdisciplinary Research: 
Strategies for Building Integration Across Fields.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13246
Hardy, R. Dean. 2018. “A Sharing Meanings Approach for Interdisciplinary Hazards Research.” Risk Analysis. 
doi.org/10.1111/risa.13216
Gilligan, Jonathan. 2019. “Expertise Across Disciplines: Establishing Common Ground in Interdisciplinary Disaster 
Research Teams.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13407
Moezzi, Mithra and Lori Peek. 2019. “Stories for Interdisciplinary Disaster Research Collaboration.” Risk Analysis. 
doi.org/10.1111/risa.13424
Tate, Eric, Valerie Decker, and Craig Just. 2018. “Evaluating Collaborative Readiness for Interdisciplinary Flood 
Research.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13249

https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13226
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13280
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13246
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13216
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13407
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13424
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13249
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Interdisciplinary Research Projects 
Peek, Lori, Jennifer Tobin, John van de Lindt, and Anne Andrews. 2019. “Getting Interdisciplinary Teams into the 
Field: Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval and Institutional Agreements for Rapid Response Disaster 
Research.” Risk Analysis.

Kim, Amy A. and Dorothy A. Reed. 2020. “Interdisciplinary Approach to Building Functionality for Weather Hazards.” 
Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13450

Murray-Tuite, Pamela, Yue “Gurt” Ge, Christopher W. Zobel, Roshanak Nateghi, and Haizhong Wang. 2019. “Critical 
Time, Space, and Decision-Making Agent Considerations in Human-Centered Interdisciplinary Hurricane-Related 
Research.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13380

Esnard, Ann-Margaret, and Betty Lai. 2018. “Interdisciplinary Approaches to Examining Postdisaster School 
Recovery.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13137

https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13450
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13137
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Applications 
Sapat, Alka. 2018. “Lost in Translation? Integrating Interdisciplinary Disaster Research with Policy Praxis.” Risk 
Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13198

Johnson, David R. 2019. “Integrated Risk Assessment and Management Methods Are Necessary for Effective 
Implementation of Natural Hazards Policy.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13268

Berke, Philip, Steven M. Quiring, Francisco Olivera, and Jennifer A. Horney. 2018. “Addressing Challenges to 
Building Resilience Through Interdisciplinary Research and Engagement.” Risk Analysis. doi.org/10.1111/risa.13202

https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13198
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13268
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13202
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Stories for Interdisciplinary 
Disaster Research 
Collaboration 
Moezzi, Mithra and Lori Peek. 2019. Risk Analysis. 
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Stories for Interdisciplinary 
Disaster Research 
Collaboration 
Moezzi, Mithra and Lori Peek. 2019. Risk Analysis. 

“Experience stories [are] 
stories that individuals tell 

about something that 
happened during the 

research process, 
generally combining 

descriptive observation, 
some level of 

interpretation, and 
embellishment.” (Moezzi 

and Peek, 2019)



Convergence builds upon principles of interdisciplinary 
research and relies on webs of partnerships.

Government

Academia 

Industry

Why convergence science? 
• Start with a complex problem 

that requires  
interdisciplinary collaboration

• Work toward applications 
and solutions 



CONVERGE 
Visit the 
CONVERGE 
website for:

• free online training 
modules

• guidance for the 
ethical conduct of 
research 

• webinars and 
virtual forums

• access to NSF-
supported 
Extreme Events 
Research and 
Reconnaissance 
networks  

• data collection, 
publication, and 
data sharing 
information 



Thank you!
Lori Peek, Ph.D.

Department of Sociology
Natural Hazards Center

CONVERGE 
University of Colorado Boulder

Lori.Peek@Colorado.edu

converge.colorado.edu/signup

hazards.colorado.edu/signup

mailto:Lori.Peek@Colorado.edu
https://converge.colorado.edu/signup
https://hazards.colorado.edu/signup
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