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Ethics in the Hazards and Disaster Field

• Ethics broadly refers to a 
set of principles, norms, 
and standards that guide 
the conduct of 
reconnaissance and 
longer-term research



We hold a 
special responsibility to
ensure that our actions are 
guided by an underlying set 
of ethical principles that 
protect the dignity, rights, 
and welfare of people
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CONVERGE
• CONVERGE is a National Hazards 

Engineering Research Infrastructure 
(NHERI) facility dedicated to 
advancing the ethical conduct and 
scientific rigor of hazards and disaster 
research

• CONVERGE offers free resources to 
help train a diverse next-generation 
of the interdisciplinary hazards and 
disaster workforce converge.colorado.edu
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CONVERGE 
Training Modules
Free, interactive, online trainings designed for 
students, early career professionals, and others who 
are new to hazards and disaster research and 
practice. They incorporate an all-hazards approach 
grounded in cutting edge research from the social 
sciences, public health, engineering, and other 
disciplines. Each module features:

• Learning objectives

• Lesson plans
• Case studies 

• A list of additional resources
• A final quiz worth one contact hour of 

general management training through the 
International Association of Emergency 
Managers (IAEM) certification program. 
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Available Training Modules
• Since July 2019, our 

CONVERGE team and our 
partners have:

• Released 12 Training Modules
• 9,430 registrants
• 10,093 module completions

converge.colorado.edu/resources/training-modules/ 
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Available Training Modules

• While research ethics is a core 
theme of all 12 Training Modules, 
it is particularly relevant to the 
content of these 7 modules:

converge.colorado.edu/resources/training-modules/ 
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• Collecting perishable data requires thoughtful attention to our 
ethical principles and collective responsibilities

• A definition of perishable data:
Perishable data is highly transient data that may degrade in quality, be irrevocably altered, or be 
permanently lost if not collected soon after it is generated. Perishable data includes ephemeral 
information that exists before, during, or after a disaster that, if gathered, can characterize pre-
existing hazardous conditions, near-miss or actual disaster events, and longer-term recovery 

processes. This data may need to be collected at multiple points in time across varying geographic 
scales to accurately characterize exposure, susceptibility to harm, and coping capacity.1

1Adams, R. M., Evans, C. M., & Peek, L. (2023). Defining, collecting, and sharing perishable disaster data. Disasters 48(1): e12592. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12592

Perishable DataCollecting and Sharing Perishable Data

https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12592
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Time Pressures
• Rapid data collection
Power and Resource Gaps
• Outside researchers in culturally unfamiliar contexts

Emotional Challenges
• Exposed to widespread damage, destruction, and loss 

of life

• Witnesses to disproportionate impacts among 
marginalized populations and newly vulnerable people

Coordination Complications
• Teams must balance the need to collect perishable 

data while not interfering with emergency response 
efforts

• Locally-affected colleagues may be disaster survivors 
and disaster first responders

The context of perishable data 
collection has unique ethical 
challenges for hazards and 
disaster researchers

Collecting and Sharing Perishable Data
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• The IRB is a committee responsible for 
reviewing the methods of proposed 
research involving human subjects 

• It ensures the protection of human subjects 
and their rights as participants in potentially 
harmful research

• The IRB outlines three main principles of 
ethical research:
• Respect for persons
• Beneficence
• Justice

Institutional Review Board Procedures
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IRB Challenges for Hazards 
and Disaster Research
• When collecting perishable hazards and disaster 

data, there can be IRB challenges associated 
with:
• Administrative delays
• Gathering letters of support during a time of 

crisis
• Varying IRB standards across different 

regions and organizations

Institutional Review Board Procedures
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• IRBs mostly focus on the initial stages of 
research 

• Once a study is initially approved, IRBs only 
require researchers to outline any deviations 
from the original protocol and to report any 
adverse events

• IRBs do not typically require investigators to 
report on the myriad ethical dilemmas that 
may arise over the longer-term

Outside the Purview of the IRB 

Broader Ethical Considerations
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• Informed consent
• Participant burden
• Confidentiality and privacy
• Compensating participants
• Interpersonal, team-based, and 

organizational ethical dilemmas
• Working in international and cross-

cultural settings

Broader Ethical Considerations
Broader Ethical Challenges for 
Hazards and Disaster Research

Evans, C.M., Adams, R. M., & Peek, L. (2024). Ethical 
considerations for hazards and disaster research. 
Forthcoming in the edited volume Reducing Risks: A 
WSPC Reference on Preventing and Mitigating 
Disasters and Dangers—Volume 3: Praxis and Action, 
edited by JC Gaillard, M. Rashid, and G. Fernandez. 
Singapore: World Scientific Publishing, Co.
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• Familiarizing yourself cultural 
context of the research site can help 
ensure that your research design 
and methods are not unintentionally 
causing harm 

• Ethical research should be driven by 
the needs of local populations

• Working with local partners can help 
bridge cross-cultural boundaries, 
enhance research capacity and 
feasibility, and empower members 
of the disaster-affected 
community

Cultural Competence

Wu, H., Peek, L., Mathews, M. C., & Mattson, N. (2022). Cultural 
competence for hazards and disaster researchers: Framework and 
training module. Natural Hazards Review, 23(1), 06021005. 
ttps://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)NH.1527-6996.0000536

https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)NH.1527-6996.0000536
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• Reciprocity in research involves an 
ongoing practice of reflection, relationship-
building, and exchange

• Researchers are ethically obligated to 
work to produce mutual benefits for the 
people involved with or affected by the 
hazards and disaster research process

• The unique context of each study will 
determine how to engage in reciprocal 
relationships

• Examples of reciprocity include  
compensation, training, cultural 
preservation, and the provision of 
research resources

Reciprocity in Research
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• There are certain populations that are 
more susceptible to the negative impacts 
of hazards and disasters

• Factors that influence vulnerability include 
age, income, race/ethnicity, 
disability/pre-existing health issues, 
English proficiency, and immigration 
status, among others

• Additional considerations are needed 
when working with at-risk populations who 
are vulnerable to coercion or undue 
influence

• Research that focuses on these 
populations can inform more inclusive 
disaster risk reduction

Social Vulnerability and Disasters

Adams, R. M., Evans, C., Wolkin, A., Thomas, T. & Peek, L. (2022). Social 
vulnerability and disasters: Development and evaluation of a CONVERGE 
training module for researchers and practitioners. Disaster Prevention and 
Management: An International Journal, 31(6), 13-29. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/DPM-04-2021-0131

https://doi.org/10.1108/DPM-04-2021-0131
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• Disasters wreak havoc on communities 
and can make research in these settings 
emotionally challenging

• Examples of emotional challenges include 
vicarious trauma, compassion fatigue, and 
burnout

• Recognizing researchers’ emotions can 
lead to more ethical and methodologically 
sound research practices

• There are strategies to help cope with 
emotionally challenging research, such as 
journaling, counseling, and peer and 
institutional support

Emotionally Challenging Research

Bermúdez Tapia, B., Fehr, T., Niles, S., Peek, L., Evans, C., & Adams, 
R. Conducting emotionally challenging research: Lessons from the 
field. Under Review in Qualitative Research.
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An Ethical Toolkit for Addressing 
Dilemmas
• Science and engineering help us to 

understand and characterize what is in the 
world

• An ethical toolkit can help guide what we 
ought to do in light of what we know or 
have experienced
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An Ethical Toolkit for Addressing 
Dilemmas
• Beneficence: Maximizing benefits of participation in research.

• Fidelity: Maintaining fidelity to an implicit or explicit promise.

• Reparation: Making amends for a previous wrongful act.

• Gratitude: Expressing gratitude for participation in research.

• Justice: Treating participants fairly and equitably.

• Non-Maleficence: Minimizing harm from participation in 
research.

• Self-Improvement: Improving one’s own condition in respect 
of virtue or of intelligence.1

1Browne, K. E., & Peek, L. (2014). Beyond the IRB: An ethical toolkit for long-term disaster 
research. International Journal of Mass Emergencies & Disasters, 32(1), 82-120.
https://doi.org/10.1177/028072701403200105

https://doi.org/10.1177/028072701403200105


Additional CONVERGE Resources
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Additional CONVERGE Resources

converge.colorado.edu/resources
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