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This work addresses hurricane preparedness in Escambia County, Florida. It explores 

preparing for hurricanes as an informal learning process occurring within personal networks 

and embedded in beliefs, values, and attitudes. Findings reveal that participants learned to 

prepare from their parents in childhood and improved upon that knowledge through direct 

experience in adulthood. Later, they passed this knowledge on to their children as well as co-

workers. These preparations are embedded in beliefs of self-determination and attitudes of 

endurance. However, this body of knowledge and their respective practices are not equally 

accessible to all. Recommendations are provided so local organizations can incorporate local 

knowledge and practices with preparedness improvement efforts and foster social cohesion as 

well. 
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CHAPTER 1 

OVERVIEW OF APPLIED THESIS PROJECT 

In September of 2004, Hurricane Ivan struck Escambia County, Florida. The impact 

prompted county officials to commission a study to learn how to prevent the same outcome in 

the future. The study listed 100 lessons learned from Hurricane Ivan and my client succeeded 

that study. My client is BRACE (the Be Ready Alliance Coordinating for Emergencies), and I 

contacted BRACE through a directory of local not-for-profit organizations listed by the local 

chapter of United Way while searching for a client. Jon Diamond, my main point of contact, 

returned my call and scheduled a meeting. At that meeting, I learned that BRACE coordinates 

with other organizations to reduce the harmful consequences of disaster, and its vision is to 

become the most prepared community in the U.S. However, according to the information 

posted on BRACE’s website, many locals do not do more to prepare for want of knowing what 

more they can do.  

In response, I was asked to look into what preparations people do and do not 

undertake, the reasons for doing and not doing them, and how people come to learn to 

prepare within the context of hurricanes. Jon Diamond also asked me to provide suggestions 

for what the organization could do to improve knowledge of hurricane preparedness with 

particular attention to underserved communities such as ethnic minorities. Since I was asked to 

explore what preparations people undertake and why I figured an interpretive approach would 

best address their central questions by explaining the underlying meaning of preparing for 

hazards and thus providing context to what people do and why. To achieve this, I employed 

Geertz’s theory of culture as a semiotic concept consisting of a symbol system in which human 
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behavior creates interconnected meaning, which humans use to communicate with and to one 

another (1973). Also, I borrowed the model outlining the mechanisms, which generate 

ecological knowledge systems proposed by Nany J. Turner and Fikret Berkes (2006),  to see if 

these mechanisms play a role in how learning to prepare for hazards takes place. 

At the conclusion of the study, I provided the organization with a written report. The 

report included recommendations for expanding access to information, providing needed 

services, and building social capital. The report also emphasized the importance of how cultural 

beliefs, values, and attitudes towards concepts such as life, safety, and security influence the 

plans and preparations people make when facing hurricanes. The organization received the 

report positively, especially the information provided about the lack of information available in 

Spanish and the lack of awareness of immigrant populations, as it complemented their current 

efforts to understand “special needs” populations and the services they currently receive.  The 

next section situates this study within the context of the current state of knowledge of hazard 

preparedness within the literature.  
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CHAPTER 2 

CONTEXT OF WORK 

This review begins by reviewing the leading frameworks in the disaster literature, trends 

in disaster preparedness, and the factors influencing protective action. It then identifies a gap in 

understanding how socio-cultural beliefs influence preparedness in the U.S. and it proceeds to 

the anthropological research on local/indigenous knowledge systems. This review covers 

neither displacement and involuntary resettlement (Ensor 2013; Mathur 2015; Oliver-Smith 

2012; Shami 1993) nor evacuation (Thompson, Garfin, and Silver 2017), but the interested 

reader can consult the references cited for more information on those topics.  

2.1 Major Frameworks Vulnerability and Resilience 

Vulnerability and resilience are the two predominating frameworks in the literature on 

disasters. The vulnerability framework defines disaster as a process embedded in a social 

system accumulating and distributing risk inequitably and undermining the coping mechanisms 

and the adaptations of a population to its environment as a result (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 

1999). Anthropologists use this framework to address inequitable social processes, such as 

poverty and colonialism, through sustainable development (Wisner 2003). A significant criticism 

of vulnerability, however, is that it is difficult to measure (Faas 2016, 15). On the other hand, 

the resilience framework is not about social processes but improving the capacity of individuals, 

populations, and systems to resist the impacts of a hazard or disaster (Barrios 2016). In this 

framework, disasters or hazards are events for which to prepare (Lakoff 2007). As with 

vulnerability, however, measuring resilience is no less complicated (Bergstrand et al. 2015, 
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394). Nevertheless, studies on preparedness, at least in the US, firmly operate within the 

resilience framework.  

 

2.2 The Prevalence and Quality of Preparedness 

Studies of preparedness reveal that about half of respondents report being prepared 

and less than half of those respondents report adequate levels of preparedness. Only half of 

the respondents in a nationwide study in the U.S. reported being prepared for a natural hazard 

(Wakefield Research  2012). The preparations respondents report consist primarily of 

inexpensive items useful for everyday life (Bourque 2013, 365). However, survey respondents 

rarely report having evacuation plans and other items of use limited to emergencies 

(Kusenbach, Simms, and Tobin 2010; Simms, Kusenbach, and Tobin 2013).  

Despite these trends in self-reported surveys, there is doubt as to how accurate these 

findings are because independent confirmation is rare and the designs and methods of survey 

research influence responses. Earl J. Baker (2011), for instance, found that the respondents 

living in Northwest Florida reported being more prepared than other regions in the state. Naim 

Kapucu (2008) found low levels of preparedness but admits that the timing of the survey during 

the absence of a hazard threat could have influenced the findings (533). Robert J. Meyer et al. 

(2014) conducted a real-time survey during Hurricanes Sandy and Isaac and found that 

preparations increased as the storms approached; however, the quality of those preparations 

was disconcerting.  
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2.3 Factors Influencing Preparedness 

Given the trends of preparedness noted above, scientists have attempted to identify the 

factors influencing preparedness with a better understanding of the factors facilitating 

preparedness than factors hindering preparedness (Levac, Toal-Sullivan, and O`Sullivan 2012, 

730). Demographic associations with particular protective actions exist at bivariate and 

multivariate levels (Peacock 2003), but associations with overall preparedness tend to 

disappear at multivariate levels of analysis (Ablah, Konda, and Kelley 2009; Cherniack et al. 

2008). Irrespective of demographic characteristics, other studies show that social capital 

positively influences preparedness (Aldrich and Meyer 2015; Cagney et al. 2016; Kim and Kang 

2010; Reininger et al. 2013).  

Demographics and social capital aside, cognitive factors also influence the likelihood of 

preparing (Ajzen 1998,2012; Weinstein 1993). Studies on the cognitive factors find that 

increasing risk perception is insufficient because other factors mediate the relationship 

between risk perception and action (Mishra and Suar 2007; Wachinger et al. 2013). As a result, 

socio-cognitive studies focus on understanding how the beliefs and attitudes of individuals 

influence the likelihood of preparing (Grothmann and Reusswig 2006; Paton 2003). However, 

the social-cultural context influences individual beliefs and attitudes about preparedness but 

how these beliefs and attitudes are formed, organized, and maintained is not understood 

(Mcivor and Paton 2007). 

Although an understanding of culture is limited in research regarding hazard 

preparedness in the United States, there is a better understanding of culture’s role in disaster 

research in developing countries where more anthropological research has taken place (Henry 
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2005; Oliver-Smith 1996). Studies in this field show that ecological beliefs and attitudes result 

from human interaction with the environment over time through observation and experience, 

which produces knowledge that is then encoded in language, embedded in behavior, 

transmitted from generation to generation, and regulated by social structure (Berkes and 

Turner 2006). As such, anthropologists have and continue to advocate for including local 

knowledge and local institutions in programs for reducing disaster risk because the local 

population is likely to rely on that knowledge and those institutions during a disaster just as it 

does in everyday life (Rumbach and Foley 2014). Moreover, these bodies of knowledge are 

compatible with Western science and their incorporation, along with the inclusion of local 

institutions, fosters social capital between locals, authorities, and experts (Kelman, Mercer, and 

Gaillard 2012). Although local or “indigenous” knowledge systems research began with 

environmental resource management (Berkes 2012); it has since expanded to preparedness for 

natural hazards (Dekens 2007). However, the preference of experts and agencies for 

documentation presents an obstacle to the inclusion of local knowledge and institutions in the 

field of disaster mitigation and hazards management precisely because this knowledge and 

these institutions are often not documented, as are their effects on local environments, unlike 

scientific knowledge and formal institutions (Iloka 2016). Also, this field of research is primarily 

limited to developing world contexts and the knowledge and institutions of indigenous peoples.  

 

2.4 Summary 

In short, the literature on preparedness in the U.S. is firmly rooted in the resilience 

paradigm and focused on building and strengthening the capacity of individuals and households 
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to cope and adapt. Unfortunately, studies show that preparations are often inadequate and 

mainly consist of mundane items useful for non-emergency purposes and activities simple to 

do. Efforts to identify the factors that influence hazard preparedness have been more 

successful in identifying factors that facilitate rather than hinder it. Of these, culture is the least 

understood. Anthropological research, however, is rich with cultural insights, but most of it is 

from developing countries. Moreover, its orientation is more towards disaster risk reduction in 

the developing world than disaster or hazard preparedness in the United States and Europe. 

These studies, mostly on indigenous peoples, find that beliefs, attitudes, and practices 

concerning the local environment and natural hazards develop through human interaction with 

the environment over time and are maintained through social institutions and communication 

pathways. Thus, a major gap in the preparedness literature of the United States concerns the 

role of culture in influencing attitudes and beliefs towards hazard preparedness, and 

anthropological research in developing countries on the generative mechanisms of local 

knowledge systems can contribute to filling this gap. Through a qualitative understanding of 

how people in a locality through interacting with their environment learn to prepare and form 

beliefs and attitudes to guide their behavior, emergency managers can better understand how 

to culturally adapt programs and materials for improving preparedness so that members of that 

locality are more likely to adopt the measures.  

2.5 Theoretical Framework 

According to Susan Hoffman, cultures “burnish our perception” (2016, 40). As such, 

comprehending risk requires an understanding of culture. The point of this paper is to look at 
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the social context in which beliefs and attitudes are expressed to understand the shared 

meaning underlying hazard protective responses. Therefore, this study employs Clifford 

Geertz’s semiotic theory of culture as a symbol system produced by human behavior to identify 

beliefs and practices of preparedness and what they mean (1973, 10). It combines this theory 

with Fikret Berkes’ and Nancy Turner’s framework for the mechanisms that generate ecological 

knowledge systems: learning incrementally, developing belief systems, creating ways for 

communicating knowledge and beliefs and creating regulating institutions (2006). It adopts this 

framework for hurricane preparedness.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PROJECT DESIGN 

3.1 Consent and Recruitment 

As the client expressed interest in knowing about people living in Escambia County, 

Florida, inclusion criteria for study participants were living in Escambia County, being able to 

provide informed consent, and having reached the age of majority. In compliance with IRB 

protocols, I used a script when contacting potential participants (see Appendix C). All 24 

participants were fully informed of the study in person and signed consent forms.  

Participant recruitment was difficult because my availability for recruiting participants 

was limited, and my work schedule varied but often consisted of overnight shifts. Another 

challenge was accounting for the diversity of the area. According to the 2010 Census, more 

than two-thirds the population is White Non-Hispanic (see Table 3.1). Consequently, random 

sampling was likely to have underrepresented minorities, as individuals from the larger 

population would have higher odds of inclusion in a random sample. To get around this, I used 

snowball sampling, and my initial interviewees came from within my network for three reasons. 

First, I could approach co-workers and friends that shared the same schedule as I did and thus 

conduct interviews during the week. Second, their referrals compensated for my lack of 

availability to approach and recruit strangers and lowered refusal rates out of a desire to come 

through on a friend request. Third, my status as an ethnic minority (Hispanic) meant that 

personal contacts within my ethnic group could facilitate the participation of people who would 

otherwise be less willing to participate. Table 3.2 shows the total number of participants as well 

as their breakdown according to race/ethnicity and gender. Overall, more Hispanics and 
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African-Americans participated than White Non-Hispanics and females participated in more 

significant numbers than males. I cannot explain the unwillingness of males to participate. 

African-Americans and Hispanics were challenging to recruit: often those I approached held 

multiple occupations. In addition, undocumented Hispanics were reluctant in providing 

references due to their interest in avoiding exposure. By contrast, documented Hispanics and 

African-Americans simply had no interest in participating or referring me to others.   

Table 3.1: Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics 

Subject Number Percent 
Total population 297,619 100 

    Median age (years) 37.6 
 

    18 years and over 233,465 78.4 
Race/Ethnicity   
     White 204,993 68.9 
     Black or African American 68,282 22.9 
    American Indian and Alaska Native 2,623 0.9 
    Asian 8,174 2.7 
    Hispanic or Latino 14,061 4.7 
 Male population 147,119 49.4 
    Median age (years) 35.4 

 

    18 years and over 114,426 38.4 
  Female population 150,500 50.6 
    Median age (years) 39.5 

 

    18 years and over 119,039 40 
Housing Tenure     
 Population in owner-occupied housing 
units 

182,224  N/A 

 Population in renter-occupied housing 
units 

97,436  N/A 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census 

Table 3.2: General Profile of Research Participants 

Subject  Percentage Number 
Race/Ethnicity   
   White Not-Hispanic 38% 8 
   African-American 14% 3 
   Native American 0% 0 
   Asian 0% 0 
   Pacific Isl. 0% 0 
   Hispanic/Latino 28.5% 6 
   No Response 19% 4 
Total 100% 21 
Gender 100% 21 
   Male 24% 5 
   Female 76% 16 
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3.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

Data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews and observations. Initially, a 

focus group with interviewees had been planned to follow the interviews, but schedule 

conflicts between participants and a general disinterest in further participation precluded me 

from conducting a focus group. I obtained twenty-four semi-structured interviews but lost the 

data for three of them. The interviews were audio recorded using a Sony IC recorder, 

transcribed in Microsoft Office Word, and refined to make the text more easily legible and 

coherent. Interview transcripts were safely stored separately from consent forms and locked in 

a portable file box. Interviews took place at restaurants, cafes, and private homes on weekends. 

Other interviews took place in break rooms and private offices during weekdays.  

The interviews varied in length with some lasting 20 or 30 minutes and others lasting 1 

or 1.5 hours. Initially, I began asking about stories of experience with hurricanes but later 

dropped the word “story” and just asked about the experience, which reduced confusion with 

interviewees. To keep experiences organized, I asked Interviewees to recount their experience 

with hurricanes beginning with the earliest they could remember and continuing into the 

present. As they recounted their experience, I asked about any verbal sharing of experience by 

them or others. I also probed about the preparations taken, who undertook them and why, 

how, where, and from whom they learned to prepare. I also asked the interviewees about their 

attitudes, feelings, and the meaning of their actions to them. These questions proved much 

more fruitful with older participants. Younger participants were less able to recount their 

experience because more than ten years had passed since a hurricane directly affected the area 

meaning they were much younger at the time and so could not recall their experience. The 
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transcription of interviews varied between three and six hours depending on the length of the 

interview, the quality of the recording, and the background noise. The total time spent 

transcribing was 144 hours.  

Observation of behavior was difficult due to how indistinguishable many hurricane 

preparations are from every-day behaviors or how they can serve other purposes. For example, 

does the purchase of canned food and bottled water constitute preparation for a hurricane or 

merely a replenishment of depleted pantry items? Nevertheless, I did my best to attune myself 

to my surroundings, listen, and look for visible preparedness activities or talk of preparedness. 

In the end, I recorded no more than six observations that were distinctly related to hurricane 

preparation precisely because they occurred at a time when a hurricane was threatening the 

local area. To compensate for the possibility that I would not be able to distinguish activities for 

hurricane preparation from the same activities done for other purposes and the possibility that 

no hurricane event would occur, I accessed digital collections of the Pensacola News Journal 

dating from 1999-present and searched for reports of past hurricanes.  

For analysis, I coded all transcripts, observations, and news articles in Microsoft Word. 

After coding a document, the codes and passages were then extracted using a macro that 

transferred the highlighted passages and their respective code to a new Word document in 

table format complete with the page from which the passages came and date the codes were 

assigned. I used “Values Coding” (Saldaña 2016, 131-6) to identify, describe, and explain values, 

attitudes, and beliefs contained in the data collected to ground the data within Geertz’s 

semiotic theory of culture. Given Saldaña’s definition of “values” as magnitudes of significance 

and “attitudes” as manners of thought and feeling (2016, 131-32), I searched the data paying 
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particular attention to descriptive adjectives and adverbs of manner to identify values and then 

paid attention to the nouns and verbs they modified to identify attitudes. Relevant passages 

were then labeled as a value or attitude followed by a descriptive term or phrase. The following 

section presents the findings of this study.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DELIVERABLES 

Over the course of interviewing participants, observing co-coworkers respond to the 

threat of a hurricane, and preparing for a hurricane myself, I learned that preparing for 

hurricanes is a practice learned over time from others and direct experience. These practices 

are guided by beliefs and attitudes that encourage conservation and cooperation encoded in 

folk terminology and communicated interpersonally. The gender division of labor is the 

institution regulating the skills and knowledge that participants learn and the preparations they 

perform.  Social cues inform participants when to prepare. However, the local knowledge, 

practices, and governing norms are neither universally accessible nor immutable. The following 

sections, explore these general findings in greater detail. 

4.1 Incremental Learning 

Learning to prepare is a process that begins in adolescence through participation, 

observation, and explanation. Children participate by assisting their parents as they perform 

various tasks and subtasks: “I remember going out [to the exchange] and getting water, non-

perishable foods, and batteries. Then, I would help my dad board the windows up,” Leroy 

recounted while recalling his childhood between gulps of soda during lunch break by the city 

pool. On other occasions, children learn by simply observing their parents prepare while they 

do their errands, “I just went shopping with my mom; I did not do much,” Nichole remembered 

while talking about her first hurricane experience living in Miami. Melanie learned by observing 

that her parents were purchasing “not so typical items” and asking for an explanation, “Dad, 
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why are we getting all this water?” At other times, parents explicitly explain or teach their 

children by “sitting them down” and “talking to them about it” so they can then “follow” the 

“example” their parents set.  

Learning is not limited to childhood it continues into adulthood, and, for adults new to 

the area learning starts in adulthood. Denise, a mother of three, had only experienced 

earthquakes and had yet formed relations with the locals of the area when she experienced 

Hurricane Ivan. Not knowing how to respond, she evacuated to Atlanta. Upon return, she 

learned, “you never leave food in the fridge because you are going to lose power.” Adis, a 

permanent resident from Mexico, learned through her experience with evacuation that 

recovering from a hurricane requires planning, which is difficult to do away from home: “once a 

hurricane is over...I need to get [home]...and get all this post-hurricane planning... [Evacuating] 

is too much trouble”. Leroy, a longstanding resident, on the other hand, improved on the 

preparations he learned from others by discarding those practiced that proved ineffectual. In 

his word, “One thing I learned that didn’t work was putting tape on the windows. People at 

work were talking about putting tape on all the windows. Now, you see people don’t tape up 

the windows no more”. Although those that try this practice abandon it, and longtime residents 

know it is ineffective, it persists. During her first hurricane experience, Lina taped her windows 

and never did it again because it was “too difficult to get the tape off!” It also ruined her tinted 

windows.  

In addition to learning from direct experience with hurricanes, as adults new to the 

area, they also transferred knowledge about hurricanes gained from elsewhere. Olda, a 

massage therapist from Belize, applied her knowledge of hurricanes gained in Belize to her life 
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here in the United States, “Based on the experience of others, when the winds hit, the roofs 

blow away...that is why we look for shelters with brick roofs and walls”. However, cultural 

differences influence perceptual and behavioral differences, as Adis, explained, “Being in a 

different country, whether you have experience or not, it is different because you see things 

from different angles.” Olda illustrated this best noting how her response changed according to 

the country in which she lived: “in Belize, we stay with friends; in Mexico, we stay with family; I 

was surprised when we came [to the US]...with [my husband] not getting groceries and staying 

home.”  

 

4.2 Beliefs in Practice 

Besides learning what to do, doing it in a way that complies with the prevailing belief 

and attitude is also necessary. That belief is mindfulness, and participants demonstrate it by 

considering and cooperating with others. Consideration for others can include bringing supplies 

when staying at another person’s house; for instance, knowing her parents would need light 

after losing electricity, Adriana acted responsibly by “staying alert” and getting candles and 

lights so her mother could distribute them throughout the house. Connie, with her 67 years of 

experience, is aware it is possible to lose access to potable water and deplete reserves, so she 

fills her tub, so everyone in her household has access to water.  

Gayle is aware that local weather patterns influence the risks a hurricane poses to her; 

they also assist in determining the extent and timing of preparations. In response, she 

continually watches the news and “takes a look” at hurricanes when they form to see if they 
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will strengthen by passing through Cuba and Florida or reentering the Gulf of Mexico or if a 

“front coming down” will divert its course.  

A second way to act mindfully is to procure items in a manner that permits others to 

obtain them. This ethic of conservation is prevalent in everyday speech that emphasizes needs 

rather than wants, as when shoppers tell store representatives they “need” something. 

Furthermore, it is common for members of a household to ask others if they “need anything” 

before “running to the store.” During hurricanes, this conservation ethic is reinforced through 

disapproving remarks like “gas hog” as I overheard while refueling my car during Hurricane 

Nate (fortunately, the comment was not directed at me). 

Unfortunately, all participants complained about their shopping experience because a 

free-market system induces competition for scarce resources and does not ration them to 

ensure compliance with the local motto “take what you need and leave some for others.” 

Robert explained this when complaining about the lack of a control mechanism to prevent 

excess consumption: “I think stores have to put a limit on stuff because you want to be able to 

spread amongst a greater percentage of the population. If someone comes and hoards it what 

about all the people that come behind him?”  

The inverse of competition is the third aspect of mindfulness. Interviewees frequently 

talked about cooperating or helping others while preparing for hurricanes often in the form of 

sharing and pooling resources or doing favors for one another. When interviewing Lina, a 

mother of two and former armed service member, she mentioned how her neighbors, many of 

whom are former military, helped her by uniting and “boarding up” her windows for her 

because “we look out for each other,” she stated. Another way to cooperate, when preparing 
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for hurricanes, is to share food. Justin and his family learned from friends to “eat all of your 

frozen goods” to avoid waste when electricity is lost. To do so, his parents held “ice cream 

parties” in the days leading up to the hurricane. Grilling events between family, friends, and 

neighbors, sometimes called “hurricane parties” also take place. My neighbor across the street 

held one on Saturday, October 7, 2017, the day before Hurricane Nate’s arrival. The 

neighborhood had boarded up at four or five in the afternoon, my neighbor sat out on his 

driveway and invited us over for beer and grilled meat as a way of relaxing before the storm 

approached the following day. Sunday morning, my family and I had “Arroz con frijoles” for 

breakfast with my next-door neighbor and played “continental,” a typical card game in Mexico, 

before returning home, closing our doors, and letting the storm pass.  

Thus far, I have covered how participants living in the area learn to prepare as children 

and adults, as new and long-time residents, and as citizens and immigrants as well as the local 

belief in mindfulness and how participants practice this belief. Throughout those sections, I 

quoted phrases that locals use to index various practices and ideas. In the following two 

sections, I am going to explain how participants reported they disseminate this knowledge and 

how they embed its practice in gender roles and social cues.  

 

4.3 Folk Terms and Communication Preferences 

The participants I interviewed that have lived in the area long enough to form bonds 

with lifelong residents know the code words and what they mean. My co-workers used them 

frequently when a hurricane approached the area as I was working. On August 31, 2016, my 

supervisor checked the weather reports and noticed the hurricane he was tracking had slightly 
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shifted course. He immediately expressed his surprise aloud at 4:15 PM. Within minutes, I 

received a mass email and co-workers began visiting each other to share their concerns. During 

these brief encounters intended to warn others, colleagues would adjust their concern 

according to the general mood of others. Occasionally, some mentioned the preparations 

undertaken and asked if they needed to do more. Others freely advised their colleagues what 

to do and when to do it based on personal experience and knowledge of the area:  

If you’re gonna “hunker down,” you’ve gotta prepare before “the panic.” Otherwise, 
you won’t be able to “ride it out.” (Connie speaking to a co-worker) 
 
For the uninitiated, co-workers explained that hunkering down meant sheltering in 

place, which requires gathering supplies, clearing the yard, and protecting the home (I.e., 

buying food, water, and gas; clearing the yard of projectiles; and covering windows with 

shutters or boards). They also mentioned evacuating, but others often warned that population 

growth and traffic congestion requires evacuees to act earlier to avoid "getting stuck on the 

interstate." My experienced co-workers often mentioned their terrible experience with 

Hurricane Ivan. Older employees mentioned Hurricane Opel from the 90s.   

Just as there are shorthand ways of telling others what to do or what you are doing, 

there are ways to communicate the information. From my experience and observations, it 

became clear that interpersonal communication is the preferred means. After the face-to-face 

conversations quelled, co-workers in my department began calling and texting on their cell 

phones to speak with close friends and family. My wife received disconcerted calls from her 

parents in Morocco urging her to flee the area and even offering to wire money so she, my 

family, and I could evacuate. Of course, she struggled to explain that we shelter in place here 

and the hurricane was not that severe. How could two senior citizens in Morocco looking at a 



20 
 

storm appearing to cover half the state of Florida possibly understand such a decision? Out of 

terror, her father pleaded with heartfelt sorrow, “We lost our first and only son in the U.S.; we 

don’t want to lose our last child and only daughter.” Feeling guilty, she reluctantly reserved an 

expensive flight that was partially refunded when canceled. I received messages on WhatsApp 

from relatives in Mexico asking if we are okay if we had plans if we were safe, and so on. Of 

course, we have been communicating for decades, so they are more familiar with how we 

respond and simply telling them our plans and that it was nothing to worry about reassured 

them. I was not immune; I video chatted with my brother on WhatsApp to ensure he had 

supplies, a plan, and shelter. Later, my brother called to reassure us that he arrived at his 

shelter in Central Florida. Shortly after that, I received photos and video of his hurricane party 

replete with grilled chicken, burgers, fish, and beer and wine, which he enjoyed with his friends 

as the hurricane approached.  

 

4.4 Guiding Institutions and Practice Norms 

Just as the knowledge, beliefs, and ways of communication are socially constructed, so 

too is the manner of allocating who does which practices and when. According to my 

interviewees, and in keeping with Susanna Hoffman (1999), gender is the fundamental 

organizing principle. Men reported undertaking precautions that occur primarily outdoors. 

Women, on the other hand, undertook indoor activities. This division was inconspicuous to 

respondents; only when speaking with women who had experienced a hurricane after a divorce 

was the difference readily noted. Laurie, for instance, “didn’t do much” as her husband 

undertook most of the preparations. Following her divorce, she felt more responsible as she 
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alone had to undertake both indoor and outdoor preparations. Adis, also divorced, noted the 

added responsibility, as well as the difficulty of learning, let alone performing the male role:  

Males don’t expect females to ask about things they mainly take care of. When I ask, 
they lose patience because what takes 2 minutes, with me, it takes 10-15 minutes 
because I am constantly asking questions to make sure I understand because I don’t 
know anything. When it comes to those things, I do it halfway: I got a generator, but I 
don’t know how to use it if it works...I don’t even know where the gas or oil goes! I 
know Lowes has people you can call, and they will send a man to measure your 
windows, cut the boards, install them with the nails, and charge you, but I don’t have 
the money. 
 

Because only one of my male respondents was divorced, I cannot say if men experience any 

hardship. I surmise that they do not work for the simple reason that the preparations women 

usually do are everyday activities (e.g., cooking and buying food and water). That is not to say 

the preparations women usually do require no skill. Instead, activities, such as cooking, are 

critical to everyday survival and males have the opportunity to develop and refine those skills in 

everyday life as a result. On the other hand, “male” activities require expertise and skills rarely 

used in day-to-day life (e.g., carpentry). Women would rarely find occasion to develop and 

refine the knowledge and skill to create and install hurricane panels in the ordinary course of 

life.   

A further obstacle for women seeking to learn the expertise men typically acquire is the 

way in which men acquire it. Parents socialize children into their respective gender roles, and 

hurricane preparedness is one facet of life in which this takes place. For example, fathers 

transmit carpentry and mechanical skills to their sons. All my male interviewees grew up “tying 

down” outdoor equipment; measuring windows, cutting plywood, and installing panels; and 

operating generators and power tools whereas female respondents often reported assisting 

their mothers with groceries, storing food and water, and cooking. Although there are services 
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available for getting cost estimates for hurricane shutters, the estimates require payment and 

the information provided only itemizes the materials and labor and their respective cost. The 

estimates do not include the measurements, which “locks in” customers to a single vendor 

unless one incurs the cost of repeated estimates. Adis encountered this obstacle when a Lowe’s 

representative measured her windows and charged her for the estimate, which did not include 

the measurements of her windows. She stowed her estimate in a drawer. Although she could 

turn to smaller enterprises, she was hesitant and mistrusting not knowing how to distinguish 

between proper and improper work, which she learned when a third of her privacy fence 

collapsed. The laborer who installed the fence used untreated wood and failed to use cement 

to secure the posts. Consequently, the fence buckled from exposure to seasonal weather 

patterns and uprooted the posts. As she did not have money, did not trust a more economical 

alternative, and could not lift the fence herself, she placed cinder blocks over it and hoped that 

Hurricane Nate would not blow it away.  

Even though gender differences exist concerning who does what, there are no such 

differences in deciding when to perform these roles. They are performed together “if we make 

a trip, it is not going to be at the grocery store. We are going to get gas, get boards at Lowes, 

and groceries too, so he is going to come along,” Briana explained. Moreover, the cues for 

implementing these activities are social. During Hurricane Nate, I refueled my car when I 

noticed bags over several gas pumps and long lines forming at stations as I drove to get my 

morning latte. When I returned home, I told my wife; she made a grocery list; and we went to 

Target and purchased supplies, as I had also noticed an unusual number of cars parked at the 

grocery stores early in the morning. 
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Respondents reported relying on social cues for determining when to undertake their 

preparations as well. Lina reported that deciding when to cover her windows is a matter of 

“watching the neighbors.” When Olda lived in Belize, she too relied on the activity of her 

neighbors: “you know that it is hurricane preparation time because you can hear the banging of 

the hammers, the cars, and trucks.” However, it was unclear what cues she relied on here in the 

U.S. Gayle, relies on her knowledge of weather patterns, the location of the hurricane, and the 

forecasts in the weather reports to calculate when the grocery stores will overrun with 

shoppers, commonly called “the panic,” so she can replenish her supplies the day before it. My 

family and I started preparing the house when our neighbor rang the doorbell to borrow a 

latter so he could board his windows before Hurricane Nate. Seeing others doing the same and 

clearing their patios and yards, I brought the mint and habanero peppers we had growing on 

the back porch inside. In addition to all these cues for when to get supplies and when to 

perform certain tasks, there also signals for when to put these supplies to use. My interviews 

with Lamica, Leroy, Adriana, and Robert suggest that after preparing, it is common practice to 

gather inside the home to rest and track the storm on television until the electricity fails. At 

which point, participants then reported turning on radios, and flashlights so “family time” could 

begin with board games, childhood stories, and other means of distraction from the stress of 

the storm.  

In sum, there is evidence to suggest that there is a body of local knowledge or the 

mechanisms for generating it are at least present. There is incremental learning throughout the 

life course from practice and observation; a belief system in mindfulness of and responsibility 

for scarce resources and the needs of others; local terms to encode and interpersonal ways to 
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disseminate knowledge; and an institution regulating gender norms and rules-in-practice for 

signaling when to undertake specific actions. Nonetheless, not all participants could fully access 

this knowledge. The parents of participants from elsewhere did not necessarily socialize them 

into preparing for hurricanes but other hazards. Female participants who had learned the local 

ways of preparing lacked the expertise of the opposite sex and vice versa, which brings me to 

the question of what obstacles those from within and those from without this culture 

encounter when preparing.  

 

4.5 Cultural Diversity and Social Cohesion 

From my interviews, cultural differences and social cohesion appear to influence 

preparedness outcomes. Accessing to and learning the local customs of preparing for a 

hurricane is contingent on speaking English and forging connections with longtime residents. 

Adis did not work or speak English when she first arrived in the United States, and it was not 

until she started working that she began learning from her co-workers how to prepare. Though 

she learned to procure non-perishable food, water, gas, and batteries, she did not know to get 

propane gas and a grill. A contributing factor might be the local custom of grilling and 

barbecuing during spring and summer. For locals that practice it, having a grill and propane gas 

would have been a result of a cultural pass time, not an emergency preparation. For Adis, it 

would have been an unfamiliar practice. Evacuating and constant monitoring of hurricanes 

were two other practices she did not understand. She dismissed her co-workers as “hysterical” 

for evacuating and attributed the constant monitoring and discussion about hurricanes to 

American “apprehensiveness.” For “Don Fede,” an undocumented immigrant from Veracruz, he 
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and his co-workers depend on their boss to inform them of storms in the course of their 

everyday work at a plant nursery, so they know when there is or is not work. As he explained:  

We have never been told that a hurricane is coming. When a hurricane was coming, we 
did nothing. We do not know what to do but take shelter inside a house, but we do not 
have a house. I watch the news in Spanish. If a hurricane comes, I do not know what to 
do, as we have no one to warn us. Perhaps my boss warns us of a hurricane: he only 
tells us when a storm is coming and sends us home because there is no work. No one 
gives us written information. I have never received an alert on my cell phone. We do not 
know anything or anyone. We only have the trailer. If a hurricane carries it away, well, 
there we go. (Don Fede) 
 
It would seem that for my Hispanic respondents, whether they speak English or not, 

gaining local knowledge and knowing when and how to practice it is difficult because the 

guiding beliefs and social norms are strange and hard to comprehend. Furthermore, these 

informal practices are not documented; people learn them through word of mouth and 

observation. After learning them, they must be translated and applied to one’s context, which 

is what Adis learned through trial and error. Don Fede is unlikely to see the social cues as he is 

more surrounded by others like him and is less likely to learn these practices in the first place 

because of the language barrier. The current immigration policy further hampers his ability to 

prepare because many of his co-workers have left Florida for states with sanctuary cities, but he 

and those that remain now have a smaller support network on which to rely during 

emergencies.  

In the African-American community, the problem is not the local knowledge itself but 

the deteriorating cohesion and the economic hardship that makes practicing this knowledge 

difficult. Robert noted how the African-American community was more cohesive before 

desegregation because wealth stayed within the community. After desegregation, he explained,  

African-Americans shopped at “White businesses,” but Whites did not shop at “Black 
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businesses” so as money flowed out the neighborhood, employment opportunities became 

scarce; younger generations moved away, and family homes were lost as a result. These 

economic trends eventually hampered mutual aid practices, and the African-American 

community is less self-sufficient and cohesive today than it used to be. For Robert, these 

consequences contributed to a sense of exclusion, “we never really did integrate with American 

society. If anyone tells you that [we did], they don’t know what they are talking about.”  

These observations and experiences highlight a phenomenon noted in the literature: the 

desire and preference for individuals to communicate with others interpersonally and 

preferably face-to-face when exposed to information about a hurricane (LIU 2016). They also 

seem to add weight to Fran H. Norris’ and Tenbroeck Smith’s (1999) finding that exposure at 

the community level influences preparedness.  

 

4.6 Influence of Technology and Infrastructure 

Although social cohesion influences access to local knowledge and its practice, 

technology, and infrastructure also influence the local culture of preparedness. New 

technologies have substituted or mediated the environmental cues on which people living in 

the area rely and roads have not kept pace with population growth. This combination has 

contributed to less time to prepare, a preference for sheltering in place, and more dependence 

on electricity. During the early 1900s, Gulf Coast residents understood flocks of seagulls flying 

inland as a signal that a hurricane was approaching (Barnes 1998, 99). However, today, not a 

single participant mentioned the behavior of animals. Every participant mentioned watching 

the news. Even Gayle, the participant that mentioned her knowledge of weather patterns, looks 
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for those patterns in the news, not the sky. One consequence of this technocratic shift is a 

reduction in the number of days locals have to prepare. There are two reasons for this. First, 

the driving distance has decreased since the 50s as more stores have opened, whereas before 

work used to stop “for days” as people drove greater distances to get the supplies they needed 

according to Connie. Second, technological advances permit more accuracy in detection, 

warning, and prediction; this has reduced the amount of time allotted to uncertainty granting 

residents, businesses, and authorities more time to delay preparations, closings, and 

emergency declarations.  

The technological advances and shorter driving distance have two tradeoffs: 

dependence on electricity and traffic congestion. When Connie grew up, in the 50s and 60s, gas 

stoves were standard as were washer-ringers. Today, however, most homes have electric 

stoves, washing machines, and dryers. As a result, laundry and cooking are more vulnerable to 

disruption than before. Even though the commuting distance is shorter today than it used to 

be, there is more traffic congestion than before because of population growth and road 

construction has not kept pace with it. Participants that live in the area, especially those that 

have evacuated, are aware of it, and often mention it as a discouraging factor to evacuating in 

the future.  

 

4.7 Influence of Agency and Identity 

The growing population and congested traffic are not the only factors influencing local 

preferences for sheltering in place. Existential concerns about agency and identity are also 

significant. Retaining a sense of agency, continuity, and identity was a common theme for my 
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participants reported when talking about controlling the home environment, maintaining 

routine behavior, and preserving relations with others. Thus, how respondents exercise control 

and maintain continuity privately within the home serve as empowering sources of comfort and 

security when control and continuity recede from public space as a hurricane approaches. 

The reason I would stay in my house is that you feel comfortable. You are surrounded by 
your things, even though something dangerous might happen...It is the thought of being 
surrounded by your daily environment[...]If I know, I have food, water, and gas for three 
days after the storm that gives you the feeling that you are in control of at least three 
days after the storm. (Adis) 
 

For respondents, the home was also a place in which relations are preserved and passed on. In 

the case of Gayle, these relations are materialized in objects such as heirlooms, family 

genealogies, and photographs: 

I have a drawer that I would hate to lose. It is full of photographs and historical stuff, 
death stuff, marriage stuff from years ago. It would be sad to lose that part of my family. 
I could not pass it on to my daughter or her children or my son. My daughter has always 
told me, “I will be the keeper of the stuff when you are gone. 
 

For others, these connections are less concrete because relations are maintained through oral 

history as Adis explained: 

In Mexico, the relations with and within your family are more important than relations 
with things[...]the only way to remember, feel connected to or honor the relationship of 
that person is to relive those memories and experiences by communicating them to 
others.  
 

“Family time” is central to maintaining and solidifying relations. All respondents recalled the 

loss of electricity as the trigger for bonding with others whether through games, stories, or 

conversation. Leroy described it best: 

That was most of the family time because we would all be together. My mom would talk 
about when she was a little girl and my dad when he was a little boy[...]of all the times, 
that is your family time. They have your full attention. There ain’t nothing else, so you’re 
just there listening to what they’re telling you: how it used to be in the old days.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This study set out to answer three questions the client had regarding hurricane 

preparedness. The first question concerned the extent of preparations people undertake as 

well as fail to undertake. The findings indicate evacuation is the least desirable course of action. 

Enacting other activities depends on the presence of a threat and the magnitude of its 

destructive power. However, female participants that were divorced reported not having 

window protection. One immigrant male reported not having performed any preparations. The 

second question concerned the reasons influencing decisions to carry out or forego 

preparations. The findings suggest that negative experience, population growth, and 

transportation infrastructure are chief reasons for opposition to evacuating. As for preparations 

participants reported performing, the more useful the measure is in maintaining habitual 

patterns of behavior and in providing a sense of agency, the more likely it will be adopted. The 

third question concerned how people come to learn to prepare. The findings indicate that 

knowledge is transmitted across generations and within personal networks. In addition, 

learning is gained incrementally through experience. This study also sought to contribute to the 

literature by examining how culture influences individual preparedness.  

The preparations participants reported in this study did not differ from those used in 

self-reported surveys in the literature: respondents often listed food, water, batteries, 

flashlights, and radios (Baker 2011; Meyer et al. 2014). Moreover, participants frequently 

mentioned other activities such as covering their windows, clearing their yards, and securing 

objects to the ground when hurricanes threaten the area. Since this study took place in 
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Northwest Florida, the higher reports of preparedness are likely a reflection of Earl J. Baker’s 

finding that this area prepares more compared to the rest of the state (2011). However, some 

participants did not prepare as well as others because they did not know how to prepare. 

Despite some participants reporting having evacuated in the past, most were not willing to do 

so again. 

Although a lack of knowledge and unpleasant experience influenced preparedness and 

evacuation respectively, other reported factors included population growth, infrastructure, 

work, and existential concerns. Evacuating was not a popular option because participants 

familiar with the area know the road system has not kept pace with the growing population. 

Other participants mentioned work as a constraining factor because employers provide less 

time to prepare. Concerns about self-preservation beyond physical well-being underly these 

factors and the preparations participants reported. The participants in this study prepared to 

preserve that which makes them who they are: their relations to others, their daily routines, 

their possessions, and the everyday environments in which they live. From this perspective, 

preparing is about marking the boundaries of what nature can and cannot affect. In other 

words, confining nature to its place is one aspect of preparing, and the other involves self-

determination by retaining control over space and by extension self.  

In light of the above, social scientists and emergency managers will need to include the 

affective aspects of hazard preparedness in their research and interventions. Measurements of 

socio-cognitive factors influencing preparedness need to include the socio-cultural context as 

well as ontological factors, such as place attachment and place identity, in the future. For 

emergency managers, this means that efforts to persuade individuals to undertake 
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preparations will require influencing their beliefs about the efficacy of a response to protect the 

symbolic self in addition to the physical self. The implication for anthropological research is that 

emotional life is not only of “essence to reconstruction and resettlement,” as Susanna Hoffman 

(2016, 47) stated, but also preparedness. However, a significant weakness of this study is the 

small number of participants; the importance of control may not extend to the general 

population or cultural minorities I general, and BRACE may not be able to appeal to sentiments 

of control and self-determination alone as a result. 

When it comes to learning how to prepare, three findings are essential. First, 

participants reported learning from parents and personal networks through conversation and 

observation in addition to direct experience over time. Second, gender determines who learns 

and does which preparations. Third, forging personal relations with residents is critical to 

learning to prepare for newcomers, immigrants, and even female residents living on their own 

because either they lack generational knowledge or the prevailing gender norms prevented 

them from learning specific preparations. Together, these findings support recommendations in 

the scientific literature for engaging communities for the long-term, promoting social cohesion, 

and building social capital in the process (Cagney et al. 2016; Kim and Kang 2010; Liu, Fraustino, 

and Jin 2016). However, these findings also show that certain groups may need certain kinds of 

social capital, if preparedness is to improve and emergency managers may need to consider 

fostering connections between minority groups and the broader community in addition to 

within group cohesion where needed. As for anthropological research on local knowledge, I 

believe the findings on how gender influences learning and preparing introduce questions for 

further research about the accessibility of local knowledge and the ethics and implications of 
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both intervention and non-intervention. On the one hand, a more fair learning process for 

hurricane preparedness within the family unit could mitigate vulnerability for women in 

particular but have unintended consequences (e.g., it could require new mechanisms for 

organizing action) and face opposition from cultural insiders. On the other hand, non-

intervention could contribute to an ongoing process of vulnerability.  

 

5.1 Limitations 

This study was particularly difficult to carry out because it involved conscientious 

participation within my local area, my usual place of living. It was, therefore; challenging to 

remain self-aware of my surroundings, as I am more inclined to take them for granted. 

Moreover, hurricane preparedness is not a routine continuous activity throughout the year. It is 

a process that, for the most part, occurs incidentally but shifts to an open practice when a 

hurricane presents itself and unfolds as the hazard approaches. The problem, however, is that 

observing the specific practice of preparedness is near impractical, as I must fully participate to 

protect the family and myself as well. As a result, few observations could be made, as I had to 

put away my pen and paper to procure resources and brace for impact. When there was no 

hazard, well, there was no activity, and the actions that could be observed were indiscernible 

from mundane activities performed for other reasons (e.g., buying canned goods, is it just 

another day at the grocery store or are these for emergency only?).  

Another limitation of the study was transportation. It was near impossible to get around 

being transportation insecure and as this project was not for an employer, my work schedule 

severely limited my availability to meet with potential interviewees. Second, employees and 
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members of public organizations and institutions were somewhat unwilling to give an 

interview, which I found rather strange as I was engaging public/community relations 

departments.  

Last, as I relied on written consent, many of the people I approached for an interview 

founding the formal act of signing a document discouraging; this did not help with participation, 

as the topic was quite dull for participants and seemed of such common sense that, to them, it 

was not worth discussing. Also, given the small number of participants, these findings cannot be 

extrapolated to the population.  

 

5.2 Recommendations 

1. Create materials in Spanish for the Spanish speaking community. The materials need 

to be concise, at a basic reading level to ensure maximum comprehension for people of all 

levels of education and feature culturally relevant illustrations and information. The materials 

need to be directed at protecting kith and kin and maintaining communication and social 

relations. The materials need to be available not only online but also in print and stationed at 

locations they frequent (e.g., local Hispanic churches and Hispanic food stores would be a great 

place to branch out from) so people they know and trust can deliver the materials and pass 

along the information. These “gatekeepers” could be used as a path to forging direct ties with 

the community and permit agencies and experts a better understanding of their lived realities 

and their specific needs.  
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2. There is a need for public service announcements, text alerts, and shelter registry 

forms in languages other than English. Spanish would be a good start given that the Hispanic 

community is the third largest in the area.  

3. Sustained and long-term engagement with the African-American and Hispanic 

community is needed. Best way to improve relations would be to establish trust and foster 

social cohesion through social events at the neighborhood level (e.g., neighborhood grilling) 

that encourage participants to bond and thus extend local support networks. Collaborating with 

the local chapter of Habitat for Humanity could help significantly as they currently engage in 

neighborhood organizing, revitalization projects, and run a homeowner education program for 

teaching home maintenance. Incorporating hurricane preparedness and risk mitigation would 

make an excellent complement to it.  

4. There is a need for a trusted service that can provide women with the actual 

measurements of their windows as well as reputable referrals to subsidized risk mitigation 

financing programs and contractors/handymen to create and install storm panels to empower 

them to price shop, get better deals, and avoid unwarranted service fees.  

5. Encouraging local businesses to release employees earlier rather than later could go 

a long way in permitting more people to prepare and possibly evacuate. Alternatively, 

encouraging organizations to hold meetings to discuss preparedness, thus permitting 

employees to share their plans, knowledge, and preparations with one another could also 

improve preparedness.  

6. Shelter for undocumented workers may best be facilitated by local organizations 

both faith-based and non-governmental, provided the facilities are not located in areas heavily 
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surveilled by law enforcement.  

7. Emergency Preparedness educational materials need to take into account the 

profoundly intimate meaning, and the value placed on persons, objects, and relationships and 

include ways these can be protected during emergencies so that households and individuals 

have a means of preserving their “meaningful” lives when they evacuate and shelter in place. 

 

5.3 Description of Deliverables 

The report provided the same information as in this thesis but in a more condensed 

form and followed the same format. The report further provided contact information for the 

department head of Habitat for Humanity’s neighborhood organizing program. In addition, I 

suggested that BRACE could pair the Community Emergency Response Team Program with 

Habitat’s organizing efforts in building homeowner associations and complement the home 

maintenance program with shutter protection services.  
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CHAPTER 6 

PERSONAL REFLECTION 

Although this project was rough, mind wrangling, and frustrating, it also provoked 

spontaneous “aha” moments, subjects to ruminate over, and clearer understanding of my 

predispositions with regards to anthropological work. When I started, I had difficulty 

conducting interviews, and it was not until I went home to transcribe them that I noticed how 

unproductive they were. At first, respondents were not very responsive. They would give 

yes/no responses or concise answers; initially, I dismissed it as simply being an interview with a 

less gregarious individual. However, when I transcribed the tape-recorded interview, I noticed 

my questions were not conducive to conversation. Respondents, at times, spoke to me in 

hypothetical terms about what I could do to prepare, which perplexed me until I realized that 

hurricane preparedness was such a “common sense” practice that the only people that ask 

about it are the uninitiated. It was hard conducting interviews without understanding what I 

was doing to produce the results I was getting until I went home, transcribed the interviews, 

and saw all the interesting comments I overlooked or failed to follow up, but once my audio 

recorder failed and I took written notes, I improved. The trade-off for lengthier responses and 

more in-depth probing was less breadth and shorter transcripts, but it immensely contributed 

to my formation.  

Recruiting people was difficult; strangers were often pressed for time, and hurricane 

preparedness is quite a dull topic for discussion. Nevertheless, it was much more relaxed with 

strangers when interviews were limited to 5-15 minutes over coffee during lunch break. Despite 

the struggle noted above in improving the interview process, it was a pure delight to engage in 
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interviews. I came to learn things about people and their everyday lives that are hard not to 

ponder about afterward for future research: differences and similarities in oral history between 

African-American and Mexican immigrant communities or the connection between heirlooms 

and ancestor veneration for example. 

This thesis has shown me that I have skills that will require more practice and 

refinement if I am to succeed in a professional research context. It has also revealed to me that 

I have a penchant for studying symbolism, ritual, and the creation of meaning. I would have to 

say that the chief insight I can take from this is that I would be much happier working in an area 

unrelated to emergency management, perhaps consumer research.  

Overall, I would say this thesis taught me more about myself than I could have imagined 

or learned anywhere else. 
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University of North Texas Institutional Review Board: Informed Consent Form 

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and 

understand the following explanation of the purpose, benefits, and risks of the study; how it 

will be conducted. 

Title of Study: Disaster Preparedness in Escambia County Florida: The Influence of Oral 

Narratives 

Student Investigator: Marcel Vanlandingham, University of North Texas (UNT) 

Department of Applied Anthropology. Supervising Investigator: Alicia Re Cruz.  

Purpose of the Study: You are being asked to participate in a study involving an 

interview and/or survey about how you plan and prepare for natural disasters, your past 

experience(s) with natural disasters, the stories you’ve heard/told about natural disasters. The 

purpose is to understand how people experience a disaster and how that experience influences 

how people plan and prepare for disaster.  

Study Procedures: You will be asked to talk for one hour about natural disasters: your 

experience with them, the stories you heard/told about them and how you plan and prepare 

for them. You may also be asked to fill out a five-minute survey. It is possible that you may be 

selected to participate in a group interview “focus group” selection will be based on knowledge 

of disaster stories within your community. If selected, you will be asked to participate in a single 

one-hour session where you and others will be asked to talk more in-depth about “disaster 

stories”: who tells them in your community, the context in which they are told, the role they 

occupy in your community, and how they influence your life. 
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Foreseeable Risks: There are no foreseeable risks involved in this study. However, you 

may experience some initial discomfort interviewing if this is your first time participating in a 

research study. 

Benefits to the Subjects or Others: This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit 

to you, but we hope to learn more about how you and other Escambia County residents 

prepare for and experience natural disasters so that the needs of the area may be better served 

in the unlikely event of a natural catastrophe. 

Compensation for Participants: None 

Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: Information that 

uniquely identifies you will not be collected. All voice recordings will be distorted to hide your 

voice, and your name will not be used in this study. All records will be encrypted on a password-

protected device and destroyed after three years of time. The confidentiality of your individual 

information will be maintained in any publications or presentations regarding this study.  

Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact 

Marcel Vanlandingham at 850-304-6518 or Alicia Re Cruz at 940-565-2663.  

Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been reviewed and 

approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB). The UNT IRB can be contacted at (940) 

565-4643 with any questions regarding the rights of research subjects.  

Research Participants’ Rights: Your signature below indicates that you have read or 

have had read to you all of the above and that you confirm all of the following: 



41 
 

Marcel Vanlandingham has explained the study to you and answered all of your 

questions. You have been told the possible benefits and the potential risks and/or discomforts 

of the study.  

You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your refusal to 

participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty or loss of rights or benefits. The 

study personnel may choose to stop your participation at any time.  

You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be performed.   

You understand your rights as a research participant, and you voluntarily consent to 

participate in this study.  

You have been told you will receive a copy of this form.  

_______________________  ___________________ ________ 

Printed Name of Participant  Signature of Participant Date 

For the Student Investigator or Designee: 

I certify that I have reviewed the contents of this form with the subject signing above. I 

have explained the possible benefits and the potential risks and/or discomforts of the study. It 

is my opinion that the participant understood the explanation. 

______________________________________ ____________ 

Signature of Student Investigator   Date 
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Junta de Revisión Institucional de la Universidad del Norte de Texas Formulario de 

Consentimiento Informado 

Antes de aceptar a participar en este estudio de investigación, es importante que lea y 

comprenda la siguiente explicación de los usos, beneficios y riesgos del estudio y la forma en 

que se llevará a cabo. 

Título del Estudio: La Preparación para Desastres en El Condado de Escambia Florida: La 

Influencia de las Narrativas Orales. 

Investigador Estudiantil: Marcel Vanlandingham, Universidad del Norte de Texas (UNT) 

Departamento de Antropología Aplicada. Investigadora Superintendente: Alicia Re Cruz 

Propósito del Estudio: Se le está pidiendo a participar en un estudio que incluye una 

entrevista y / o encuesta sobre cómo planea y prepara para los desastres naturales, su 

experiencia(s) con ellos y las historias que ha escuchado / contado sobre ellos. El objeto es 

entender cómo ha experimentado desastres naturales y cómo esa experiencia influye como 

planea y prepara para los desastres naturales. 

Procedimiento de Estudio: Se le pedirá hablar durante una hora acerca de los desastres 

naturales: su experiencia pasada con ellos, las historias que escuchó o contó acerca de ellos y 

cómo planifica y prepara para ellos. También se le puede pedir que llene una encuesta de 5 

minutos. Además, es posible que usted pueda ser seleccionado para participar en una 

entrevista de grupo “focus group”. La selección se basará en su conocimiento de historias de 

desastres dentro de su comunidad. Si seleccionado, se le pedirá a participar en una sola sesión 

de 1 hora donde se le pedirá a usted y los demás a hablar más en profundidad acerca de 
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historias de desastres: quien los cuenta en su comunidad, el contexto en el que se cuentan, el 

papel que ocupan en su comunidad y cómo han influido su vida. 

Riesgos Previsibles: No hay riesgos previsibles en éste estudio. Pero es posible que 

sienta un poco de incomodidad al inicio si es su primera vez participando en un estudio. 

Los Beneficios a los Participantes u Otros: No anticipamos que este estudio sea de 

cualquier beneficio directo para usted, pero esperamos aprender más acerca de cómo usted y 

otros residentes del condado de Escambia se preparan para y experimentan a los desastres 

naturales de manera que las necesidades de la zona pueden ser mejor servidos en el 

improbable caso de una catástrofe natural. 

Los procedimientos para Mantener la Confidencialidad de los Registros del Estudio: No 

se recogerá información que le identifica de manera Única. Todas las grabaciones de voz se 

distorsionaron para ocultar su voz y su nombre no será utilizado en este estudio. Todos los 

registros serán cifrados en un dispositivo protegido con contraseña y destruidos después de 3 

años de tiempo. La confidencialidad de su información individual será mantenida en cualquier 

publicación o presentación con respecto a este estudio. 

Preguntas acerca del Estudio: Si tiene preguntas acerca del estudio de investigación, 

puede comunicarse con Marcel Vanlandingham al (850) 304-6518 o Alicia Re Cruz al (940) 565-

2663. 

Reseña para la Protección de los Participantes: Este estudio ha sido revisado y 

aprobado por la Junta de Revisión Institucional (IRB) de UNT. Puede comunicarse con la IRB de 

UNT al marcar (940) 5654643 sobre cualquier pregunta en cuanto a los derechos de los 

participantes en estudios de investigación. 
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Los Derechos de los Participantes: Su firma indica que ha leído o ha tenido leído a usted 

todo lo anterior y que confirme lo siguiente: 

Marcel Vanlandingham ha explicado el estudio de investigación a usted y contestado 

todas sus preguntas. Usted ha sido informado acerca de los posibles beneficios y los riesgos 

potenciales y / o incomodidades del estudio. Usted comprende que no está obligado a 

participar en este estudio de investigación y su decisión de retirarse implicará ninguna sanción 

o pérdida de derechos o beneficios. El personal del estudio puede optar por terminar su 

participación en cualquier momento. Usted comprende la razón por que se lleva a cabo este 

estudio de investigación y como se manejará. Comprende sus derechos como participante de un 

estudio de investigación y da su consentimiento a participar en este estudio de investigación 

voluntariamente. 

Ha sido informado que recibirá una copia de este formulario. 

___________________  _________________  __________ 

Nombre del Participante  Firma del Participante  Fecha 

Para el Investigador Estudiantil o Designado: 

Certifico que he revisado el contenido de este formulario con el sujeto que firma arriba. 

He explicado los posibles beneficios y los riesgos y / o incomodidades potenciales del estudio. 

Es mi opinión que el participante entiende la explicación. 

Firma del Investigador Estudiantil______________   Fecha_________ 

Oficina de Investigación de Integridad y Cumplimiento  

Universidad del Norte de Texas 

Última Actualización: 11 de julio de 2011
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Hi. I am Marcel Vanlandingham, and I am a student at the University of North Texas 

conducting a study on disaster stories and emergency preparedness. The point of the study is to 

understand how natural disasters are experienced and how that experience influences 

preparedness efforts. It is hoped that with these insights local disaster response managers will 

be able to serve better the local community. Would you be willing to participate? 
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Tell me about a hurricane that you experienced. How old were you? Where were you? 

Who were you with? What happened? How did it affect your neighbors, friends, family, and/or 

the population in general? 

Continue recounting stories about from the past up to the present. 

What is the oldest hurricane story you remember? Can you tell me about that 

experience? Who told you that story? What was the reason or motive for telling it? What other 

stories were you told? Who told them? What other kinds of hurricane stories were you told 

about? Where and when were they told to you? 

Continue until the present 

Have you ever told stories about hurricanes that you experienced? Have you told stories 

about hurricanes that you heard from others? Whom did you tell? Why did you tell those 

stories? Where were you when you told that story/experience? Which of all your experiences 

with natural disasters did you tell? Can you tell me about it? 

Exhaust the stories 

Changing the topic, can you tell me about your experience with these disasters? How do 

you or did your parents prepare for hurricanes? What do you or did they do and why? Did you 

prepare when you were young? As an adult? Do you plan and prepare for hurricanes today? 

What do you do and why? Why do you plan and what do you plan for? 

Exhaust the information 

I want to know more about how you learned to plan and prepare for natural disasters. 

Can you tell me about when you began to look for information about this? Where were you? 

What was your age? Who did you ask? What did you learn? Who gave you information? What 
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did they teach you and why did they teach you that? Whom did you go to get information? Why 

did you go to that person/institution? How often did you contact them? What 

information/advice did you get? Who do you go to for information today? Who or what most 

influences you today? 

Exhaust the responses 

I would like to come back to the stories about natural disasters you mentioned. How 

have these stories impacted you? Could you explain to me how these stories have affected 

you? How have these storied influenced the way in which you prepare for catastrophic events? 

Moreover, the manner in which you plan for these events? 
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GUÍA DE PREGUNTAS (INTERVIEW QUESTIONS GUIDE SPANISH VERSION) 



52 
 

¿Por favor, cuéntame acerca de un huracán que usted ha experimentado? ¿Cuál es el 

peor que recuerda? ¿Cuántos años tenía? ¿Dónde estaba? ¿Con quién estaba? ¿Qué pasó? 

¿Cómo respondió? ¿Cómo afectó sus vecinos, amigos, familia y/o la población en general? 

Continuar preguntando por los detalles de la experiencia. 

¿Cuál es la historia/cuento más vieja de un huracán que recuerda? ¿Me puede narrar 

esa experiencia? ¿Quién lo contó? ¿Cuál fue la razón o motivo? ¿Qué otras historias/cuentos le 

ha contado? ¿Quién se las contó? ¿Qué otras historias/cuentos de huracanes le ha contado? 

¿Cuándo y dónde se las narraron? 

Continúa hasta el presente 

¿Alguna vez ha contado historias sobre desastres naturales que experimentó? ¿Ha 

narrado historias sobre desastres naturales que escucho de los demás? ¿A quién le dijo? ¿Por 

qué las contó? ¿En dónde estaba cuando narró la historia/experiencia? ¿Cuál de todas sus 

experiencias con desastres naturales contó? ¿Me puede platicar sobre eso? 

Agota las historias 

Quiero cambiar de marcha y hablar acerca de su experiencia con estas tempestades. 

¿Me puede decir cómo usted planea y planifica o sus padres planearon y planificaron para estas 

tormentas? ¿Qué hizo/hicieron y por qué lo hizo/hicieron? ¿Que no hizo/hicieron y por qué? 

¿Cómo se preparaba usted en su juventud? ¿Cómo un adulto? ¿Cómo se prepara y planea para 

huracanes hoy en día? ¿Qué hace cuando planea y prepare? ¿Por qué lo hace? ¿Por qué esas 

cosas? 

Agota las respuestas 
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Quiero saber más sobre cómo aprendió a prepararse y planear para los desastres. ¿Me 

puede decir cuándo empezó a buscar información sobre esto? ¿Dónde estaba? ¿Qué edad 

tenía? ¿Con quién preguntó? ¿Qué aprendió? ¿Quién le dio información? ¿Qué le enseñaron y 

por qué se lo enseñaron? ¿A quién se dirigió para obtener información/consejo? ¿Por qué esa 

institución/persona? ¿Con que frecuencia los contactó? ¿Qué información/consejos obtuvo? ¿A 

quién se dirige para informarse en el presente? ¿Quién o qué le influye más en la actualidad? 

Agota la información 

Me gustaría regresar a las historias de desastres naturales que ha mencionado. ¿Cómo 

impactaron su vida esas historias/experiencias? ¿Me podría explicar cómo esas 

historias/experiencias le han afectado? ¿Cómo ha influido la manera en que se prepara por los 

eventos catastróficos? ¿Y la forma en que planea para esos eventos? 
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I would like to talk about stories about natural disasters that you have heard since you 

began living in this area.  

What type of stories about natural disasters have you heard? 

Probe: How do they differ? When and where did you hear them? Why were they told? 

What significance do these stories have? What do they mean? What was happening or going on 

when you heard these stories? 

Tell me about the people that told these stories. 

Probe: Who are/were they? What type of person are they? What relation do they have 

to you? What type of person tells these stories? Why do they tell them? What is the purpose of 

these stories? 

In what context or situations do people tend to exchange/share these stories? 

Probe: Where do these situations/contexts occur? Can you describe them to me? What 

does it feel like to be in that context or situation? 

How are these stories useful? 

Probe: In what ways are these stories used? How do you use them? Can you tell me 

about a time when you heard a useful story? How was it useful? Can you tell me how you used 

it and for what you used it? 

What is it like to tell a story about a natural disaster? 

Probe: What happens when someone tells a disaster story? How do people [listening] 

react? Why do they react that way? Why does that happen? 

What happens after telling a disaster story? 
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Probe: What do people do after telling the story? What do people do after hearing the 

story? How do these stories affect others? How do people’s behavior change as a result of 

these stories? 

How is disaster stories used to educate or advise someone as to what to do during a 

disaster? 

Probe: Do people ask for advice or help first, or does the narrator tell their story at will?   

How have stories about a natural disaster in this area affected the way in which people 

plan for disasters? 

Probe: How do they affect the manner in which people prepare? How have they 

affected you and the people you know? What did people you know do before they heard these 

stories? Now that they have heard these stories, what do they do [differently]? 

Are there any stories about natural disasters in your faith? 

Probe: What role do these stories occupy in your life? In your community? On what 

occasions are these stories told? What is the meaning or purpose? Who tell these stories? Why 

are these stories recounted? 

How have stories about natural disasters influenced your life?  
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Quiero hablar sobre historias/experiencias de desastres naturales ustedes ha oído desde 

que comenzaron a vivir en este local. ¿Qué tipo de historias sobre desastres naturales hayan 

escuchado? 

Indaga: ¿Cómo difieren? ¿Cuándo y dónde los escucharon? ¿Por qué se contaron 

a usted? ¿Qué importancia tienen? ¿Qué significado tienen? ¿Qué pasaba u ocurría 

cuando las oyeron? 

Cuéntame acerca de las personas quienes contaron estas historias. 

Indaga: ¿Quiénes son? ¿Qué tipo de persona son? ¿Qué tipo de relación comparten? 

¿Qué tipo de gente cuenta historias de desastres naturales? ¿Por qué las cuentan? ¿Cuál es el 

propósito de estas historias? 

¿En qué contextos o situaciones suele la gente intercambiar estas 

historias/experiencias? 

Indaga: ¿En dónde ocurren estos contextos/situaciones? ¿Me puede describir esas 

situaciones por favor? ¿A qué siente al estar en esa situación/contexto? 

¿Cómo son útiles estas historias? 

Indaga: ¿De qué manera se emplean/utilizan estas historias? ¿Cómo los utiliza usted? ¿Me 

puede contar una vez en que usted oyó una historia útil? ¿Cómo fue útil? ¿Cómo la empleó 

usted y para que la usó? 

¿A qué se siente contar una historia/experiencia sobre desastre natural? 

Indaga: ¿Qué pasa cuando alguien cuenta una historia de desastre natural? ¿Cómo 

reacciona la gente? ¿Por qué reaccionan así? ¿Por qué ocurren esas cosas? 

¿Qué ocurre después de contar una historia/experiencia? 
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Indaga: ¿Qué hace la gente con las historias después de haberlas contado? ¿Qué hace la 

gente con las historias después de haberlas oído? ¿Cómo afectan estas historias a otros? 

¿Cambia el comportamiento de la gente a causa de ellas? 

¿Cómo se utilizan historias de desastre natural para educar o aconsejar a alguien en 

cuanto a que hacer durante un desastre? 

Indaga: ¿Pide la gente asesoramiento o ayuda primero o es que el narrador cuenta su 

historia a su voluntad? ¿Cómo se sabe cuándo alguien necesita información de asesoramiento 

sobre cómo enfrentar a un desastre? 

¿Cómo han afectado las historias/experiencias de desastre en este local la manera en 

que la gente planee para desastres? 

Indaga: ¿Cómo afectan el modo en que la gente se prepara? ¿Cómo le han afectado a 

usted y la gente que usted conoce? ¿Qué cosas hacía la gente que usted conoce antes que 

oyeron estas historias? ¿Ahora que han conocido estas historias, que hacen? 

¿Habrá algunas historias sobre desastres dentro su fe? 

Indaga: ¿Qué papel tienen en su vida? ¿En su comunidad? ¿En qué ocasiones se cuentan 

estas historias? ¿Cuál es su significado y propósito u objeto? ¿Quién las cuenta? ¿Porque las 

cuenta? 

¿Cómo han influido su vida las historias de desastre natural? 
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