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In this paper I propose to review the difficulties which rich-world relief 

organizations encounter in attempting to assess the needs of disaster 

victims in poorer countries of the world. After describing some problems 

and distortions which enter upon the assessments of need as a result of 

physical and cultural distance, we will look at the questions of data- 

gathering and the distribution of needs over time. The final part of the 

paper deals with some practical and definitional problems in agreeing on 

what need is, or should be.

Assessing and interpreting need are steps prerequisite to any relief 

operation. Yet these processes are ill-defined and in practice often 

haphazard. Sometimes need is described as a simple lack of a commodity 

or facility thought to be required by victims —  food, housing, medical 

care, etc. But more usually the need is expressed in terms of what the 

defining agency believes it can do in response to the situation. Thus 

the "need" becomes one for a particular type of food, a particular type 

of medical response —  usually curative rather than preventive, and for 

a particular type of house built in accordance with the agency's percep

tions of what is desirable and what is possible.

In any case, the needs which each relief organization understands and 

is willing to identify depend very much on the history and tradition of 

that particular agency. Traditional prescriptions for action are 

embodied in the philosophy, experience, organizational structure and

sources of funding of each agency. The availability of a certain
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type of resource speeds decisions in that direction. An agency staffed 

by medical personnel is likely to perceive problems in injury and ill 

health; an agency staffed by architects and engineers will see needs in 

emergency shelter and rebuilding; and an agency with access to government 

surplus food for distribution will see needs in feeding. In some 

instances, these patterns are so ingrained that, irrespective of any 

objective assessment of need or even of the express wishes of the local 

government, stereotypical responses are immediately triggered by news 

of a disaster event.

Once relief or reconstruction aid programs have been launched, they tend 

to take on a momentum of their own. It may be next to impossible to 

modify or abandon a program in accordance with insight obtained en route. 

The reasons for this are several. It may be difficult to retool with 

more capable staff once those more readily available are in place. There 

may be pressure to follow up earlier investments with more funds so as 

to ensure that the initial allocations are not "wasted." It may be 

thought desirable to meet a public image or to fulfill promises, or 

apparent promises, made in the early stages of the operation. And 

finally, the simple inertia which any program carries makes for extra 

work and tedium in communicating the changes to the potential benefi

ciaries and others involved in the management of the program. The 

greater the resources attached to the program, the more difficult it 

is to admit that it was not the best plan which was approved.

0



STEREOTYPES

AND

EXAGGERAj

Yet standard prescriptions for action are rarely the best means for 

achieving the desired ends. If stereotypical solutions to inadequately 

IONS understood problems do bring benefits, they do so by chance. By assuming

that disaster victims’ problems are self-evident and by expressing problems 

in terms of their perceived solutions, many other useful options are 

passed over. The resulting assistance is therefore far less valuable to 

recovery than it might otherwise be. Closely related to this, there is 

a widespread tendency among relief agencies to exaggerate the effects of 

a disaster and to minimize the ability of local people to cope with it. 

Exaggerations and misunderstandings of need, which are based on incom

plete, biased, or unclear perceptions of the situation, have produced 

ineffective, wasteful, and sometimes counterproductive programs of aid.

Although the aid given may represent a rational ordering of priorities 

in terms of the donor agency's own values, each disaster community has 

its own unique needs, priorities and preferences, as indeed does each 

family and each victim. The important thing is to ensure that stereo

typical or self-interested ideas of response do not dictate the problem 

to be addressed. An approach should be used in data-gathering which is 

therefore as open to influence by the victims as it is to that of the 

helpers.

There are a number of distortions which arise in the assessment of 

victim needs and which are directly traceable to cultural ignorance

and ethnocentrism
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ISOLATION OF The first danger which besets would-be helpers from outside the disaster-

DONORS FROM affected communiti^, is the tendency to assume that the victim culture

VICTIMS which they are dealing with is homogeneous. The further removed the

helpers are from the recipients, both spatially and by virtue of social 

and cultural differences, the less familiar are the helpers with the 

recipients' way of life. The greater difficulty is therefore experienced 

in distinguishing the differences in social structure, temperament, norms 

and values, which are relevant to the planning of an acceptable program 

of aid. In particular, attitudes toward honesty and public duty are 

important variables. Program norms which demand a degree of honesty on 

the part of the beneficiaries are not helpful in a society where the 

securing of one's own advantage at the expense of another is commonplace. 

The degree of previous contact which the community has had with the 

outside world —  often dependent on the existence of a road —  is also 

a guide to the way in which a relief program will be greeted. A program 

which attempts' to blanket a culturally diverse area with one particular 

solution while taking no account of the cultural differences, can be 

expected to fail in at least some part of the area served. What is 

appropriate for a traditional culture may not be sophisticated enough 

for a more complex culture, and vice versa.

IMPORTANCE Following on from these observations, it can be appreciated that a factor

OF LOCAL of importance in determining the quality of intelligence information on

REPRESENTATION post-disaster needs, is whether or not the donor institution has a repre

sentative on the local scene v/ho is knowledgeable of, and accepted as



part of the community. The social network within which the donors

LOCAL

RESOURCE
FULNESS

operate and the social network within which the victims operate do not 

usually overlap. But it is at the interface between these two networks 

that the chain of relief makes connection with the need. The points of 

contact which are selected both in the donor agency and in the recipient 

community are therefore of crucial importance. Through its representative 

the relief agency must not only be able to identify needs which are in 

excess of the normal, but must also be able to identify the attitudinal, 

social and organizational obstacles which can impede the delivery of 

assistance. Only residence in the area, time, and a high degree of 

personal and cultural sensitivity can equip an agency's representative 

with both the personal contacts and the social understanding which 

enable his organization to mount a locally acceptable program of relief. 

The agency's ability to establish a free two-way communication with the 

recipients is therefore a key indicator of likely success in identifying 

needs and in helping victims to overcome them. In the cases where the 

victims' culture is radically different from that of the donor agency, 

this is doubly important.

The second danger of ethnocentrism is that relief officials consistently 

fail to recognize what one might describe as the natural relief mechanism 

existing in the disaster society. Victims are rarely the bewildered, 

resourceless and dependent beings that they are depicted as being in 

news bulletins and in fund-raising publicity material. Whether it be

in the transport of victims to hospitals, in the evacuation of a city,



or in the provision of emergency shelter, it is the victims themselves
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v/ho carry out most of what needs to be done. While a disaster event will 

cause loss and disruption, it is rare that victims v/ill be totally 

incapacitated. Most will adapt to the new circumstances and restore 

their life by their own efforts. Indigenous social institutions, 

knowledge, skills and building materials are important resources which 

provide an immediate response capability far in excess of that which can 

be provided by formal relief agencies. Food supplies at home, in grocery 

shops and in wholesale warehouses are usually sufficient to maintain a 

community for several weeks; clothing is rarely needed on any large 

scale; and most medical supplies can usually be found at hospitals or 

in wholesale warehouses in or near the affected area. The ongoing social 

institutions which regulate ties of kinship, friendship and business, 

ensure that most victims are provided for within the fabric of the 

existing society.

HELP FROM 

THE FAMILY
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It is the family more than any other social institution which springs to 

the aid of disaster victims and which provides them with what they need.

The family is widely resorted to both in traditional societies and in the 

rural areas and small towns of more industrialized countries. Within the 

family unit, all sorts of help are available. Shelter, personal and 

psychological support and food are guaranteed. The physical dispersion 

of kin enables some part of the wider family to remain intact and provide 

aid to those v/ho are affected. It is only in very tightly knit, endogenous 

tribal groups, that victims become totally dependent on non-kin aid when 

the community is badly hurt.



HELP FROM 

THE COMMUNITY

HELP FROM 

SYSTEMS OF 

PATRONAGE

LIBERATION OR 

DEPRIVATION

Uhen familial assistance is unavailable or exhausted, victims turn to 

colleagues, fellow church members or others with v/hom intimate associa

tions have been maintained. If the situation is desperate, more casual 

acquaintances may be called upon. Only if all of these services of 

assistance fail will impersonal, formal organizations be resorted to.

Even then, familiar local bodies are more likely to be trusted than the 

specialist disaster relief organizations from outside of the community.

In assessing need it is important to take into account the fact that in 

many traditional societies, a system of patronage is part of daily life.

A patron may be a local dignitary or an employer who provides protection 

and favors in return for loyalty and service. A good patron can usually 

be expected to provide help in times of emergency. Thus, in some 

societies this will be one of the built-in social mechanisms which enable 

the victims to cope with unusual need in their own way. However, since 

the patron derives economic power and prestige from his position as 

protector and benefactor, the relationship is often characterized by an 

imbalance of benefits between the contracting parties. The patron may 

be able to exact a high price for acting as the unofficial banker of 

favors. In the long run, the relationship usually has the effect of 

tightening the economic and social bonds which disadvantage the recipient.

Although the existence of a system of patronage may not necessarily be 

evident to outsiders, in providing help to such a society an aid organi

zation has two choices. It can accept patronage as a valid social

mechanism and therefore attempt to adjust the amount and type of extra
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aid given; or it can deny the function of paternalism and continue as 

though the patronage system did not exist. In choosing the latter, the 

agency may liberate the unfortunates from their immediate need to call 

on their patrons. However, in the long run, they may also be weakening 

a social system which does provide a catch net to need, without at the 

same time providing anything permanent in its place.

WHOM TO The fact that many community leaders are cast in the mold of patron also,

LISTEN TO counsels caution for any relief organization which sets out to determine 

need. The question arises; Who should interpret the need? While local 

knov/ledge and opinions will be indispensable to the framing of a success

ful relief program, there will be difficulty in reaching a representative 

sample of victims at first hand. Whom then, does the relief official 

agree to listen to as spokesmen for the popular will? Existing community 

leaders or self-appointed spokesmen are likely to derive personal 

prestige and organizational power as a result of the implementation of 

their suggestions. An innocently intentioned relief agency may have 

considerable latent power in recognizing or creating new community leaders 

or in cementing the existing ones more firmly in power.

POST-DISASTER Post-disaster surveys have become a basic tool of the relief agencies.

SURVEYS Though attempts to discover the nature of the reality in which agencies inter'

vene are welcome, the want of necessary professional guidance in informa

tion-gathering often makes the data much less useful than it could be. 

Information which is incomplete, inaccurate, unrepresentative of the



total picture, and even on occasion misleading, is more of a handicap 

than a help. Improperly designed and executed surveys may cause 

deficiencies in any of these respects.
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QUALITATIVE A more common problem, however, is that post-disaster surveys are often

ASSESSMENTS burdened with excessive statistical detail unsupported by an explanatory

BEFORE framework. The formulation of an effective relief program involves the

QUANTITATIVE subtle forging of perceived problems with a projection of ideas about

ASSESSMENTS what might be done to solve them. The information collected by relief 

organizations must therefore not only describe the existing state of 

affairs, but must also be helpful in assessing the viability of alterna

tive courses of relief action. A dialectical, iterative investigation 

in which the potential beneficiaries as well as more disinterested 

observers participate, is usually far more beneficial for the purposes 

of defining needs than is any quantitative survey. Quantification is 

useful and may be necessary at a later stage when the needs have been 

hypothesized, but overenthusiasm for the questionnaire as a tool often

obscures rather than enlightens a situation.

INCORRECT ' A misguided and oversimplistic use of statistics can be as counterproduc

USE OF tive as no quantification of the problem at all. The practice of obtain

STATISTICS ing guesstimates of the likely needs of each victim and multiplying these 

by the population presumed to have been affected, usually produces wild 

overestimates of the actual demand. Account needs to be taken of the

reserves of food, medicines, clothing and building materials existing
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within the community, and oi the capacity oi the victims to help then- 

selves and each other. Rarely will everyone in the area be stricken, 

and oi those who are, not all will wish to take advantage cf the relief 

offered. Tht_ fact that other relief agencies will also be intent on 

providing aid should also be taken into account before plans are drawn 

to accommodate need in any particular area.

COORDINATION Relief organisations generally undertake to carry out their own surveys

0F of the affected area independent of the efforts of the many other groups

FACT-FINDING which are attempting to do the same thing. However, rarely does any

one agency have a full complement of resources at its disposal which 

enables it to obtain all the information useful to its program planning. 

The sharing of information between organizations can be extremely helpful 

in avoiding the multiplication of effort. Noncoverage of certain areas 

or types of need and the entering upon plans of action which are wasteful, 

unnecessary, difficult to implement or even harmful in their effects, 

can also be avoided.

Coordination of effort in collecting information on need can have other 

advantages too. A clear, well-defined, standardized, and relatively 

objective set of criteria, if used by all parties, would ensure that at 

least sane of the information which is collected by different organiza

tions is compatible and comparable. Without standardization it is not 

possible to compare data collected at different places by different 

organizations, or to compare data collected at the same place but at



THE TIMING 

OF NEED

different points in time* By cooperating together for the purposes of 

intelligence gathering, agencies can also avoid the situation v/here the 

repetitious interviewing of victims by representatives of different 

relief organizations results in the false raising of expectations among 

the people that aid will arrive in vast quantities. The uncoordinated 

arrival in a stricken community of a stream of eager but untrained and 

perhaps insensitive census takers, each with clipboard, pencil, and a 

long list of questions of inconspicuous relevance, serves often only to 

annoy victims whose time is precious. Additionally, it may demonstrate 

the extent of the donor agency's ignorance of the lifestyle and values 

of the people v/hom it regards as being in need of its help.

Each disaster has its own time scale. Needs which are current in the 

early days following impact will be relegated or superceded by other 

needs as the community works to right itself; as the inputs made by 

other relief agencies take effect; or as some or all of the stricken 

population moves to other areas. In disasters with sudden impact, 

emergency medical and shelter needs will be disposed of within the first 

few days. Employment and income recovery rapidly take over as priorities. 

Sometime later, the reconstruction of a permanent home can be given 

attention. In disasters of slow onset, for example famine, it may be 

more difficult to estimate the point at which a particular need will 

peak. The build-up and decline of the total problem may be obscured by 

short-term variations in the factors causing need. In any disaster, too,

1

apparent needs are likely to expand as people become aware that the
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UNNECESSARY
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agency is providing a corresponding service. Relief may therefore 

actually "cause" part of the problem which it claims to be addressing.

In spite of these difficulties, relief agencies should attempt to ensure 

that in all types of disaster the aid which is given arrives at a time 

when the particular need addressed is current and, preferably, at the 

beginning of :that period. There is usually little to be gained by sending 

medical teams to an area affected by a sudden disaster, even as little as 

three days after the event. Uithin that time, if local medical services 

exist at all, most of the victims will have been taken care of by the 

existing resources. If Western styled medical services do not exist in 

the affected area then it is doubtful whether emergency provision can do 

much good anyway. The dispatch of tents or other emergency shelters by 

an outside relief agency is another area wherein care should be exercised 

to ensure that aid given is not so late that it is superfluous to the 

needs which it purports to address.

In spite of the importance of the correct timing of a response in relation 

to the timing of a need, a myth which pervades the organization of emer

gency relief is that great haste is necessary if lives are to be saved.

In fact, rarely is the survival situation so critical that people will 

die if relief is not delivered immediately. But the felt urgency on the 

part of donors, fueled by anxiety over the continuance of a situation for 

which they believe they are responsible, justifies the rapid and often 

ill-considered injection of relief supplies into the victim society.
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This approach minimizes the possibility of consultation with the victims 

themselves. Even those humanitarian aid organisations v/hich normally 

encourage a participatory approach to decision-making, appear to sacrifice 

their principles when confronted with sudden concentrations of need in 

one place at one time. The effect of this self-centered and psychologi

cally motivated desire to help, is to remove what little decision-making 

discretion the victim normally has over his or her own life. In their 

haste the "helpers" transfer the locus of power outside of the community 

being "helped."

Yet far from being a handicap in the delivery of worthwhile assistance, 

delays often improve the quality of the relief aid which is eventually 

given. A respectable period between an agency's discovery of a need and 

action to answer it allows time for alternative solutions to be considered. 

It also allows appropriate networks to be set up to distribute the goods 

and services in an efficient and equitable manner. Indeed, as the 

immediate situation is seldom important either to short-run or long-run 

consequences, the primary function of planning should be to delay impulsive 

reactions and help select actions v/hich are most appropriate. Quite often 

these are of a long-term rather than short-term nature, and result in 

more development-oriented rather than relief-oriented responses.

One of the most intractable problems surrounding the delivery of emergency 

relief aid is that v/hich hinges on the definition of emergency need. 

Strangely enough, while some governments are accused of exaggerating
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the need for outside assistance, others refuse to acknowledge the exis

tence of a disastrous state of affairs within their borders.
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OVERESTIMATION Initial estimates of loss of life and of the damage caused na.y turn out 

OF DAMAGE to be in excess of the truth as determined by later and more careful

surveys. This is most likely to be true when the damage is conspicuous, 

and v/here the post-disaster confusion is great. Estimates of damage will 

differ depending on whether they are considered to be replacement values, 

restoration values, or the depreciated value of assets and property7'. 

Transfer payments (for example, the emergency purchase of locally grown 

food) which represent only a shift in the distribution of costs, are 

frequently but erroneously included in estimates of disaster magnitude.

It has been said that in the more developed countries, except for remote 

and isolated places, initial damage estimates are generally excessive by 

a factor of two or three times.

COMPOUND

EXAGGERATION
fcj

aooD

The exaggeration of impact is frequently accompanied by an overestimate 

of the aid needed. When knowledge is lacking, there is an innocent 

tendency to request too much in order to have enough. But in the less 

innocent competition to attract more than their fair share of any aid 

which may be forthcoming, many individuals tend to exaggerate the estimate 

of their needs in relation to what they believe them actually to be. This 

happens also at each level in the hierarchy through which the information 

passes —  neighborhood, village, town, department, region, province, etc. 

The net result of this process of cumulative overestimation is usually

o
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that lnTormation on needs which is collected more than a few days after 

impact is quite unreliable for the purposes of planning a program of aid 

unless cross-checked against initial figures and verified by an on-site 

investigation.

The wider community tends to depend on the mass media for information 

about what has happened. When interviewed by reporters, in the absence 

of fact, officials offer guesses at what the situation might be. These 

guesses are then reported as fact and in a way which usually emphasizes 

the dramatic, unusual nature of the event. Organizations which feel that 

they should be involved in relief are then drawn towards the situation. 

The cumulative effect of their arrival and deployment at the scene again 

enhances the definition of the seriousness of the event, and so the snow

balling process continues.

But apart from a lack of adequate information, there are other reasons 

why the estimates of need may be exaggerated. The most pervasive is that 

most political and administrative leaders operate with mixed motives. 

Highly altruistic humanitarian concern is frequently but often impercep

tibly mixed with a keen sensitivity to political advantage. Politicians 

sometimes use very human and emotionally laden issues as the basis for 

their own political advancement. During a crisis leaders are offered 

more influence than they possess at normal times, and the control of 

additional resources which relief moneys and supplies represent can 

provide them with additional leverage.
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In this vein, it is often thought that a disaster can be used as a magnet 

with which to attract large amounts of foreign aid. The assumption is 

that the bigger the calamity can be made to appear, the more foreign aid 

and technical assistance will be made available. Occasionally, this view 

is compounded by an equally simplistic notion. The idea that the destruc

tion wrought by the disaster and the arrival of large volumes of aid 

provides the opportunity for reconstruction along modern lines is very 

tempting for officials with high aspirations who are normally limited by 

the economy of their developing country. The fact that in these countries 

many technicians and administrators have acquired their advanced educations 

in the technologically more advanced parts of the world tends to reinforce 

this inappropriate identification with the methods and values of the rich. 

Developing country professionals are, consequently, inclined to set 

unrealistically high standards and targets for post-disaster reconstruc

tion. In effect, they exaggerate the need. Yet the fact remains that 

even if granted on a large scale, foreign aid is usually insignificant 

compared to the total volume of damage done. In the long run, aid 

probably makes only marginal differences to the rate of recovery for the 

majority of the affected population.

An official denial of the existence of a disaster by a developing country 

government is one which attracts considerable media attention in the 

richer nations. The "acknowledgment problem," as it has come to be 

known, generally arises not after a sudden calamitous event, but in 

those types of disaster —  drought, famine or epidemic disease —  in
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which the onset is gradual. A sudden-impact disaster is generally 

presumed to be an act of nature. A disaster having a slow onset, on the 

other hand, is more obviously linked to the condition of underdevelopment 

and is more readily presumed to be the responsibility of the government. 

Yet a government may be too proud to admit that it is unable to feed its 

population effectively, or concerned that the bad publicity attendant on 

a "disaster" will adversely affect tourism or limit agricultural exports. 

Some may even wish to take advantage of the suffering to weaken or punish 

an ethnic or regionally based opposition group. Alleging'that outsiders 

emphasize the negative aspects of a government’s performance rather than 

its achievements, some governments lave thrown up formidable barriers 

against foreign journalists. However, it is well known that advantaged 

groups generally attempt to discourage communication about the plight of 

chronically depressed and exploited peoples. Such action to limit infor

mation therefore tends to ca st doubt on the image of the ruling power 

rather than protect it.

The problems of exaggeration and of acknowledgment share certain factors 

in common. Both may arise not only because the truth is distorted but 

also, in part, because the truth is not known. Poor communications can 

be responsible for the shortage of information. Mews from disaster- 

affected rural areas may filter through to the towns only very slowly, 

especially, for example, where communications are disrupted by land

slides or floods. Even in the more developed countries which generally 

have elaborate record-keeping systems, it is extremely difficult to
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obtain reliable statistics on what happens in a disaster; and in the 

developing countries the statistical base is much less adequate even for 

normal everyday operations. When a crisis places strain on the govern

ment's administrative machinery it is even more difficult to estimate 

with accuracy. Estimates may vary either positively or negatively. But 

if the evidence is uncertain, the figures are more likely to be computed 

with an eye to political purposes than they might have been otherwise.

The second factor which is common to both problems of exaggeration and 

denial is one closely related to the first. It is that without sufficient 

baseline data, it is hard to say what is abnormal and what is not. If 

one does not know, for example, what the normal nutritional status of the 

population is in a given area, it is not possible to say with any certainty 

whether unusual need is present or not. In many regions of the world the 

population is already on a very low nutritional plane. Though a similar 

nutritional state occurring in the population of a more developed country 

would undoubtedly be classified as a disaster, the application of "minimum 

needs" criteria may mean that the developing country's population is 

classified as being in a permanent state of disaster. Though perhaps 

true, this is not very helpful for the purposes of knowing when extraordi

nary emergency relief should be made available. In a progressive type of 

event, there are not necessarily any cues to indicate when the situation 

has become so serious that it should indeed be called a disaster. How 

severe does an outbreak of a particular disease have to be before it

becomes an epidemic? Standards vary from doctor to doctor, from



community to community, and from culture to culture. There are no norms

CONCLUSION

governing how concerned people should be given even a degree of objective 

evidence. But suffering is an extremely subjective experience, one which 

is culturally determined, and one which, to the would-be helper, is 

knowable only indirectly by imprecise and scattered observations. It is 

not surprising, therefore, that there are no guides to govern official 

reaction.

All of these problems impinge at one time or another on the relief 

agencies* task of forming a picture of what is happening in a disaster. 

Unless the agencies are prepared and able to cope with them, however, 

there is little hope that they can get anywhere near to meeting their 

public commitment and their own stated objectives.
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