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‘NATURAL’ DISASTERS

Although they are often used interchangeably by the average 

layperson, there exists an important distinction between the terms 
‘natural hazard’ and ‘natural disaster’.    

Natural hazards are nature-triggered events which pose a risk to 

people or property: natural hazards become natural disasters when 
the affected group is incapable of recovering without external 

assistance (Hyndman et al., 2009).

For this reason, many geographers argue that there is nothing 

natural about natural disasters.



“In every phase and aspect of a disaster –
causes, vulnerability, preparedness, 
results, response and reconstruction – the 
contours of disaster and the difference 
between who lives and who dies is to a 
greater or lesser extent a social calculus.”

- Neil Smith



VULNERABILITY

Refers to the likelihood that a community will suffer injuries, 

deaths, or property damage from a hazardous event.

It is a measure of how well prepared and equipped a 

community is to avoid or cope with adverse events.  Society 
as a whole has become more vulnerable to many natural 

hazards.

Vulnerability is the product of exposure (the potential frequency 

that a particular hazard could occur) and sensitivity (the degree 

to which a community could be affected by a natural hazard) 

(Hyndman et al., 2009). 



VULNERABILITY

Disaster =  NATURE TRIGGERED EVENT x 

VULNERABILITY

Vulnerability is affected by both 
social and physical factors.  

The hazard (triggering agent) that 

threatens a community and the 

vulnerability of the affected 
population together determine 

whether or not a weather event 

becomes a disaster.



COMMUNITY RESILIENCE

Resilience is closely related to the concept of vulnerability.

Community resilience refers to the capability of a community to 

maintain its basic functions and structures in a time of shocks and 

perturbations. In short: resilience is the ability of a community to 

adjust easily to misfortune or change (Conrad, 2009).

The resilience of a community is closely related to its adaptive 

capacity.  The more adaptive and resilient a community, the less 

vulnerable it is to severe weather events. 



PUBLIC PERCEPTION OF RISK

Risk perception is an individual’s impression of the probability of 

a hazard affecting them.

Accurate perception of risk results in lowered vulnerability, whereas 

inaccurate perception of risk can greatly increase vulnerability.

Public perception of severe weather is influenced by many factors, 

including social demographics; past experience with hazards, 

including the frequency and intensity of previous events; and trust 

in the issued forecasts (Anderson-Berry, 2003; Zhang et al., 2007).













SOCIETAL VULNERABILITY

1.  Low expectations lead to higher vulnerability.

People who have previously experienced a severe weather 

event are more likely to expect impacts, although their 

expectation is still that impacts would be low (Hanson, 2003).

2.  Low awareness leads to higher vulnerability.  

Many people remain unaware of emergency management 

preparedness measures, for example (Hanson, 2003).  



SOCIETAL VULNERABILITY

3.  Denial leads to higher vulnerability.  

Individuals sometimes simply don’t believe that something bad 

can happen to them.  

4.  ‘Ignore-ance’ leads to higher vulnerability.

A serious problem can arise when severe weather events fail 

to follow predicted forecasts (the ‘cry wolf’ syndrome).  This 

can cause complacency, which can greatly increase 

vulnerability.



TAKE HOME MESSAGES

Disaster = Nature triggered hazard x Vulnerability

Community vulnerability is a dynamic and complex concept, as 

diverse as the different members of the community itself.  

Atmospheric science can only be effectively applied by forecast 

centers and emergency management personnel after a thorough 

and comprehensive understanding of community vulnerability has 

been achieved.  
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