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ABSTRACT 

Natural disasters are catastrophic and sudden events that disrupt life and livelihoods of communities across 

many geographies, regions and cities. This paper focuses on disaster-prone environments in which 

communities experience recurring disasters. Acknowledging that international humanitarian organizations, 

national and local governments and other formal institutions play a fundamental but limited role in the 

provision of human needs in post-crises settings, this paper discusses the role of informal networks in the 

provision of such needs. This paper hypothesizes that these informal networks of actors and organizations, 

which mushroom when a disaster occurs to cater for human necessities, evolve over time, throughout the 

disaster management phases, from response to recovery. It further assumes that while some informal 

organizations and networks are ephemeral – fulfilling their immediate purpose, dwindle and expire, other 

informal organizations and networks sustain, metamorphosing to provide communities with other needs, in 

post-disaster settings. To capture this evolution of networks, this paper draws on the idea of social capital. 

Mobilizing concepts such as social networks, nodes, ties and informalities, this paper speculates that natural 

disasters, notwithstanding their wide-gamut of catastrophic consequences, can, in some circumstances, 

prompt the creation of informal networks; lead to closer and frequent community interactions; foster trust 

and produce a net-benefit in terms of social capital. From a policy perspective, it is beneficial to recognize 

this increase in social capital, consisting of informal networks and organizations that are well-rooted in 

communities and perhaps better positioned to deal with impending natural disasters. Bringing together 

these ideas, this paper puts forward a conceptual model that describes these processes. Building on this 

model, the DRR communities of policy makers and researchers can identify and create windows of policy 

interventions to strength social resilience and increase preparedness to future disasters.  
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1. Introduction, purpose and scope   
 
The unpredictability and uncertainty of natural disasters pose a challenge for the disaster risk reduction 

community of researchers and policy makers. The origins of natural disasters are diverse, and their bearings 

are self-determining, and therefore difficult to foresee. Meteorological, hydrological or geological processes, 

such as typhoons, floods, tsunamis, landslides and earthquakes, vary in severity and extent.  

The consequences of these adversities, in terms of loss of life or damage to property, are conditional. They 

may or may not result in a catastrophe. This will depend on the force of the natural occurrence but also on 

the vulnerability of the population: its ability to prepare for the disaster, respond to it, and recover from it, 

with or without exogenous aid. In other words, they will depend on the capacity of affected communities to 

cater for various human needs in the aftermath of a disaster, for instance, the provision of shelter, food, 

water, energy and psychological support (Alexander, 20001).  

A degree of variability is to be anticipated in this respect as well: some human needs may be provided-for 

immediately, by some communities, in some areas, while others may not. This, in turn, will depend on formal 

networks of aid, consisted of international organizations, national governments and municipalities, as well 

as on informal community networks, local social enterprises and social entrepreneurs.2    

Under these circumstance, little wonder that policy interventions to improve disaster risk reduction (DRR), 

like the natural disasters themselves, are fraught with ambiguity.    

Yet, despite these ambiguities, this paper assumes that patterns can be identified. Specific geographies are 

disaster-prone, experiencing recurring natural disasters, and in these geographies communities are likely to 

display similarities when coping with them. This assumption is supported by literature (Wisner, Blaikie, 

Cannon and Davis, 20033).  

Studying these patterns to better guide policy interventions in DRR is the main impetus of this exploratory 

theoretical paper. This theoretical piece focuses on role of informal networks in DRR as they evolve during 

and amidst cycles of natural disasters. This exploratory paper incorporates three strands of literatures: 

disaster risk reduction, social capital and policy interventions windows.  

Section 2 draws on disaster risk reduction literature to define disasters, locate areas of recurring natural 

disasters, and identify the three primary disasters management phases: preparedness, response and 

recovery. The link between disasters and the role of informal networks and organizations in the provision of 

critical human needs is also presented.  

Section 3 employs the concept of social capital to explore the relations between the creation of social 

networks, informalities and social capital increment, in the context of disasters.  

                                                 
 
1 Alexander, D.E. (2000): Confronting Catastrophe: New Perspectives on Natural Disasters, Terra and Oxford University 
Press: Harpenden, UK and New York. 
2 These assumptions are summarized neatly in the widespread disaster risk reduction identify: R= f (H,E,V), where Risk (R) is 
the function of Hazard (H), for instance, the magnitude of the earthquake, Exposure of the population to the hazard (E), or 
number of people living in the affected area, and Vulnerability (V), for instance, the age of the affected population, its 
socioeconomic disposition and its availability to necessities (see: UNISDR, 2015, Making Development Sustainable: The 
Future of Disaster Risk Management. Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction. Geneva, Switzerland: United 
Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction).       
3 Wisner, B., Blaikie, P., Cannon, T., Davis, I. (2003): At Risk: natural hazards, people’s vulnerability and disasters, Routledge, 
Second edition.  
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Section 4 introduces the notion of policy windows of intervention, to present a conceptual model which aims 

to better guide disaster risk reduction efforts. Considering this model and its suppositions, a DRR research 

agenda emerges with underexplored, yet vital, issues. This is discussed in section 5.  

 

2. Patterns and recurrences in disasters  
 

Natural disasters are a set of sudden and hazardous natural occurrences, traditionally categorized according 

to their respective parent earth system: climatic-meteorological, hydrological or geological (CRED, 20164). 

Meteorological disasters include such phenomena as typhoons, tornados, heat waves and droughts. 

Hydrological disasters comprise of tsunamis and floods. Geological disasters consist of earthquakes, volcanic 

eruptions and landslides (Bankoff  et al, 20035).  

When interactions exist between earth systems, for instance in the hydrometeorology complex, one natural 

incidence can transform into another, such as in the example of an earthquake causing a tsunami which 

results in floods. In view of their geo-physical, atmospheric or oceanic drivers, different natural hazards will 

occur with different probabilities, across different geographies. Accordingly,  

Some countries are more disaster-prone than others (UNISDR, 20156; CRED, 2016), as Figure 1 

demonstrates.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Multi-Hazard Average Annual Loss (AAL) by Country (UNISDR, 2015) 

                                                 
 
4 CRED (2016): Cred crunch 45: 2016 preliminary data1 - Human impact of natural disasters, Centre for Research on the 
Epidemiology of Disasters. 
5 Bankoff, G., Frerks, G., Hilhorst, D. (eds.) (2003): Mapping Vulnerability: Disasters, Development and People, Routledge. 
6 UNISDR (2015): Making Development Sustainable: The Future of Disaster Risk Management, Global Assessment Report 
on Disaster Risk Reduction. Geneva, Switzerland: United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction. 
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In these areas, the impacts of natural disasters on cities and communities is often catastrophic. According 

to the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters, in 2016, 301 national-level natural disasters 

occurred, affecting 102 countries and resulting in a sum total of 7,628 deaths, 411 million affected people, 

and US$97 billion of economic damages (CRED, 2016). Multi-hazard average annual losses exceeded 3,300 

million US $ in heavily exposed countries such as USA, Brazil, China, Russia, Australia, The Philippines or India 

among others (UNISDR, 2015). It is in these countries and in-between natural disaster-cycles that 

communities will experience adversities frequently.  

This paper recognizes these areas as ‘disaster-prone environments’, and their respective inhabitants as 

‘disaster-prone communities’. Disaster risk reduction literature gives special attention to these communities 

due to their vulnerability, i.e. continuous exposure to hazards (Bankoff et al, 2003; Wisner et al, 2003). 

The DRR literature typically divides the unfolding of a disaster into phases. While researchers and specialist 

organizations list as many as six, seven of eight separate disaster or emergency management phases, the 

typical number of phases is either three of four (Neal, 19977). According to Neal (254-260:1997), "disaster 

researchers have used disaster phases to organize important findings and recommendations about disasters 

(…) and practitioners have relied upon these categories to improve their disaster capabilities".  

Phases, Neal maintains, are mutually inclusive, multidimensional (i.e. in terms of disaster impacts), reflect 

social considerations and include multiple perceptions (e.g., disaster managers, emergency responders, 

victim) (ibid). 

The seminal work of National Governors’ Association (NGA, 19798) recognizes four phases: mitigation, 

preparedness, response and recovery. Likewise, the National Earthquake Hazards Reduction Program in the 

Federal Emergencies Management Agency indicates a "mitigation" phase prior to "preparedness" (FEMA, 

20099). To the very minimum, frameworks include the three phases of preparedness, response and recovery, 

as "mitigation" is sometimes incorporated into "preparedness". This three-phases framework is used in this 

paper. 

 

3. Disasters, human needs and informal networks  
 

Customarily, the impact of natural disasters on societies is measured in damage to assets (in a set of 

economic indicators) and loss of life. Alternative measures have been proposed such as “potential years of 

life lost” (PYLL) which describes the time required to produce economic development and social progress; 

time which is lost in disasters. According to UNISDR (xix:2015) "the loss of human life years (…) goes beyond 

conventional metrics such as mortality and economic loss (…) and brings the real scale of disaster loss into 

clear focus, and its use as a common currency allows comparisons with other development challenges". 

This paper maintains that a more comprehensive, individually-centered reflection on the many impacts of 

natural disasters is essential. Therefore, it employs the notion of 'human needs' as an analytical lens through 

                                                 
 
7 Neal, D. (1997): Reconsidering the Phases of Disaster, International Journal of Mass Emergencies and 
Disasters, Vol. 15, No. 2, August, 239-264. 
8 National Governors’ Association Center for Policy Research (1979): Comprehensive Emergency 
Management: A Governor’s Guide, Washington: National Governors’ Association. 
9 National Earthquake Hazards Reduction Program (2009): Introduction to emergency management, FEMA, 
November 1, 2009. 



 Social Capital and Windows of Policy Interventions for Disaster Risk Reduction 

 

 6 

which the impacts of a disaster can be observed and studied. For the purposes of this paper, 'human needs' 

are defined as a set of interrelated, complementary, equally important, physiological and psychological, 

requirements (otherwise put, materialistic and nonmaterialistic needs). It goes beyond the scope of this 

paper to compare and contrast different schools of thought in the fields of human development psychology 

(e.g. hierarchy of fundamental human needs10,11), political philosophy and welfare economics (e.g. the 

capabilities approach12,13,14).  

In this perspective, a natural disaster will disrupt either the provision of-, or access to- resources necessary 

to meet these physiological requirements (e.g. water, food, shelter, clothing, energy, medicines), or it will 

cause physiological impairments and psychological harms.         

Coupling (bringing together) the notion of 'human needs' with the three phases of disaster management 

(preparedness, response and recovery), this paper argues that a disaster may disrupt the provision of various 

needs, to various degrees, and that these may evolve over time. For example, the need for fresh water, 

crucial for human survival, may or may not be disrupted, may or may not feature in all phases in the 

management of a crisis.    

Integrating the aforementioned deliberations, the question that arises then, is who provides disaster-prone 

communities, in disaster-prone settings, with their evolving fundamental human needs, in the different 

phases of disaster management?   

Here, a distinction can be made between formal and informal networks and organizations with regards to 

the provision of human needs. Formal networks are active in some phases, for some time, providing for 

some human needs, while informal networks play a pivotal role in the complimentary provision of these 

necessities. Alternatively put, informal networks of actors and organizations fill-in the void, and in some 

instances, to a very significant extent (Ullberg, 201315; Tierney, 201416).  

Fussell (151: 201217) observed this phenomenon in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina "it was natural for 

them (disaster-affected individuals) … to turn to their social networks for advice and assistance… after the 

disaster unfolded, these same (informal) networks were used to exchange information, emotional support, 

shelter and in-kind assistance". 

As noted by UNISDR, "disaster response often fails to understand or respond to local requirements and 

needs… the volume of response and support to disaster-affected localities tends to be proportional to the 

number of fatalities rather than the number of survivors" (UNIDSR, 164:2015). The organization adds: "That 

national plans don’t often match local realities is nothing new. However, in disaster response as in broader 

disaster risk management, the local diversity of conditions and needs are regularly overlooked" (165:2015).  

Moreover, as formal, usually foreign organizations depart from the disaster zone in the aftermath of an 

event, informal local networks continue to be an intrinsic and integral part of the social fabric. 

                                                 
 
10 Maslow, A.H. (1943): A theory of human motivation, Psychological Review, 50 (4): 370–96. 
11 Tay, L., Diener, E. (2011): Needs and subjective well-being around the world, Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 101 (2): 354–365. 
12 Amartya, S. (1985): Commodities and capabilities, Amsterdam New York New York, Elsevier Science Publication. 
13 Amartya, S. (2001): Development as freedom, Oxford New York: Oxford University Press. 
14 Martha, N. (2011): Creating Capabilities: The Human Development Approach, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
15 Ullberg, S. (2013): Displaced: life in the Katrina diaspora, edited by Weber, Lynn and Lori Peek, Social 
Anthropology/Anthropologie Sociale, 21: 596–598. 
16 Tierney, K. (2014): The Social Roots of Risk: Producing Disasters, Promoting Resilience, Stanford University Press.  
17 Fussell, E. (2012): Help from family, friends, and strangers during hurricane Katrina: finding the limits of social networks, 
in Displaced: Life in the Katrina Diaspora, Weber, L., Peek, L. 2012, Austin: University of Texas Press. 
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Despite these facts, the pivotal role of informal networks and actors in the catering for human needs in 

disaster-prone settings remains underexplored (Fussell, 2012).   

In this line of though, this paper focuses on informal networks of actors and organizations. It theorizes that 

informal networks, which mushroom when a disaster occurs to cater for human needs, develop throughout 

the disaster management phases, from response to recovery. In this emerging informal network, some 

organizations and actors will be ephemeral – fulfilling their immediate purpose, diminishing and dying-off, 

whereas other informal organizations will sustain. They will metamorphose to provide communities with 

other needs, in post-disaster settings. 

Putting forward this theory brings us closer at the heart of this exploratory paper.  

To capture this evolution and dissolvement of informal networks in the provision of human needs, this paper 

turns to a second strand of literature, that of social capital.  

 

4. Social capital and informal networks 
 

Traditionally, social capital has been viewed in one of two ways: (a) as an individual asset or (b) as an asset 

of communities; urban, regional or national groups. According to the individual approach, members of 

communal networks with high levels of social capital, benefit from strong personal relations based on 

reciprocity, as well as from diverse networks of associates that give access to crucial resources (Bourdieu, 

198618; Lin, 200119; Coleman, 198820; Boxman et al., 199121).  

According to the collective-communal approach, social capital is to be understood as a feature of large 

groups or societies (Putnam, 2000)22. Turcotte maintained that "community involvement and social contacts 

give rise to the standards, values and behaviours that benefit the whole of society", (Turcotte, 2015)23. By 

this collective view of social capital, "one of the fundamental characteristics of communities with a high level 

of social capital is the tendency of citizens to trust one another – even if they do not know each other" (ibid). 

Studies based on the collective approach found that when a society has high levels of social capital, "children 

perform better in school... and economic growth is stronger" (Kay and Johnston, 2007; Scrivens and Smith, 

2013).24 

In both approaches, high social capital is considered a positive and desirable attribute of communities, large 

and small.   

In both approaches, social networks are acknowledged a source of benefits for individuals and organizations 

who are connected together. Social networks are accredited to maintain norms and reciprocity, enhance 

trust and benefit their associates with mutual aid and cooperation, a shared identity, solidarity and faster, 

cheaper flows of information and resources (Putnam, 2000; OECD, 200125; Veenstra, 200226; Putnam and 

                                                 
 
18 Bourdieu, P. (1986): The forms of Capital, Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, published 
under the direction of J.G. Richardson, Greenwood Press, New York. 
19 Lin, N. (2001): Social Capital: A Theory of Social Structure and Action, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 
20 Coleman, J. (1988): Social capital in the creation of human capital, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 94. 
21 Boxman, E., De Grant, P., Flap, H.D. (1991): The impact of social and human capital on the income attainment of Dutch 
managers, Social Networks, vol. 13. 
22 Putnam, R. (2000): Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Simon and Schuster, New York. 
23 Turcotte, M. (2015): Trends in Social Capital in Canada, Statistics Canada. 
24 Kay, F., Johnston, R. (2007): Social Capital, Diversity, and the Welfare State, University of Washington Press. 
25 OECD (2001): The Well-Being of Nations: The Role of Human and Social Capital, OECD, Paris. 
26 Veenstra G (2002): Social capital and health (plus wealth, income inequality and regional health 
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Feldstein, 200427). Ahn and Ostrom describe it as a vehicle to solve collective problems (Ahn and Ostrom, 

200328).  

Social capital literature distinguishes between different types of capital and different types of networks. Of 

particular interest to this paper, it discerns between formal and informal networks. 

Formal networks involve some kind of membership in an institution or an organization (institutions by their 

very nature are formal). These organizations will adhere to a certain, well-defined, social purpose, or 

purposes.  

In contrast, informal social networks consist of unofficial, non-institutional ties between individuals that 

stem from personal relations; everyday socializing in an individual's living environment (neighbor-to-

neighbor) or working and voluntary environments (peer-to-peer). These relations will exist outside the 

framework of formal organizations (Putnam, 200229; Putnam and Feldstein, 2003; Halpern, 200430).   

Social capital can be built by intentional or unintentional design of spaces and circumstances in which ties, 

bonds and associations – formal and informal – are created, as well as by strengthening existing relationships 

through positive interactions, i.e. reciprocal flows of information and resources.  

By intentional design, this paper means policy interventions in the architecture and manufacturing of 

conducive spaces and circumstances for the formation and reinforcement of ties. By unintentional creation 

of social capital, this paper refers to exogenous factors which force individuals into co-dependant 

relationships, formal and informal. For instance, natural disasters.    

Since the social network is the bedrock, or rather the super-structure of social capital inside which 

interactions take place, appreciating the stock of social capital by the type and number of nodes (actors and 

organizations) and by the quantity and quality of ties (associations) has been a widespread practice 

(Granovetter,197331; 198232; Coleman, 199033; Putnam, 199334; Lin, 199935). 

To make its proposition, this paper assumes that an increase in nodes and an increase in ties reflect an 

increase in social capital – a socially desirable target, especially in meeting disrupted human needs in times 

of natural disasters.  

The idea that this paper aims to propose is that in disaster-prone environments, formal networks of actors 

and institutions provide the affected communities with resources that meet only some disrupted human 

needs. Informal networks of actors and organizations emerge to cater for the un-met human needs. Over 

time, throughout the disaster management phases, from response to recovery, the informal emerging 

networks will oscillate in terms of the number of nodes (informal member organizations) and number and 

quality of ties. Over time, between natural disaster cycles, some informal organizations and networks will 

perish and some will endure. The latter will continue to provide the community with the same need (for 

                                                 
 
governance), Social Science and Medicine 54(6), pp: 849-68. 
27 Putnam, R., Feldstein, L. (2003): Better Together: Restoring the American Community, Simon and Schuster.  
28 Ahn, T.K., Ostrom, E. (eds.) (2003): Foundations of Social Capital: A Reader, Cheltenham, U.K.: Edward Elgar Publishing 
29 Putnam, R. (2002): Democracies in Flux: The Evolution of Social Capital in Contemporary Society, Oxford University Press. 
30 Halpern, D. (2004): Social Capital, Polity Press. 
31 Granovetter, M. (1973): The Strength of Weak Ties, American Journal of Sociology, 78:1360-80. 
32 Granovetter, M. (1982): The Strength of Weak Ties: A Network Theory Revisited, pp. 105-30 in Social Structure and 
Network Analysis, P.V. Marsden, N. Lin (eds.), Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 
33 Coleman, J. (1990): Foundations of Social Theory, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
34 Putnam, R. (1993): Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
35 Lin, N. (1999): Building a Network Theory of Social Capital, Connections, 22(1):28-51, INSNA. 
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instance, psychological support, or food), while others will transform to provide communities with other 

needs, in post-disaster settings.  

Adopting the social capital viewpoint, this process means that natural disasters, notwithstanding their wide-

gamut of catastrophic consequences, can, in some circumstances, prompt the creation of informal 

networks; lead to closer and frequent community interactions; foster trust and produce a net-benefit in 

terms of social capital.  

From a policy perspective, it is beneficial to recognize this increase in social capital, consisting of informal 

networks and organizations that are well-rooted in communities and perhaps better positioned to deal with 

impending natural disasters.  That is, searching for-, and recognizing this 'delta' in the creation of social 

capital, should guide DRR policy makers to identify "policy windows of interventions".    

 
5. Proposed conceptual model: policy intervention windows for DRR   

 
The metaphor of the policy window is common in the analysis of public policies and public decision making. 

It was originated in the ‘garbage can model’ to policy making (Kingdom, 199536; Teisman 199237), where it 

is used to depict moments in which there is a convergence of a political event, a policy and a problem to 

attend. For instance, a change in political climate, which gives prominence to a specific social problem over 

another and subscribes a specific policy remedy, or an intervention. These moments, dubbed as "windows" 

by Kingdom and by Enserink, Koppenjan and Mayer (201338), make an opportunity to take decisions and 

enact policies.  

Policy windows for interventions are transient. As noted by Enserink and Koppenjan (28:2013), they are 

dependent on developments in the government and in the public, in the manufacturing a social problem or 

a need, in the devising of a strategy or a solution, in the development of a particular technology, in the 

presence of particular actors. "Policy windows may appear or disappear coincidentally… sometimes they are 

created by so-called policy entrepreneurs" (12:2013).  

This paper, while borrowing the metaphor of policy intervention windows, does not discusses the theoretical 

umbrella under which it was offered, nor does it criticize the garbage can model for policy making. The 

concept of policy windows is useful to the extent that it assigns responsibilities for the institutional, formal, 

political actors and networks to devise policy interventions to meet social and human needs, for instance, in 

regards to disaster risk reduction. As proposed by Enserink, Koppenjan and Mayer (29:2013), political 

entrepreneurship "should be encouraged".  

Furthermore, since policy makers can initiate interventions, and prioritize one social problem over another 

(in their capacity as policy entrepreneurs), they can be held accountable to the ways by which fragile 

communities deal with recurring natural disasters and the ways by which human needs are being catered-

for.     

To this end, there seems to be a conceptual overlap. If in some circumstances disasters appear in cycles, and 

if disaster risk reduction is described in phases (i.e. prepare, response, recover), and since there are "many 

                                                 
 
36 Kingdon, J.W. (1995): Agendas, alternatives, and public policy, 2nd edition, Longman, New York. 
37 Teisman GR (1992, 1st edition, 1995, 2nd edition): Complexe besluitvorming; een pluricentrisch 
perspectief op besluitvorming over ruimtelijke investeringen. VUGA, Den Haag. 
38 Enserink, B., Koppenjan, Joop F.M., Mayer, I.S. (2013): A Policy Sciences View on Policy Analysis, in W. A. H. Thissen and 
W. E. Walker (eds.), Public Policy Analysis, International Series in Operations Research & Management Science 179, 
Springer, New York. 
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different ways of looking at public policymaking – for instance in terms of phases, cycles, rounds, or streams" 

(Enserink, Koppenjan and Mayer, 12:2013), it would only be sensible to synchronize interventions the three.    

Based on the aforementioned notions of informal networks and social capital, this paper proposes a 

conceptual model to better guide DRR policy interventions (Figure 2). 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Natural Disasters, the Evolution and Dissolvent of Informal Networks in the Provision of Human 

Needs, the Accumulation of Social Capital and Policy Intervention Windows  

 

This schematization is a multi-disasters typology (recurring disaster cycles) of informal networks evolution 

and disappearance with regards to the provision of various human needs in post-disaster settings.  

In this diagram, the phase of preparedness appears in its timely location, between two natural disasters. 

This reflects the paper's focus on disaster-prone environments. In the diagram, the number of networks 

serves as proxy for social capital. It is a common indicator in social capital measurement.   

The upward arrow represents the slope or gradient of response speed. It is a possible outcome indicator to 

measure policy interventions. Alternatively put, the quicker the response to future natural disasters, the 

better preparedness mechanisms put in place in advance; the better the awareness of political actors and 

institutions to the existence of informal networks in the provision of human needs; the more beneficial this 

schematization.   
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The two curved lines, in black and blue, represent two different human needs catered-for by informal 

networks and organizations. For instance, shelter and psychological support. Their provision may oscillate 

and behave in different ways, provided by different organizations, in different times. These human needs 

are universal needs and so, they appear in both post-disaster settings (in natural disaster #1 and in natural 

disaster #2).   

This paper claims that understanding the evolution and dissolvent of informal networks should guide better 

policies, as recognizing these networks and acknowledging the new social capital created in the aftermath 

of a disaster can improve DRR policy making.  

This conceptual model is a first step for research and evidence-based policy making in DRR.  

 

6. Discussion and policy implications  
 

This paper brought together the ideas of social capital, informal networks and policy intervention window 

to construct a model in the service of the disaster risk reduction communities of scholars and policy maker.  

The conceptual model attempts to describe the evolution of informal networks with regards to the provision 

of fundamental human needs in post-disaster environments. It also highlights underexplored DRR issues 

such as: what human needs are provided in disaster-prone environments, by which informal network and 

actors, at what disaster phase?  

Moreover, the model asks how do specific needs evolve over time (e.g. is post-disaster immediate food 

provision different from recovery-phase food provision)? And it asks, how is the turn-over of resources 

provision, from informal to formal networks and organizations, being carried-out? 

Further under-research questions include: which organizations evolve and which dissolve, and why? And 

finally, how can international, institutional and formal networks and actors can better allocate their 

resources to improve DRR policy making? 

The idea this paper proposes should be put to test. If it is valid, it will establish not only the critical role of 

informal networks of actors and organizations in disaster risk reduction, but also the nature of their life-

cycles.  

Two recommendations, for two different DRR communities, should follow. DRR policy makers ought to be 

aware to these processes of emergence and dissolvement of informal networks, and to the positive social 

capital gains between natural disaster cycles.  

Evidently, policy makers will not know for certain what networks will emerge, but they will know that they 

shall emerge. Searching for them in the response phase, strengthening them in the recovery phase, 

improving their capacities in the preparedness phase, should be more resource efficient in comparison with 

current, top-down, formal and institutional practices. Recognizing these opportunities should guide policy 

makers in creating policy windows of intervention.  

For the research community, this theory calls for further research to improve our understandings of the 

evolution of human needs, resources provision, social entrepreneurs and enterprises and other aspects of 

social capital in, during and between natural disasters.   

Together, these recommendations sketch out a policy and research agendas to improve DRR in disaster-

prone environments.   
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