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WHAT IS DISASTER? 
THE NEED FOR CLARIFICATION IN DEFINITION 

AND CONCEPTUALIZATION IN RESEARCH 

E. L. Quarantelli, Ph-D. 

Introduction 

Whenever we want to research or discuss the consequences 
of any phenomenon, we need to have a clear idea of what that 
phenomenon is. So it is when we hypothesize that what we. call 
"disaster" has negative consequences for mental health. While it 
may seem easy to conceptualize what constitutes a disaster, the 
task is far more complicated than appears at first glance. Even 
more complicated is the task of identifying the mental health 
effects of disasters. The phenomena are not self-evident. The 
disaster literature yields little consensus on the definition of the 
basic concept of disaster or any of its derivatives. Nor does the 
literature provide much of an empirically based position on any 
possible relationship between disaster occasions and mental health. 

An underlying theme of this paper is that we will never 
clearly understand the effects disasters may have on mental 
health unless we clarify what we want to consider as a disaster, 
including the most important dimensions of disaster. The lack of 
consensus on any such definition has impeded research and hin- 
dered our ability to draw valid and significant conclusions about 
the relationship between disasters and mental health. While 
enough work has been done to suggest relevant models, significant 
questions, and reasonable hypotheses, there is likely to be little 
progress in this research area unless we move toward conceptual 
clarification of the key concept involved, that is, disaster. 

An example illustrates the point that there is no "self- 
evident" definition or conceptualization of disaster. In June 1983, 
major fiooding occurred along the banks of the Colorado River 
following release of water from swollen reservoirs by the Federal 
Bureau of Land Reclamation. The flooding led to seven deaths, 
millions of dollars in property damage, contamination of under- 
ground wells, and fear of the spread of disease due to the exten- 
sive new breeding grounds afforded mosquitoes. 

A debate ensued as to whether this disaster was "an act of 
Godtt or was caused by human actions. Some blamed the Bureau 
of Land Reclamation, claiming that it had waited too long to 
lower water levels. Others, including Federal engineers, re- 
sponded that there was no choice but to release the waters since 
so much mlted snow had come into the system in late spring that 
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