
 

Research Update August 2007
Joint Centre for Disaster Research  
GNS Science – Massey University, School of Psychology 

 
Welcome to the second of the research updates from the Joint Centre for Disaster Research. The centre 
opened in December 2006 and is a joint venture between Massey University and GNS Science within the 
School of Psychology, based at the Massey University campus in Wellington. 
 
The centre undertakes multi-disciplinary applied teaching and research aimed at: 

• gaining a better understanding of the impacts of natural, man-made, and environmental disasters on 
communities 

• improving the way society manages natural, man-made and environmental risk 
• enhancing community preparedness, response and recovery from the consequences of natural, man-

made and environmental hazard events. 
 

  
Wahine storm, 1968, Wellington  

Location 
 
The centre is part of the School of Psychology, in the College of Humanities & Social Sciences. The centre 
Director, staff and students are based at the Massey University campus in Wellington (Room T27N). 
However, the centre will draw on staff from other Massey campuses, GNS Science, and other collaborating 
organisations. Visits to the centre are welcomed but by appointment only please. 
 

 

Teaching and Outreach 
Staff and associates of the centre currently contribute to elements of the Graduate Diploma in Emergency 
Services Management and MA, MPhil and PhDs in Psychology, Emergency Management, and other related 
disciplines. The Centre also plans to work with other organisations in the provision of training within the 
CDEM sectors. A series of Emergency Management short courses will be organised by the centre for the 
summer of 2008, as part of a summer school. More details on page 6. 
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Graduate Students – linked to the Centre 
 
Debra Ellis (PhD student, School of Psychology) 
“Health sector emergency management roles in New Zealand” 
 
Julia Becker (PhD student, School of Psychology) 
“Increasing Community Resilience:  Understanding how individuals make meaning of hazard information and how this 
relates to preparing for hazards” 
 
Kate Pishief (PhD student, School of Psychology) 
“Community understanding and preparedness for tsunami risk in the eastern North Island, New Zealand.” 
 
Wendy Saunders (PhD student with School of People, Environment & Planning) 
“Effective land-use planning for natural hazard management” 
 
Ian de Terte (PhD student, School of Psychology) 
“Resilience and the prevention of work related traumatic stress: testing an ecological model” 
 
James Hudson (PhD student, School of Psychology and Te mata o te Tau) 
“A tri-partite governance framework for iwi development and resilience” 
 
Rosalind Houghton (Victoria University PhD student – Department of Sociology and Social Policy)  
“Domestic Violence following natural hazard events in New Zealand” 
 
David McIvor (University of Tasmania PhD student – School of Psychology)  
“Means-end Chain Modelling of Natural Hazard Preparedness.” 
 
Tom Wilson (University of Canterbury PhD student – Department of Geological Sciences)  
“Vulnerability of New Zealand’s dairy industry to volcanic hazards”  
 
Monica Gowan (University of Canterbury PhD student – Health Sciences Centre)  
“Self-management of disaster risk and uncertainty: evaluating a personal health-based wellness paradigm for building 
disaster resistance” 

Current Research Updates 
RESPONDING TO THE LAHAR 
 

 
Photo: Damaged foot bridge on the “round the 
mountain” track. 25 March 2007 

Following the 1995-1996 Ruapehu eruption, the 
probability of a significant lahar occurring was well 
recognised and significant planning was undertaken with 
the aim of reducing the risks from the lahar to lives and 
infrastructure.  The Eastern Ruapehu Lahar Alarm 
Warning System (ERLAWS) was installed to detect the 
triggering of the lahar, and planning was undertaken so 
that agencies could respond effectively to the alarm and to 
the event itself.  The planning involved a number of key 
stakeholders and the Northern and Southern Ruapehu 
Lahar Response Plans were formulated to define agencies’ 
roles and responsibilities during the response.  The written 
plans were supplemented by annual exercises undertaken 
by organisations to practice their responce to the lahar 
event. 

As part of a GNS Science led research project, Julia Becker undertook semi-structured interviews with representatives 
of response agencies one year before the event itself, to articulate their expectations for the planned response. The lahar 
event occurred on 18 March 2007. One month following the lahar, the same individuals were interviewed and their 
organisational performance during the actual response was assessed. This allowed a systematic analysis of agency and 
inter-agency management of volcanic hazard events to be conducted. By comparing pre- and post-lahar interview data, 
this paper identifies the factors (e.g., information management, decision making, inter-agency collaboration) that 
comprise an effective agency response to volcanic hazard events. Drawing upon this analysis, the training and 
organisational implications for developing capability to manage complex volcanic hazard events can be better 
understood.
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RECOVERY FROM DISASTER: LEARNING FROM MATATA 

On 18 May 2005 Matata was struck by a natural disaster. Major flooding and debris flow significantly affected the 
small coastal township. Seventy plus homes were affected, and over 300 people were evacuated. Since this event the 
community has been suffering in terms of emotional, mental and financial stress. During a community day 18 months 
after the disaster, people within Matata indicated they felt disjointed as a community, isolated from each other, and 
forgotten by close neighbouring communities. It was clear that the community needed support, not only to move 
forward in a positive way, but also to deal with some of the emotions around the disaster and the disaster recovery 
processes.  
Over the past year Kellie Spee has been working in Matata 
community, under contract from MSD. A two pronged 
work programme was developed which focused on the 
psychological and social impacts of the disaster. One arm 
involved collecting personal stories from disaster victims 
so they would feel supported and gain a sense of 
acknowledgement which would aid in their personal 
disaster recovery. It was enabling people a space so their 
voices could be heard. The second arm focused on 
community development action. Disaster recovery can be 
slower and more difficult especially for smaller rural 
communities when there are no development plans in 
place.  
 
Photo: Kellie Spee  

Based on that premise and conversations with key community members and stakeholders, it was considered necessary 
and beneficial to assist the community in a community consultation process to develop a Matata community plan. In a 
sense this is disaster recovery without focusing on the disaster. To date the work has been progressing successfully with 
the community responding in a positive and enthusiastic way towards the opportunity of moving past the disaster and 
looking towards the future. 

  
  

NEW VOLCANIC HAZARD GUIDELINES RELEASED 
 

 

 
Two sets of pamphlets have recently been published by International 
Volcanic Health Hazard Network (IVHHN), in association with USGS, 
IAVCEI's Cities and Volcanoes Commission, GNS Science, and the Joint 
Centre for Disaster Research. The first pamphlet is a guide for the public on 
the health hazards of volcanic ash. The second is for the public and 
emergency managers on guidelines for preparedness before, during, and 
after an ashfall.  
 
Copies can be ordered in multiples of 50 from IVHHN. Free downloadable 
versions are also available on the IVHHN website (www.ivhhn.org). 
Currently they are available in English. The Spanish and Japanese versions 
will be available by November 2007 on the IVHHN website, with Italian 
and French soon after. If you would like to have the pamphlets in your 
language, please contact IVHHN (contact details on the website; 
www.ivhhn.org). 
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IDENTIFYING PANDEMIC ATTITUDES AND BELIEFS 
 
Flu pandemic represents a hazard with national implications. The fact that the demands created will far exceed the 
capacity of health and emergency resources emphasizes the need to ensure that public preparedness and response is 
optimised. An important part of the planning for this hazard is public education. For the latter to be effective, it is 
essential to identify existing public attitudes and beliefs. An understanding of community attitudes and misconceptions 
is essential to the task of developing public education and risk communication strategies to correct misconceptions and 
to develop appropriate beliefs, expectations, and actions that can be sustained over prolonged periods of time. The lack 
of any public pandemic experience calls for a ground-up approach to identify current public attitudes, beliefs and 
expectations. This can be used to inform readiness, response and recovery planning in ways that are consistent with 
public needs and expectations, and to create public education strategies designed to facilitate greater integration 
between public and societal response and recovery.  
 
Douglas Paton, School of Psychology, University of 
Tasmania and David Johnston from JCDR have just 
commenced a research project funded by the Ministry of Civil 
Defence and Emergency Management. This study aims to 
identify (1) core beliefs and attitudes regarding the pandemic, 
its causes and its implications for people and their way of life; 
(2) core belief and attitudes about preparing and response to a 
pandemic, particularly with regard to issues of responsibility; 
and (3) core beliefs about the management of a pandemic and 
its implications.  
 
The research process will also identify guidelines for public 
education practices that (a) correct misconceptions, and (b) 
develop public beliefs and actions that complement health and 
emergency management planning. This information will lead 
to improved public education initiatives by MCDEM, and the 
Ministry of Health, and improved response plans at a national, 
DHB and CDEM Group level. 
 

 
 

Photo: People using the inhalation chamber in the 
Government Buildings in Cathedral Square, Christchurch  

[1918] 

For more information contact David Johnston (david.johnston@gns.cri.nz) 
 
RESILIENCE AND THE PREVENTION OF WORK RELATED TRAUMATIC STRESS: 
TESTING AN ECOLOGICAL MODEL. 
 
Ian de Terte, as part of his PhD in the School of Psychology, is 
investigating factors in police organisations that promote resilience 
in the face of work related traumatic experience, and contribute to 
positive health outcomes.  The potential consequences of exposure 
to work-related trauma have been well documented. For example, 
mental health consequences, such as posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), depression, sleep disorders, alcohol abuse, psychological 
distress, emotional exhaustion, anxiety, and burnout.  Physical 
health consequences, such as gastrointestinal disorders, liver or 
kidney toxicity, elevated heart rates, are also associated with 
unresolved trauma.  These effects have important implications for 
the health of workers in organisations such as the police, both in the 
field, and for those who have retired. Previous research has focused 
on identifying the risk factors that place individuals exposed to 
work-related traumatic events at greater risk of developing mental 
illnesses, the development of PTSD from the exposure to such 
events, and intervention strategies such as debriefing.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

Photo: Ian de Terte 

Recently there has been a paradigm shift to understand resilient factors, normal responses, and psychological growth in 
individuals exposed to trauma. Resilience is the ability of an individual to recover from an adverse situation and can 
include intrinsic factors such as, coping mechanisms, social support, protective factors, previous experience, and social 
skills, or extrinsic factors, such as, the organisational environment. Ian’s research is based around the third phase of a 
longitudinal survey of police officers who were first surveyed as recruits, and then as early career officers, and in the 
proposed study, as experienced officers of 10 years (or have left the police).  His study will test the relationships 
between traumatic experience, several work environment variables, and emotional intelligence in relation to health and 
work status. This work will contribute to the development of ecological models of work related traumatic stress 
prevention.       For more information contact Ian de Terte  (ian@psych.net.nz) 
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NATURAL TSUNAMI WARNINGS AND INTEGRATING DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
TSUNAMI WARNING SYSTEMS 
 
David Johnston and Graham Leonard attended and presented at an international workshop on “Natural Tsunami 
Warnings and Integrating Different Types of Tsunami Warning Systems” in Krabi, Thailand, 18th-20th June 2007. The 
project, of which this international workshop is just one part, was supported by United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID).This international workshop has been jointly organized by the Save Andaman Network, the 
Sustainable Development Foundation, and East Tennessee State University. There were 8 international participants 
from a total of 4 different countries, 5 members of the international research team responsible for the study which is the 
foundation of this project, a number of officials from the Thai government, representatives from the US Indian Ocean 
Tsunami Warning System (IOTWS) program, and representatives from tsunami-affected communities along Thailand’s 
Andaman Sea coast. There were also staff from the Save Andaman Network and the Sustainable Development 
Foundation in Thailand. Altogether there were around 50 participants. 
 
Photos: Supin Wongbusarakum (International 
Sustainable Development Studies Institute speaking at 
the international workshop (right); tsunami evacuation 
map on the Andaman Sea coast in Southern Thailand.  

 
 

 

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS OF TSUNAMI RISK IN NEW ZEALAND COASTAL 
COMMUNITIES, FOLLOWING THE 2004 INDIAN OCEAN TSUNAMI 
 
Two related M.Sc. projects investigating changing perceptions of risk following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami have 
recently been completed, Kate Pishief from University of Waikato and Jen de Bois from the University of Canterbury, 
in association with GNS Science and the Centre, looked at community awareness of tsunami risk. Surveys were carried 
out in nine selected communities in Hawke’s Bay and Canterbury in mid 2006. Their research also investigated levels 
of awareness amongst visitors in camping grounds and amongst staff working in accommodation establishments in 
high-risk locations. Changes in perceptions in the community were measured against the results of the 2003 National 
Coastal survey that included a range of tsunami questions.  
 
Key changes in the surveyed communities since 2003 include:  
• Increases in awareness of when the last tsunami occurred in their area and the number of residents who had 

seen tsunami hazard zone maps for their area. However, there are still a range between 5% and 40% of 
residents who reported they don’t know. 

• Decreases in the number of residents who reported that they ‘do not know’ what makes up the NZ public 
tsunami warning system. Down to between 15% and 22%. 

 
A range of other tsunami issues were also explored. Following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami 65% of residents in 
Canterbury and 70% in Hawke’s Bay reported that they had learned more about tsunami. However, only 14% of 
residents in Canterbury and 19% in Hawke’s Bay reported “actively seeking information”. The research concludes that 
the public need to be provided with more information on tsunami in their local area. This includes: 1) specific area at 
risk; 2) what types of warnings may be issued; 3) who will be issuing them; 4) what specific actions should be taken 
upon receipt of a warning (e.g. what to take, where to go, what route(s) to follow). However, any education needs to be 
part of a longer-term strategy to develop tsunami resilient communities. This will require not only public education but 
a range of activities that engage, empower and motivate at-risk communities to respond effectively and appropriately to 
tsunami warnings. Kate Pishief is currently at the Centre and has started a PhD on “Building community resilience to 
tsunami”.  
Thesis references (both available as pdfs) 
DuBois, J.F. 2007 Spatial and temporal changes in tsunami risk perception in Canterbury. Unpublished M.Sc. thesis, 

Department of Geological sciences, University of Canterbury. 
Pishief, K. 2006. Community understanding and preparedness for tsunami risk in the eastern North Island, New Zealand 

Unpublished M.Sc. thesis, Department of Earth and Ocean Sciences, University of Waikato. 
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Upcoming events 
 

Emergency Management Summer Institute 
 

Joint Centre for Disaster Research, 
School of Psychology, Massey University 

 
11th – 15th February 2008 
Massey University Campus 

Wellington 
 

• Day 1 - Emergency management planning: lessons from recent and historic events 
• Day 2 - Developing effective all-hazard warning systems 
• Day 3 - Public education and public participation in building resilient communities  
• Day 4 - Health emergency management (with the Wellington School of Medicine) 
• Day 5 – Community response and recovery. 

 
Details and registration forms available in September 2007 (day registrations welcomed) 

 
 

2nd Australasian Natural Hazards Management Conference 
(Incorporating the 8th New Zealand Natural Hazards Management Conference) 

 
29-30 July 2008 

(Optional workshops 28 and 31 July) 
 

Te Papa, Wellington 
 

New Publications 
Huddleston, L., Stephens, C. & Paton, D. (2007) An evaluation of traumatic and organizational experiences on the 

psychological health of New Zealand police recruits. Work, 28, 199-207. 
 
McIvor, D. & Paton, D. (2007) Preparing for Natural Hazards: Normative and attitudinal influences. Disaster 

Prevention and Management, 16, 79-88. 
 
Paton, D. (2007). Measuring and monitoring resilience in Auckland, GNS Science Report 2007/18. 88 p. 
 
Wilson, T., Kaye, G., Stewart, C. and Cole, J. (2007). Impacts of the 2006 eruption of Merapi volcano, Indonesia, on 

agriculture and infrastructure. GNS Science Report 2007/07 69p. 
 
Stewart, C., Wilson, T., Becker, J.S., Davies, A., Coomer, M., Hume, T. (2007). Coastal management in the Waikato 

Region: a study of the views of Coromandel beachgoers on coastal erosion and its management, January 2007. 
GNS Science Report 2007/21. 

Contact Details 
David Johnston,  
Joint Centre for Disaster Research 
GNS Science/Massey University, PO Box 30 368,  
Lower Hutt, New Zealand 
Ph: + 64 4 570 1444 Fax: + 64 4 570 4679 
david.johnston@gns.cri.nz  
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