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Abstract
Research concerning the behavior of international linguistic minorities at institutions of 
higher education during disasters is very limited. Many international groups suffer from 
discrimination based on language (linguicism) during disasters—their stories are not being 
told, and their voices are not being heard. The main objective of our study is to develop 
new knowledge about disaster-related behaviors of international linguistic minorities at 
institutions of higher education with a view toward enhancing overall campus emergency 
planning. Qualitative and quantitative methods were used to collect and analyze data; 62 
subjects from the international community at University of Florida (UF), including for-
eign employees, international students, and foreign dependents, were surveyed shortly 
after the hurricane Dorian alert on campus. Additionally, 10 subjects from the UF interna-
tional community were interviewed. The data analysis sought to provide insights into one 
main question: What were the key challenges facing international linguistic minorities at 
UF campus during the hurricane Dorian alert? Three comprehensive groups of challenges 
were found; disaster knowledge deficit and false perceptions, generic emergency commu-
nication, and inadequate disaster preparedness. The research findings provide insight into 
the experience of culturally different groups and offer practical and critical policy insights 
that help in developing more efficient disaster mitigation plans, and disaster risk-reduction 
strategies.
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1 Introduction

Emergency planning at institutions of higher education is a very challenging task due to 
the significant number of potential threats (Kang 2018). Despite resources that can provide 
help in various disaster scenarios, gaps still exist in emergency planning within institutions 
of higher education (Boon et  al.  2012). The impact of emergency planning failure goes 
beyond human injuries or property damage; it covers the psychological impact as well, 
such as depression and posttraumatic stress (Madden 2017). In a US conducted study, with 
a sample size of more than 400 volunteers from college communities, subjects reported 
higher levels of alcohol and drugs use in order to cope with posttraumatic stress due to 
insufficient awareness caused by communication failures during hurricanes Katarina and 
Rita (Prost et al. 2016).

The main duty for the administration at institutions of higher education is providing 
a safe environment for the college community (Sheldon 2018), and the biggest challenge 
here to overcome is having a communication system that is tailored around the needs of 
each and every group on campus, regardless the size of the group (Manoj and Baker 2007). 
Lack of trust, irrelevance, and inefficiency in message delivery are stressed regularly 
in disaster studies to explain why emergency communication sometimes fails (Patten 
et al. 2019). When a failure in emergency communication happens, marginalized groups 
tend to seek information through other sources, which increases the likelihood of mislead-
ing information and miscommunication (Sheldon and Antony 2018). Many disaster stud-
ies have proven that communication systems at US institutions of higher education lack 
customization and specificity (Watson et al. 2011). Unified communication carries a low 
operational cost (Abusal 2018), but in many cases, it is not the most effective one; when 
we unify communication, we risk creating a sense of rejection, as it was found in 20 % of 
college community members who choose as a result not to be enrolled in disaster-related 
communication (Christal et al. 2019).

After the closure of almost 700 institutions of education in 2005, due to major hurri-
canes in the U.S (Esnard et al., 2018), many disaster scholars started to focus more on insti-
tutions of higher education (Findley, 2015). Several studies were successful in identifying 
subgroups within college communities that have different communication behaviors during 
disasters, such as the international linguistic minorities (Reed and Macuare 2019); how-
ever, these subgroups were usually viewed as homogenous entities with unified behavior 
(Uekusa & Matthewman, 2017).

The ability to notify hundreds, if not thousands, about possible threats on campus in a 
timely manner is one of the core goals of campus emergency planning (Oktari et al. 2014). 
A study was conducted on eight institutions of higher education in Florida and showed 
considerable gaps in emergency planning even for institutions marked by the govern-
ment as Storm-Ready. The problem was especially acute among international groups, who 
lack the basic severe weather knowledge (Reed and Macuare  2019). Moreover, interna-
tional groups at institutions of higher education are usually overlooked in disaster stud-
ies (He 2007). In two studies, one conducted by Valencia Community College in Florida 
(Gutierrez et al. 2005), and another one conducted by University of Southern Mississippi 
(Coleman  2008), researchers studied the challenges of the educational continuity after 
disasters; however, international linguistic minorities were overlooked in both studies, 
and all the results were based on domestic groups only. Another study was conducted by 
University of South Florida, where 500 subjects were surveyed to study the psychologi-
cal impacts of hurricanes on the college community, and international linguistic minorities 
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were overlooked once again, and the results were generalized to the domestic ones (Simms 
2013).

In this research, we study the behavior of international linguistic minorities, includ-
ing foreign employees, international students, and foreign dependents, at US institutions 
of higher education. The main objective of this study is to identify challenges that face 
these international groups, focusing particularly on emergency planning and communi-
cation during severe weather events, in order to improve the overall campus disaster risk 
management.

2  Literature review

The accelerated international migration made linguistic minorities a global phenomenon 
(Uekusa 2009). A linguistic minority can be seen as a small community that chooses to 
speak a different language from the one spoken by the host country (Oliver and Exell 2020); 
however, these smaller communities find themselves under the pressure to linguistically 
adapt to the host country and usually have feelings of inferiority for not speaking the local 
languages well enough (Uekusa 2011). As a result, they develop social infrastructure and a 
linguistic landscape in which they use their own language among different cultural, politi-
cal, and social events, where they avoid interaction with native speakers, in an attempt to 
escape language-based discrimination (Uekusa and Matthewman 2017).

Language-based discrimination (also called linguicism, linguistic discrimination, glot-
tophobia, and languagism) is an unfair treatment based on the use of language and other 
characteristics of speech, such as having a different mother language (Jean-Pierre 2018). 
Based on differences in the use of language, people tend to automatically form judgments 
about a linguistic minority. Such judgments may relate to wealth, character, education, etc., 
which can lead to unfair treatment (Oliver and Exell 2020). Linguicism was studied in dif-
ferent contexts; social, political, environmental, educational; nevertheless, linguicism is 
rarely addressed in emergency planning and disaster studies, and even when it is addressed, 
it is commonly inappropriately analyzed (Uekusa 2019).

Language is the first and most important tool for emergency communication (O’Brien 
and Federici 2019). Not being able to distribute warnings and critical disaster information 
is a matter of life or death (Bodenreider et al. 2019). Hurricane Katrina hit Latin communi-
ties harder than any other ethnic community in the USA; most Latinos did not evacuate due 
to the fact that storm warnings were broadcast mainly in English (Méndez et al. 2020). For 
the same reason, another 30 Latinos died in 1987 when a tornado struck Saragosa, Texas 
(Uekusa  2018). And even after a sorrowful event takes place, the government agencies 
tend to fail in understanding vulnerabilities of disaster survivors among these linguistic 
minorities (Uekusa and Matthewman 2017), because not being able to tell their stories in 
their languages means that most likely they will not be heard (Uekusa 2020). Some socio-
linguists argue that when stories are told, and history is written, they are narrowly focused 
on one small portion of speakers: the one with resources and power to control information 
distribution (Lippi-Green 2012).

The importance of including international linguistic minorities actively in emergency 
communication has been stressed through multiple past experiences (Gómez 2013), such 
as the Tohoku earthquake, Brisbane flood, and New Zealand 2011 earthquake, where 
185 people died, many of which were particularly international students (Thorup-Binger 
and Charania 2019). The vulnerability of such minorities has been documented in several 
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disaster studies, in which newly arrived and young members from these smaller commu-
nities were found even more vulnerable (Thorup-Binger  2018). International linguistic 
minorities face unique disaster vulnerability due to structural inequality, low socioeco-
nomic status, limited access to resources, reduced social support, cultural differences, lack 
of disaster knowledge, and most importantly, disaster linguicism (Uekusa 2018).

Marginalized subgroups are often not included proactively in emergency planning at 
institutions of higher education (Méndez et  al.  2020). International linguistic minorities 
might receive general information about disasters; however, the provided information 
focuses on basic preparedness for disasters and overlooks almost entirely the recovery pro-
cess when a disaster happens (He et al. 2007). After being exposed to natural hazard, inter-
national linguistic minorities can experience depression, increased anxiety, and trauma; as 
a result of not having someone to communicate with or talk to, where having someone to 
talk to in their native languages during stressful times should not be seen as a privilege 
(Uekusa 2020).

International linguistic minorities at institutions of higher education have limited confi-
dence and lower self-esteem when it comes to negotiating and asking for critical informa-
tion during emergencies, or even for disaster relief aids when a disaster strikes (Franco 
et al. 2018). And because of that, these minorities are made to feel somehow responsible 
for their own limited language competency, which makes them also responsible for their 
own recovery, and eventually, blamed for not being able to ask for help in such circum-
stances (Chmutina et al. 2021).

Institutions of higher education focus on teaching the dominant language to interna-
tional linguistic minorities (Qin and Li  2020), even when research shows that the most 
effective way for information accessibility in disasters is to provide information and ser-
vices in different languages (Page and Chahboun  2019). Timely information during dis-
asters is crucial to the well-being of people, and the role that language plays in diffusing 
relief information and disaster warnings is very critical in disaster preparedness and dis-
aster response (St. Cyr 2005). Linguicism can be responsible for making critical disaster 
information inaccessible to some people, leading to a higher likelihood of devastating dam-
ages and fatalities (Uekusa and Matthewman 2017).

Previous disaster studies have already noted that ‘language skills’ are one of the major 
factors that contribute to social vulnerability (O’Brien et  al.  2018), and the National 
Research Council specifically recognized warning dissemination as one of the main exist-
ing gaps in disaster research (National Academies Press 2011). Achieving effective com-
munication and overcoming language barriers have become the central concern of many 
disaster studies (O’Brien and Federici  2019). However, current literature on the specific 
vulnerabilities and capacities of international linguistic minorities in the face of disasters 
remains very limited (Thorup-Binger and Charania 2019), causing a theoretical gap in the 
existing body of knowledge.

This study sheds a light on a research area that was not well researched before, which 
will contribute to an increased and better understanding of the complexity of disaster-
related behaviors for linguistic minorities in our communities generally, and within insti-
tutions of higher education particularly. This research gives us a real opportunity to study 
culturally different groups who are going through a serious life transition and offers practi-
cal and critical policy insights that help in developing more effective and efficient disaster 
mitigation plans, disaster risk-reduction strategies, and empowerment of international lin-
guistic minorities.
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3  Research method

For the purpose of this study, we define international linguistic minorities as any group of 
nonresident aliens who live in the USA under work or study visa, and speak English as a 
second language. The main objective for this research is to develop new knowledge about 
these minorities at institutions of higher education in order to enhance the overall risk miti-
gation strategies, and the data analysis sought to answer one main research questions: What 
were the key challenges facing international linguistic minorities at UF campus during the 
hurricane Dorian alert?

In order to provide an efficient approach to flexibly explore the phenomenon under 
study, a mix of methods was chosen through two distinguished phases of data gathering 
and analyzing. Initially, questionnaires were completed by members of the UF interna-
tional community on campus. This was followed by semi-structured interviews with mem-
bers from the same international community who work or study at UF.

3.1  Study location and recruitment

The main campus of UF, located in Gainesville, was chosen to be the site of this study, 
due to the large size of the international community in this small city, which was exposed 
recently to a hurricane alert; hurricane Dorian. The emergency system at UF is controlled 
by the emergency management department which reports to the UF public and environ-
mental safety department. The main task for the emergency management department is to 
coordinate with other departments on UF campuses across the state to provide them with 
a framework to respond to a variety of threats, including natural hazards. The emergency 
system focuses on Just-in-Time communication through different communication channels, 
such as UF website home page, emails, social media, etc. (University of Florida 2019).

There are 7,107 international primary visa holders at UF from more than 130 different 
countries around the world, where China and India count for two-thirds of the international 
community at UF (University of Florida 2019). The males’ presence is higher than usual in 
this international community; 61 % males and 39 % females, ranging between 4 main visa 
types for study or work; F1, J1, M1, and H1 (University of Florida 2019). The numbers 
above do not include secondary visa holders, such as F2, J2, M2, and H2 visas, who are the 
dependents of the primary visa holder, as many people choose to come to the USA with 
their familiars: typically their partners and their children.

The questionnaires were filled by members from the international community who came 
to the UF international welcome center for visa-related matters during the time of data col-
lection, which minimized bias toward study majors, class rank, and working departments 
and achieved a higher level of diversity among participants. Being at least 18-year-old visa 
holder, working/studying full time at UF and has met the UF English language proficiency 
requirements, were the inclusion criteria for the subjects of the questionnaires.

To reflect on the data collected and to have a deeper understanding of the results from 
the questionnaires, members from the UF international community with different cultural 
backgrounds were interviewed. To reach out to the interviewees, we had an announce-
ment at the UF international welcome center. And in order to make the participation more 
diverse, also covering 80 % of the international community ethnicities, we asked specifi-
cally for subjects from China, India, Latin America, the Middle East, South Korea, and 
Southern Africa, where the maximum number of participants from each country/region 
was limited by 3 participants, and the subjects’ selection was based on first come, first 
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served. Other inclusion criteria of the interviewees were that they have met the UF English 
language proficiency requirements, they were 18 years of age or older and were living in 
Gainesville during the last hurricane season of 2019.

We asked for interviewees specifically from China, India, and South Korea because 
these are the top three countries of origin for international linguistic minorities at UF, and 
they count for almost 70 % of that community. On the other hand, countries with linguistic 
and cultural similarities were combined together in separate groups, such as the Middle 
East and Latina America.

3.2  Sampling and data collection

The data collection process started after the hurricane Dorian alert in late August 2019 
(National Hurricane Center  2019) and lasted until April 2020. Hurricane Dorian was 
expected to strike Florida, which forced the UF administration to cancel classes on the first 
week of September 2019. The event provided us with rich content, where most of the inter-
views and questionnaire questions were related to this recent natural hazard. We believe 
that the lockdown, which was caused by COVID-19 during March 2020, affected the num-
ber of participants in the study; nevertheless, the process focused on the quality of the data 
rather than the number of participants, and continued until the data saturation was reached.

To assure an adequate sample size for the participants in the survey, a confidence level 
of 90 % and a margin of error of 10 % were taken into consideration to determine the sam-
ple size; a sample of 68 UF international community members. The questionnaire was con-
structed based on academic literature (Fellows and Liu  2015), and through consultation 
with two members from the UF international community. As a result, one question was 
revised for improved clarity, and another question was added to the psychological impact 
and communication section, to ensure the questionnaire achieves the research aim. The 
modified questionnaire included 19 questions and 11 sub-questions, divided into 4 main 
sections; demographics, hurricanes’ general knowledge, emergency communication and 
psychological impact, and hurricane preparedness. Questionnaires took 10 min on average 
to be completed, where all questions were short and direct (see Appendix for more details 
on questionnaires).

Additionally, one-to-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 subjects 
from the UF international community to provide us with more in-depth information and to 
reflect on the data collected from the questionnaires. Subjects who were interested in being 
part of the study were accepted after ensuring that the inclusion criteria were met. 12 sub-
jects reached out to participate, but only 10 of them met the inclusion criteria. The other 
two subjects were not in Gainesville during the last hurricane season of 2019; they were 
international students who moved to Gainesville in January 2020.

The first 7 interviews were conducted in-person at first, and the other 3 interviews were 
conducted online due to the city lockdown following the spread of COVID-19 cases in 
Gainesville. The duration of each interview ranged from 30 to 60 min. To ensure the inter-
view questions addressed the study’s aim, they were reviewed by two of the subjects, and 
their comments were taken into consideration for improved clarity. The interviews were 
recorded, summarized, and sent back to subjects for content approval.

All subjects who participated in the study, whether in the interviews or the survey, were 
asked to sign a consent—based on UF protocols before their participation, knowing that no 
identifiable data was collected throughout the different phases of the study. Representative 
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quotes from the participants in the interviews were used with pseudonyms in order to pro-
tect the confidentiality of all the participants.

3.3  Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed qualitatively and quantitatively. Qualitative analysis was 
used to provide a better understanding of the research area and reflect the subjectivity of 
the human element in the study by focusing on factors that influence behavior, and vari-
ables that motivate change. The data collected were thematically analyzed through a con-
tinuous formation and reflection on themes informed by pre-existing theories in emergency 
management and disaster studies, in addition to a combination of coding, deductive and 
inductive, as the codes were informed by the interviewed subjects.

On the other hand, the quantitative analysis was based on a statistical breakdown of 
the collected data from the survey. By using SPSS and Excel software packages, differ-
ent statistical approaches, including Visual data analysis (VDA) and Comparison of Means 
(COM), were used to quantify variables and uncover patterns to quantify behaviors, in a 
way that it can be generalized to various groups among the linguistic minorities at UF (Fel-
lows and Liu 2015). While many demographics, such as gender, marital status, housing, 
can influence subjects’ behavior, the analysis focuses particularly on Country of Origin 
for the subjects. The other demographics were excluded from this paper to keep the scope 
achievable for one research paper. The ethical approval for this research was obtained by 
the UF-IRB (Institutional Review Board), reference number IRB201902598.

4  Results

4.1  Questionnaires

As per the agreement with the administration of the UF international welcome center, the 
location of data collection, we had 3 weeks to post the survey and collect as much partici-
pation as possible. The participation in the survey was less than expected, and we could 
not collect the 68 questionnaires to ensure the 90% confidence level for the sample size; 
however, with 62 completed questionnaires that we were able to collect, the difference in 
confidence level is less than 3%, which should not devalue the findings. A total of 62 par-
ticipants from the UF international community were surveyed, with an average age of 26 
years for the subjects. The sample had a high level of ethnic diversity, and the subjects had 
an average of 34 months of Florida residency (see Table 1).

4.1.1  Hurricanes’ general knowledge

The 62 subjects were asked if they knew the difference between hurricane-watch and 
hurricane-warning, and (41.9%) of the subjects answered Yes; however, some subgroups 
showed higher levels of variation in answers (see Table 2). Then, the subjects were asked 
to identify the start and end of Florida hurricane season, and only (11.0%) of the subjects 
were able to, and also here some subgroups showed higher levels of variation in answers 
(see Table 2). Finally, the subjects were asked about the possibility of a hurricane striking 
Gainesville in order to connect this perception to their behavior. The average of the sample 
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was (34%), and the variation of the answers between the subgroups was relatively low (see 
Table 2).

4.1.2  Psychological impact and emergency communication

When the subjects were asked about the anxiety caused by the Dorian hurricane alert, the 
sample had an average of (33.8%) for the anxiety level, and some subgroups showed con-
siderably lower averages in comparison with the sample average (see Table 3). Then, the 
subjects were asked about the overwhelmedness caused by UF hurricane communication, 

Table 1  Demographic 
characteristics of subjects

Subjects (N = 62)

Birth gender
Male 28
Female 34
Region/Country of origin
China 25
India 11
Latin America 9
Middle East 12
Others 5
Housing
On-campus 10
Off-campus 52
Marital Status
Single 51
Married 11

Table 2  Study sample Avg. answers for the questionnaire’s (Hurricanes’ General Knowledge) section

1 The value falls outside the first range; (Sample Mean ± 25 %)
2 The value falls outside the second range; (Sample Mean ± 50 %)
3 The value falls outside the third range; (Sample Mean ± 75 %)

Region/Country of origin Familiarity with hur-
ricane language (%)

Florida hurricane season 
start and end (%)

Possibility of 
hurricane striking 
(%)

China (n = 25) 28.01 12.0 29.0
India (n = 11) 36.3 0.03 25.01

Latin America (n = 9) 55.51 22.23 43.01

Middle East (n = 12) 50.0 16.62 36.0
Others (n = 5) 80.03 0.03 50.01

Sample Avg. (N = 62) 41.9 11.0 34.0
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and the sample had an average of (33.7 %), where the variations in the answers were rela-
tively low for this question (see Table 3).

To evaluate the over-communication in the UF emergency system, the subjects were 
asked about the communication channels they prefer vs. the ones actually used by UF. The 
average over-communication for the sample was (51.2 %), and several subgroups showed 
higher levels of variations in answers (see Table  3). And when the subjects were asked 
about the satisfaction level when it comes to the UF hurricane alert system, the sample 
average was (71.4 ), with a small variation in answers between the different subgroups (see 
Table 3).

4.1.3  Hurricane preparedness

When the subjects were asked about the locations of shelters at UF, only (22.6%) of the 
sample knew where the shelters are; however, different subgroups showed higher vari-
ations in answers (see Table  4). The subjects were also asked about their perception of 

Table 3  Study sample Avg. answers for the questionnaire’s (Psychological impact and Emergency commu-
nication) section

1 The value falls outside the first range; (Sample Mean ± 25 %)
2 The value falls outside the second range; (Sample Mean ± 50 %)
3 The value falls outside the third range; (Sample Mean ± 75 %)

Region/Country of origin Anxiety level (%) Overwhelmed-
ness (%)

Over-communi-
cation (%)

Satisfaction level

China (n = 25) 38.7 29.2 47.2 68.9
India (n = 11) 18.23 48.41 86.52 84.7
Latin America (n = 9) 38.2 34.7 0.03 62.9
Middle East (n = 12) 45.91 31.5 86.12 76.8
Others (n = 5) 15.63 28.9 1.73 52.81

Sample Avg. (N = 62) 33.8 33.7 51.2 71.4

Table 4  Study sample Avg. answers for the questionnaire’s (Hurricane preparedness) section

1 The value falls outside the first range; (Sample Mean ± 25 %)
2 The value falls outside the second range; (Sample Mean ± 50 %)
3 The value falls outside the third range; (Sample Mean ± 75 %)

Region/Country of origin Shelters loca-
tion (%)

Perception of readi-
ness (%)

Emergency 
kit (%)

Online 
training 
(%)

China (n = 25) 20.0 47.1 58.7 64.9
India (n = 11) 36.42 46.4 70.5 51.41

Latin America (n = 9) 27.8 45.7 50.1 65.3
Middle East (n = 12) 8.33 66.71 71.5 63.9
Others (n = 5) 37.52 63.91 59.8 93.31

Sample Avg. (N = 62) 22.6 51.1 61.6 64.6
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readiness during the Dorian hurricane alert. The sample average was (51.1%), but varia-
tions of answers between the different groups were small (see Table 4).

Additionally, the subjects were asked to mark the items on the emergency kit which 
they had during the Dorian hurricane alert (see Appendix for more details), where subjects 
received one point for every checked item on the list. With a total of 11 items, a score of 11 
represented the highest level of preparedness, while zero was the lowest. Then, the scores 
were changed into percentages. The sample average was (61.6%), and the average scores 
for all the different subgroups were very close to the sample mean (see Table 4). Finally, 
when subjects were asked if they think that online hurricane training would be helpful, the 
sample average was (64.6%), and variations in answers among the different groups were 
relatively small (see Table 4).

4.2  Interviews with members from the UF international community

Through a thematic analysis, the interviews resulted in 24 subthemes, under five main 
themes of challenges; lack of support in the transition phase, daily challenges, emotional 
challenges, hurricane season challenges, and communication challenges (see Table 5).

Table 5  Themes identified from interviews with subjects from the UF international community (n = 10)

Themes Associated sub-themes

Lack of support in the transition phase Hardship in admission and visa processes
Securing housing opportunities
Issuing legal documents
Timing and design of orientation sessions
Lack of awareness about UF resources and services

Daily challenges Financial concerns
Cultural differences
Language barriers
Social networking
Transportation

Emotional challenges Overwhelmedness and Homesickness
Lacking a sense of security
Stress and anxiety
Lack of mental health awareness

Hurricane season challenges Lack of Hurricane Basic knowledge
Wrong perceptions
Hardship in securing emergency kits
Lack of trust in government
Safety of accommodations
Over-reacting
Heterogeneity of the international community

Communication challenges Over-communication and Lack of coordination
Translation issues
Using wrong communication platforms
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4.2.1  Lack of support in the transition phase

The struggle of the UF linguistic minorities starts before they even come to Gainesville. 
From satisfying admission requirements, to securing a contract, and then applying for a US 
visa. Not only that costs a lot of money, but also the process can take months. During that 
period, the university’s support to the linguistic minorities seems to be inadequate.

I got the acceptance letter from UF late, which affected my Visa application, so I got 
my Visa two days before the start of the semester! and UF did not provide any guid-
ance through the process. I got to the U.S. late, and I missed the orientation sessions. 
(Alex, Interviewee).

After arriving at Gainesville, many of the linguistic minorities struggle in finding hous-
ing because housing in Gainesville is very competitive, especially for on-campus housing, 
and the university does not help in that matter. As a result, most of them end up living far 
away from campus. The international linguistic minorities at UF are also required to issue 
certain legal documents in order to start their jobs, such as State ID and SSN, and they are 
expected to go through the process by themselves with no help from any of the UF offices.

I needed to apply for SSN before I get paid from my job at UF. I did not get help 
from the university, and I found the process very difficult! Then I had to wait for two 
months before getting paid, and during that time, I was spending money from my 
own pocket. (Jeramy, Interviewee).

I learned not to ask for help from any of the offices at UF, because you get a sense 
that there is a distance that people expect from you, where people need their space 
and they want to be left alone, and you need to figure out things on your own! (Riley, 
Interviewee).

If they got lucky with the visa and arrived ahead of time to Gainesville, international 
linguistic minorities get the chance to attend the UF orientation sessions that takes place 
at the very beginning of each academic year. The same sessions are given to everyone on 
campus whether they are domestic or international. The sessions tend to have an adminis-
trative theme, where the university explains the rules and regulations on the UF campus 
and does not cover any specific topics for the international community.

I found the orientation sessions very administrative! It didn’t mention any cultural 
challenges or discuss the natural hazards in Florida. And these topics are very critical 
and need to be covered! (Erin, Interviewee).

The university has many resources, but they don’t advertise it well. They should be 
more vocal about such resources and services. Many people don’t even know that 
these services are for free, and that’s why they don’t approach them! (Kim, Inter-
viewee).

4.2.2  Daily challenges

International linguistic minorities experience many challenges when they move to Gaines-
ville. Living expenses in the USA generally are high compared to other countries like 
China and India, and it is even higher in Florida compared to other states in the USA, 
which seems to take many of them by surprise when they arrive at Gainesville. At the 
same time, getting adjusted to the new life and absorbing any cultural shocks require a fair 
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amount of time that could vary from country to another, and also from one individual to 
another.

I was spending around $300-$400 at least from my pocket every month because I 
was not paid enough money! The amount of money that the school pays is not struc-
tured on real-life expenses at Gainesville, which forced me to make bad life choices, 
like relying on cheap fast food, to be able to cope with new life. (Alex, Interviewee).

I think being conservative generally works against you in this country. The more con-
nected to my faith I became, the UF environment got less friendly. Besides, the U.S. 
society is a racialized society; being a dark-skin female from Africa disqualifies you 
in many different ways here, especially on a social level. Skin color is something that 
you always need to be aware of in the U.S., and I find it emotionally toxic. (Riley, 
Interviewee).

Many of the primary visa holders who come to work or study at UF are required to have 
a high level of English language proficiency. Nevertheless, the dependents of the primary 
visa holders are not required to have any level of English language proficiency, and the 
university is not obligated to support any of them in any way, knowing that the univer-
sity communicates with them only through the primary visa holder, especially that most of 
them live off-campus.

The biggest problem for my family was the language, especially for my 7 years old 
kid who still struggles at his primary school. Even my wife had to take an English 
course to improve her language in order to move around the city. (Sam, Interviewee).

I believe getting used to speaking English all the time is one of the biggest challenges 
that South Koreans face here in the U.S., this is why you find us spending most of 
our time together. And I believe that language barriers are the main reason why we 
don’t ask for help from others on campus. (Jaime, Interviewee).

Compared to other college towns, Gainesville is fairly crowded, and not having a car to 
move around the city can be problematic. The main public transportation system in Gaines-
ville is the RTS bus system, which is very efficient when it comes to moving people in and 
out of campus; however, it is very limited in connecting the other parts of the city together. 
Additionally, most of the RTS bus routes are not available after sunsets, Sundays, and dur-
ing holidays, and they work half capacity during the summer.

The transportation system here is very limiting. You feel like the whole country is set 
up in a way where you need to get a car to go almost anywhere. I personally ended up 
buying a car shortly after I moved to Gainesville. (Drew, Interviewee).

4.2.3  Emotional challenges

Being thousands of miles away from their countries can have a significant emotional 
impact on the linguistic minorities at UF. Being in the USA with a study or work visa puts 
a lot of pressure on people as visa requirements tend to be very strict and sometimes over-
whelming. For example, ESL students who come to learn English are expected to have 23 
credit hours per semester to maintain their visa status. As a result, many of them prioritize 
career and academic deliverables over a healthy social life, which why many of them strug-
gle and feel overwhelmed and homesick.
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The first few weeks at UF can be very overwhelming. When I checked the on-cam-
pus housing, it was insanely competitive, and almost impossible to secure a spot on-
campus. I was so lost and homesick, and I thought seriously about quitting every-
thing here and just going back home. (Alex, Interviewee).

My first impression when I got to Gainesville was that I had no sense of security. 
When you don’t have a place to stay, and the university doesn’t help in finding one, 
you feel powerless! (Erin, Interviewee).

In times of emergencies, such as the hurricane season, stress and anxiety levels for the 
linguistic minorities might increase significantly, as many of them have no previous experi-
ence with severe weather hazards, such as hurricanes. And while they might be struggling 
mentally and emotionally, some do not know how to deal with it, where cultural differences 
can play a big role here in seeking mental help.

During hurricane Dorian, I was home alone for 4 days and had no idea what would 
happen. I was confused because local people on campus were not worried at all, 
but the university communications had a very serious tone, and they kept sending 
emails! There was too many of them, and I honestly got to a point where I stopped 
reading the emails, because it was very stressful. (Angel, Interviewee).

There are many different reasons to get you stressed as an international student in 
the U.S.! you are expected to be a good student who considers school a priority at 
the expense of anything else, where mental health is something that is not necessar-
ily considered as a real factor. You are expected to pull yourself together, and figure 
things out. (Riley, Interviewee).

4.2.4  Disaster preparedness challenges

Florida has a hurricane season that starts in June and ends in November of every year. 
And while this is a part of the locals’ life, many of the linguistic minorities have no previ-
ous experience when it comes to hurricanes, and even for some, they do not know what to 
expect from such a natural phenomenon. And of course, the behavior might vary a lot from 
one linguistic group to another, based on what part of the world they come from.

When my family and I moved to Florida, we had no idea about the hurricane season, 
and the university didn’t share any information about this with us before we came to 
Gainesville. When we first arrived, my friend who lives here explained some details 
to us about the hurricane season and how to prepare for it. (Sam, Interviewee)

After living here for 6 years, I still don’t know the difference between cyclones and 
hurricanes, but I imagine hurricanes to be more severe and more destructive, and this 
purely based on what I see from the government and people reaction to hurricanes 
in the U.S. compared to how we react to cyclones back in India. (Drew, Interviewee)

Based on the direction of the emergency management department, the UF community is 
asked during the hurricane season to have an emergency kit that has basic supplies, such as 
food and batteries. And while most of the items are easy to secure on a normal day, when 
there is a hurricane approaching, the local stores run out of essential supplies very fast, and 
while the local people know that in advance, international linguistic minorities, especially 
the newly arrived ones, end up with very little to face the natural hazard with.
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One problem that I noticed is when there is a hurricane approaching, people overre-
act and grocery shops become out of supplies, and many of us end up with no food or 
water, and that is a problem! (Erin, Interviewee)

Like many other cities in Florida, Gainesville is a flood-prone area. Living on ground 
floors in Gainesville carries the risk of being flooded, and while the local people are aware 
of that risk, many of the linguistic minorities are not. It is not also unusual to lose power 
in Gainesville during storms. Some linguistic groups view this as dereliction from the 
city and the government, especially for Asian minorities who compare the situation to the 
performance of their governments in such circumstances, where losing power is almost 
unheard of in their countries.

When I got here, I noticed water damage in first floors of buildings around the cam-
pus, so I made sure to get an apartment that is at least a second floor. (Angel, Inter-
viewee)

I don’t know the difference between storm warning, watch, and alert, or the differ-
ence between a hurricane and a tornado, I honestly expect rainy and windy weather 
in all of them. I never felt like I need to know the difference back home because 
I trusted the Chinese government in dealing with such emergencies. On the other 
hand, I don’t trust the government here! I remember once people in Gainesville lost 
power due to a thunderstorm! Such things would never happen in China. (Ashton, 
Interviewee)

The UF international community is a heterogeneous community with many groups from 
completely different backgrounds, which makes their behaviors vary, especially during dis-
asters. While some may panic from a rainstorm, others have survived major cyclones and 
typhoons back home. Besides the previous experience of severe weather hazards, cultural 
differences can have a great influence on the behavior of the different international groups.

Since I moved here in 2016, I think I have changed a lot! I used to be an eastern 
young man, who is filled with ego and ignorance, and I would never consider seeking 
help for mental health, but now I am willing to get the right help from school if I find 
myself under pressure that I can’t tolerate. (Erin, Interviewee)

I believe that there is little information shared about hurricanes from the university. I 
personally picked up the attitudes towards hurricanes from the locals who seem to be 
less concerned about it. (Riley, Interviewee)

4.2.5  Communication challenges

One of the challenges at large institutions of higher education, such as UF, is to have an 
effective level of internal communication with all different college groups on campus, as 
well as off campus. UF uses multiple communication platforms to reach out to its commu-
nity members, and that sometimes causes an over-communication problem, especially for 
the international community who receive the same communication repeated over and over 
by different departments across the campus, which can cause a sense of rejection and force 
people to look for information from less trusted sources.

I usually don’t read the emails from school because they tend to send too many 
emails, and most of the time it is general information that does not apply to me. For 
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example, I keep receiving emails related to F1 visa holders, and I carry a J1 visa! 
(Kim, Interviewee).

I think there is a huge coordination gap between UF offices around campus, espe-
cially the ones who work on common matters. They function separately like they are 
completely different entities; it can be a real mess sometimes! (Alex, Interviewee).

The university uses one language in communicating with students and staff, the Eng-
lish language, and expects everyone on campus to get and comprehend the messages on 
the same level, including the linguistic minorities who do not speak English as a mother 
language, and who might rely on direct translation to understand the content of these mes-
sages, which does not take the context of a language into consideration, leading to a great 
deviation in understanding

I always face problems when it comes to the language used in emergency communi-
cation. For example, Hurricane is translated to Persian as (طوفان) which is translated 
back to English as a rainstorm! Tornado is translated to Persian as (گردباد) which is 
translated back to English as a whirlwind. So translation doesn’t help me much to get 
a good understanding of what is happening. (Angel, Interviewee)

5  Discussion

While the data gathered may have awakened new questions about human behavior during 
emergencies and in times of disasters, our analysis was designed to provide insights into 
one main question concerning hurricanes and institutions of higher education: What were 
the key challenges facing the international linguistic minorities at UF campus during the 
hurricane Dorian alert?

5.1  Disaster knowledge deficit and false perceptions

The orientation sessions at UF cover a wide range of topics, such as financial aids, legal 
information, school resources. These sessions are offered by UF to newly-arrived members 
during August and September, which happens to be the peak of hurricane season in Flor-
ida. However, three out of the ten who participated in the interviews arrived at Gainesville 
after the orientation sessions had taken place, due to late responses from the university in 
their admission phase. The university seems to underestimate the time needed for the visa 
application in some cases. At the same time, the content of these orientation classes is not 
shared again at any later point with anyone who missed it, leaving many of the interna-
tional linguistic minorities unaware of the resources that can help when a natural hazard 
approaches.

Based on the data we collected, we also found that the international community at UF 
lacks the basic knowledge about severe weather hazards, and hurricanes in particular. For 
example, (11%) of the sample only was able to correctly identify the start and the end 
of the hurricane season, and only (22.6%) of the sample knew the location of shelters at 
UF (see Tables  2 and 4). And even that Gainesville is known to be a flood-prone, and 
many of the first-floor apartments in the city at a higher risk of being flooded (Alachua 
County 2020), only two of the ten participants in the interviews were aware of these facts, 
and took flooding as a consideration when they made accommodation arrangements. If 
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the UF administration wants the international community to adopt healthy disaster-related 
behaviors, they need to overcome this knowledge deficit, keeping in mind that knowledge 
availability may not guarantee behavioral change, but lack of knowledge prevents it for sure 
from happening (Tran 2020).

Additionally, our data show that some linguistic minorities rely on their past experi-
ences in their home countries and they prepare for the Florida hurricane season in the same 
way. While that might be expected, the UF administration should be aware of how that 
can go wrong. Two of the subjects who participated in the interviews explained how they 
prepared for hurricanes in the same way they would have prepared in their home country, 
China. However, they were surprised since what they did was not enough. Losing power 
and water during hurricanes in the USA is common and expected, but this is unheard of in 
China based on the participants, who did not buy water or any source of power, like batter-
ies, not considering power and water loss even a possibility. This explains the lack of trust 
that some of the participants had in the US government when it comes to preparing and 
responding to natural hazards.

The protection motivation theory, which predicts people’s behavior during emergencies, 
considers risk perception as the first factor that influences people’s disaster-related behav-
iors (Tang and Feng 2018). Our data show that the international community at UF has an 
inaccurate and much higher perception of hurricane striking possibility in the Gainesville 
area (see Table 2), which explains why some of them might overreact during the hurricane 
season, leading to higher levels of stress and anxiety among these linguistic groups (see 
Table 3).

Furthermore, many of the linguistic minorities view the hurricane season with a cultural 
lens, they look at the local reaction to natural hazards and compare it to the reaction to 
similar hazards in their home countries (Abukhalaf and von Meding 2021a). For example, 
we found from the interviews that many of the linguistic minorities think that hurricanes 
are more severe than typhoons and cyclones, based solely on the way local people act in 
Florida. Finally, when the subjects were asked about their perception of personal readi-
ness during the hurricane season (see Table  4), the sample average was (51.1%), which 
reflects a mature understanding of the status quo and shows that they realize that they are 
not well-prepared. The UF administration should take advantage of this sense of maturity 
and reeducate the international community to correct their perceptions when it comes to 
the severity and frequency of hurricanes in the Gainesville area.

5.2  Generic emergency communication

During the hurricane season, the university uses unified communication to reach the entire 
UF community and does not take specifically into consideration the different groups on 
campus, including the international linguistic minorities. Previous studies show that the 
international communities at institutions of higher education respond differently to emer-
gency communication (Abukhalaf and von Meding 2020). The data collected in this study 
also suggest that the international communities at institutions of higher education are not 
homogenous. The survey showed distinctly different disaster-related behaviors based on 
country of origin, where significant statistical variations were found in the answers among 
the different linguistic groups at UF (see Tables 2, 3 and 4).

Not having a customized emergency communication pushes the UF administration to 
rely on message repetition using multiple platforms in order to reach out to everyone on 
campus (Schwalbe 2016), which may not be the best way to approach this (Miller 1963). 
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The over-communication level reported by the 62 participants in the survey was (51.2%), 
and over-communication and lack of coordination were found among the main commu-
nication challenges reported by the participants in the interviews. The university might 
believe that more is better, but that does not necessarily apply to emergency communica-
tion (Gordon et al. 2017).

Over-communication can cause several and serious complications, such as creating a 
sense of rejection for the message and losing sense of urgency (Abukhalaf and von Med-
ing 2021a). The participants in the interviews considered over-communication as a main 
cause for increasing levels of anxiety and overwhelmedness during the hurricane season 
(see Table  3). Based on the data collected from the interviews, over-communication is 
largely caused by lack of coordination between the different UF departments on campus. 
Many of the big public universities in the USA, such as UF, rely on decentralized com-
munication systems, and that can be problematic (Watson et al. 2011). For example, during 
the hurricane season, the international linguistic minorities can receive the same message 
from the UF department of emergency management, the UF office for international ser-
vices, the dean office, the direct college department, etc.

When messages travel in such sequences, there is a new chance for message distortions 
at every repetition (Miller 1967). Message distortions can create confusion among inter-
national linguistic minorities on campus, especially when they find contradictions in the 
content of the messages. Contradicting messages can also lead to contradicting behaviors 
among the different linguistic groups, which jeopardizes the trust in the university commu-
nication system as a whole (Findley 2015).

In addition to emails, and text messages, the university uses different social media plat-
forms, such as Facebook and Twitter. While these social media platforms are well-known 
and used by the majority of people in the USA, many international linguistic groups use 
alternatively foreign platforms. Through the interviews, we found that most of the interna-
tional Chinese community on campus relies heavily on WeChat to look for and share infor-
mation, at the same time, Kakao was the most used application for the South Korean com-
munity on campus. To make the emergency communication process more successful, the 
university needs to be more knowledgeable about the different groups on campus and tailor 
the communication system around them (Sheldon 2018). The linguistic minorities need to 
receive emergency messages through platforms that they are using already (Abukhalaf and 
von Meding 2021b).

Like the majority of the US colleges, UF uses only English in emergency communica-
tion; however, international linguistic minorities, by definition, have limited understanding 
of the English language, especially the groups that are not required by UF to have any level 
of language proficiency, such as ESL students. Previous literature suggests that linguistic 
minorities who have higher levels of English proficiency might still be unfamiliar with the 
technical language used in emergency communication (He 2007), which supports our find-
ings in Table 2.

International linguistic minorities may not be able to fully comprehend the disaster ter-
minology used in emergency communication (Chmutina et al. 2020). The terms used in UF 
emergency communication is the same one used in local weather channels, so the domestic 
groups find it easy to understand; however, the linguistic minorities find it challenging (He 
et al. 2007). Based on the interviews, most of the participants were confused by the terms 
used in UF emergency alerts. Many of them did not know that hurricanes are the same as 
typhoons and cyclones. Also, many of them did not know the difference between hurri-
canes and tornados, where they expect rain and wind in both of them, and prepare for them 
the same way.
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In the survey, when the subjects were asked about the familiarity with hurricane lan-
guage, more than half of the sample was found unfamiliar with the terminology used by 
UF in emergency communication during the hurricane season (see Table 2). And through 
the interviews, only two out of the ten participants experienced natural hazards back in 
their countries. So for the rest, the English language was not the only problem; some par-
ticipants were unfamiliar with the terminology used in emergency communication even in 
their mother languages, because they never experienced similar circumstances in their life.

On the other hand, switching between languages is not an easy task (Tao 2019), and 
previous studies have shown that cognitive processes are affected by the language we use 
(Athanasopoulos  2007). Other studies have shown that second language processing is 
also affected by the way we feel at the moment (Thierry 2016). Basic reading tasks can 
be affected by our psychological status (Martin et al. 2013). And when we combine both 
factors, second language processing and psychological status, we find that international lin-
guistic minorities face a greater challenge to understand emergency communications dur-
ing stressful times (Volk et al. 2014).

5.3  Inadequate disaster preparedness

The biggest and most common problem that linguistic minorities face after arriving at 
Gainesville is securing housing opportunities. Even that Gainesville is considered rela-
tively a small city, the housing in Gainesville is very competitive, especially around the 
midtown area, where UF main campus is located (O’Neill  2020). Securing a housing 
opportunity close to campus can take months of searching, and because international lin-
guistic minorities are only allowed to be in the U.S only one month before the start of their 
job/study (University of Florida 2019), the majority ends up living in off-campus housing 
and far away from the UF campus. At the same time, transportation is a major limitation 
for international linguistic minorities living away from campus.

Transportation is a critical element for the safety of international linguistic minorities 
during disasters (Thorup-Binger & Charania, 2019). As mentioned before, Gainesville 
Regional Transit System (or RTS) is the only local transit corporation serving the city. 
Usually, there are around 40 city routes, 10 of them are UF campus routes. During the 
weekdays, all the city routes stop after 8:30 pm, except for 5 routes, and on the week-
ends, there are 16–19 routes working from the original 40 routes (Regional Transit Sys-
tem 2020). The waiting time for a bus ride can range from 5 to 60 min, and while that 
might be tolerated in normal days, during disaster evacuations, it is unacceptable, as every 
minute can be a matter of life or death. Not having a reliable transportation system might 
be also a reason for not securing the items on the personal emergency kit. Our data show 
that the emergency kits completion average for the sample was around (60 %), which means 
on average, each subject did not have 4 items from the original 11 that UF requests them to 
have during the hurricane season (see Table 4), and these numbers should be concerning to 
the UF administration.

Living expenses are among the biggest challenges that take many of the international 
minorities by surprise when they arrive in the USA (Franco et al. 2018). While many of 
them expect the income they receive from UF to be structured on the living expenses in 
Florida, and particularly in Gainesville, they find out the opposite. Many international fam-
ilies end up in a severe cost-burdened, as they spend more than 50% of their income on 
rent, which affects their ability to prepare for hurricanes, as stocking food and water, and 
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securing the rest of the items on the emergency kit checklist can be unaffordable to many 
of them.

Before signing a housing contract and having an official mail address, opening a US 
bank account and issuing other legal documents, such as State ID and SSN, is almost 
impossible (Alachua Collector  2020). Until the international minorities get their SSNs, 
they might have to wait for six weeks (US Social Security 2020). This means they will not 
be paid for almost two months from their arrival to Gainesville, which makes the first few 
months in Gainesville financially overwhelming. During that phase, the university does not 
provide any official support, and the international minorities are expected to work things 
out by themselves. And instead of being excited and motivated about the new life experi-
ence, many of the international minorities end-up feeling stressed, confused, and lost at a 
very early phase of their UF journey. Not having the expected support from the university 
leads to a lack of sense of security, which makes many of them consider quitting and going 
back home within the first few weeks from their arrival to the USA.

For international linguistic minorities, moving to the USA can be a significant life expe-
rience that is financially, emotionally, and mentally overwhelming (Uekusa  2019). And 
while they might be going through hard times, many of them are not willing to ask for pro-
fessional help, especially when it comes to mental health. Some of the subjects interviewed 
described going to a psychiatrist as a ‘waste of time’. We found that one subject, in particu-
lar, travels overseas twice a year to be with family and friends, as a mechanism to deal with 
stress. Many of the linguistic minorities are still living in the shadows of their cultures, 
even after settling down in Gainesville. Our data show that males particularly are expected 
to be strong and independent all the time, and seeking help from others can be seen in 
some cultures as a sign of weakness, which greatly impacts their behavior during emergen-
cies, as they may not know what to do or where to go, but still insist to figure things out 
by themselves, leading to wrong disaster-related behaviors that can be life-threatening for 
them and for the people around them.

6  Limitations and future research

Before analyzing the data, we excluded some demographics due to the size of the collected 
data. Consequently, our findings did not take into consideration marital status, children, 
gender, and accommodation, which could have given better insights into our findings. We 
also did not include ESL students in the study, neither we took into consideration any par-
ticipant’s disabilities in the data our data collection and analysis, which could have added a 
new dimension to the study, especially with regard to Sign-Language. Additional compara-
tive studies should be conducted in the future to better understand the influence of the other 
demographics on the behavior of international linguistic minorities at institutions of higher 
education.

In order to achieve a confidence level of 90% and a margin of error of 10%, we needed 
68 participants in the survey; however, after excluding the incomplete questionnaires, we 
had only 62 completed ones. With the same margin of error, the confidence level for the 
available data is around 87.5%. The difference between planned and actual confidence lev-
els is less than 3 %, which should not devalue our findings. However, additional surveys 
should be conducted in the future with higher confidence levels, in order to be able to gen-
eralize the findings to the UF international community. We also believe that the city and 
campus lockdown due to Covid-19 affected the number of participants in the interviews. 
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Additional interviews should be conducted with members of the UF international commu-
nity to complement the findings in the paper.

Our findings are specific to the context of hurricane Dorian and UF campus, and they 
are not representative of other institutions of higher education across the state; neverthe-
less, they provide new insight into this new area of study and have awakened new questions 
about the human behavior during disasters, which creates new opportunities for future 
research, especially in two main areas. First, the international community at UF is a hetero-
geneous community with many groups from different cultural backgrounds. Our data show 
great variations in the answers between the different international groups, especially in 
hurricanes’ general knowledge and the psychological impact of hurricanes on individuals. 
Additional comparative studies should be conducted in the future to explore the differences 
between the various groups within the UF international community. Second, the interviews 
provided great insight into the challenges faced by international linguistic minorities at 
UF, especially for social networks and financial readiness. Nevertheless, we did not have 
enough data from the survey to explore that, which makes this area a very interesting sub-
ject for future research.

7  Conclusions

Research concerning disaster preparedness at institutions of higher education is limited, 
especially with regard to international linguistic minorities (Thorup-Binger  2018). What 
makes emergency planning a challenging task within institutions of higher education is 
the lack of research from the perspective of the different groups on campus (Tkachcuk 
et al. 2018). The majority of international linguistic minorities suffer from disaster lingui-
cism, as their stories are not being heard and their distinctive needs are not being taken into 
consideration within campus emergency planning. The main objective of this study is to 
develop new knowledge about the behavior of international linguistic minorities at institu-
tions of higher education, and integrate that knowledge in campus emergency planning, in 
order to enhance the university’s overall disaster risk management.

Different methods were used for collecting data; 62 subjects were surveyed from the 
UF international community shortly after the hurricane Dorian alert on campus. Moreo-
ver, ten subjects from the international linguistic minorities at the UF campus were inter-
viewed. Our findings provided insights into one main research question: What were the key 
challenges facing international linguistic minorities at the UF campus during the hurricane 
Dorian alert? 24 subthemes were identified (see Table  5) and discussed in detail under 
three comprehensive groups of challenges: Disaster knowledge deficit and false percep-
tions, generic emergency communication, and inadequate disaster preparedness.

In order for the UF administration to have effective emergency planning, the university 
must realize the behavioral distinction of each group during emergencies (Teo et al. 2019) 
by taking into consideration the input and insight of all the different groups on campus in 
the process (Abusal 2018) Moreover, to maximize the benefit from proactive emergency 
planning, regular studies should be conducted to find new effective ways to actively involve 
all the different groups in the emergency planning crafting process (Esnard et  al. 2018), 
making the success of the process a shared responsibility between the UF administration 
and entire UF community (Shaw 2016).
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Appendix

Questionnaire for research entitled “Bridging the Gap: Communication challenges 
in UF emergency planning IRB201902598” (October/2019)

Study objective
The main objective for this study is to improve the understanding of the college commu-

nity social structure to improve the preexisting emergency communication and the overall 
university disaster risk management.

Section 1: Demographics Additional 
informa-
tion

Q.1 Age: – –
Q.2 Birth Gender Male Female –
Q.3 Housing On-Campus Off-Campus –
Q.4 Marital Status Single Married –
Q.5 Country of origin: – –
Q.6 How long have you lived in Florida (or any hurricane-threatened area in the U.S)? –

Section 2: Hurricane general knowledge

Q.7 Do you know the difference between a hurricane-watch and a hurricane-warning? Yes No
Q.8 When does the hurricane season start and when does it end? (Answer in months) Start:

–
End:
–

Q.9 What is the possibility of hurricane category 4(or 5) striking Gainesville in any 
given year? (Make a guess if you don’t know)

–%

Q.10 Have you ever (or any person close to you) directly been impacted by any hurricane? Yes No
Q.11 Do you know the exact location of shelters on campus? Yes No

Section 3: Psychological impact and emergency communication and

Q.12 On scale 1 to 10 (where 1 means Not-Worried, and 10 means Extremely-
Worried) How worried were you during the last hurricane alert (Hurricane 
Dorian)?

–

Q.13 On scale 1 to 10 (where 1 means Not-Overwhelmed, and 10 means Extremely- 
Overwhelmed) How overwhelmed were you by the amount of information 
shared by UF about Hurricane Dorian?

–

Q.14 How did you receive the Dorian Hurricane Alert from UF?
Email Text mes-

sage
Phone Call University 

Social 
Media

University 
Website

Direct instruction from 
university staff

Q.15 What is the best way that UF can contact you through for Hurricane Alert?
Email Text mes-

sage
Phone Call University 

Social 
Media

University 
Website

Direct instruction from 
university staff

Section 4: Hurricane preparedness    (Select all that apply)

Q.16 On scale 1 to 10 (where 1 means Not-Ready, and 10 means fully-Ready) How ready do you 
believe you were if Hurricane Dorian would have reached Gainesville?

–

Q.17 On scale 1 to 10 (where 1 means Not-Satisfied, and 10 means Fully-Satisfied) How satisfied are 
you when it comes to UF hurricane alerting process?

–
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Section 4: Hurricane preparedness    (Select all that apply)

Q.18 On scale 1 to 10 (where 1 means Extremely-Disagree, and 10 means Extremely-Agree) Do you 
think providing a shortened hurricane training once a year will improve your overall prepared-
ness for hurricanes?

–

Q.19 Taking into consideration that a standard disaster supply kit includes a minimum of 3 days (72 h) 
worth of basic supplies. For the last hurricane alert (Hurricane Dorian), did you get the following items?

A. Water (minimum guidance is 1 gallon per day, per person) Yes No –
B. Food (types that do not require refrigeration or preparation) Yes No –
C. Battery-Powered Radio (to stay up to date with weather conditions) Yes No –
D. Flashlight Yes No –
E. Batteries Yes No –
F. First-Aid Supplies (pain relievers, Band-Aids, antibacterial ointment, etc.) Yes No –
G. Special Needs Items (such as prescription medications) Yes No Not Applicable
H. Hygiene items - Toiletries Yes No –
I. Personal Important Documents Yes No –
J. Some Cash/Money Yes No –
K. Pet Supplies Yes No Not Applicable
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