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Abstract This research explored the basic issue of what

preparedness means and entails to people in Fako Division,

Cameroon—a place threated by many hazards and that has

experienced many disasters. Findings from the analysis of

the 33 interviews conducted in this study indicate that

preparedness is a dynamic state of readiness that is

dependent on context, a social process, and a process of

completing activities to save lives and minimize the effects

of disasters. In addition, the research determined that

Cameroonians view a wholly prepared person as someone

who would: (1) have knowledge about hazards and what to

do about them; (2) engage others, including their families

and neighbors, in discussions about activities related to

hazards; and (3) participate in activities to minimize loss

from hazards, sustain themselves in the face of hazards,

and flee from hazards. The findings from the interview data

synchronize to a large extent with what is implied, but not

clearly stated, in the existing research literature. The article

addresses this synchrony, posits a definition of prepared-

ness, and identifies the theoretical components of

preparedness.

Keywords Disaster theory � Emergency

management � Hazards preparedness � Individuals and

households � Risk management

1 Introduction

Cameroon is located on the west coast of central Africa.

This article reports the results of an individual and

household preparedness (IHP) study that focused on Fako

Division in the Southwest Region of Cameroon. Of all

divisions, Fako is in the closest proximity to most of the

nation’s hazards and has had the most recent hazard events.

Significant risks in Fako Division include volcanic erup-

tions, landslides, major storms, human immunodeficiency

virus/acquired immune deficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS),

and malaria.

Residents within communities across Cameroon are also

vulnerable to hazards and associated events (Bang and Few

2012; Tongwa et al. 2012; Kometa 2012; Bang 2013;

Ndille and Belle 2014). Cameroon has a diverse array of

vulnerabilities that can be classified as social-economic,

physical, environmental (Bang 2013, 2014), infrastructural,

and political (Balgah et al. 2015). Yet, only a mediocre

effort has been, and is being, made to address these vul-

nerabilities at the national level (Njome et al. 2010;

Tongwa et al. 2012; Bang 2014; Ndille and Belle 2014).

Many authors have argued that the potential impacts of

hazards and associated events on people and property could

be lessened with adequate IHP, and have maintained that

IHP is linked to the ability of communities to contend with

these events effectively (Kapucu 2008; Kusenbach et al.

2010; Kano et al. 2011; Bourque et al. 2012). This article

reports the results of a study that explores how Cameroo-

nians conceptualize IHP across hazards and discusses the

extent to which the study results align with a conceptual

model of preparedness induced from the disaster literature.
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2 Literature Review

Individual and household preparedness has been studied

intensively for the last two decades, both within the United

States and in other countries (Andrews 2001; Nguyen et al.

2006; Spittal et al. 2008; Basolo et al. 2009; Kim and Kang

2010; Ronan et al. 2012). The body of work generally

concludes that some individuals and households (IHs) are

somewhat prepared but most are generally not. Yet there

are significant issues in the IHP literature that undercut the

validity of these findings. These qualifications of the con-

ventional wisdom about the value of disaster preparedness

are discussed in the following three subsections.

2.1 Individual and Household Preparedness

Literature Critique

Definitions of concepts (and related dimensions if appro-

priate) are foundational to science and constitute the

building blocks of theory. They provide structure to facil-

itate cumulative inquiry and provide a basis upon which to

insure science is self-correcting (Maxim 1999; Babbie

2015, 2016). The vast majority of the literature on IHP fails

to present a clear theoretically-grounded definition of the

concept, that is determine what IHP means. The literature

has not yet articulated what a wholly prepared IH would

look like, that is, what are the dimensions of the concept

that together make an IH prepared and which among them

are most important to IH disaster outcomes. These issues

are rampant in the United States-focused literature (An-

drews 2001; Basolo et al. 2009; Bourque et al. 2012), and

also exist in the international literature on the topic of IHP

(Boon 2013; Doocy et al. 2013; Gowan et al. 2014).

A description of IHP is not the same as a theoretically-

grounded definition. When offered, descriptions typically

depict IHP as the process of getting ready for or completing

activities related to hazard events. Yet the scholars who

operationalize IHP tend to go on to measure it as a state

without mention of the consequences of such a theoretical

disconnect (Basolo et al. 2009; Bourque et al. 2012).

In the rare cases where actual definitions are offered,

they are similar—IHP refers to IHs doing or having things

both within the US literature (Edwards 1993; Basolo et al.

2009; Kim and Kang 2010) and that external to the United

States. (Kirschenbaum 2002; Benson et al. 2007; Buckle

2012). Preparedness theory is consistently absent in these

cases—no presentation of what a wholly prepared IH

would consist of is offered concurrent with these defini-

tions. And there is no consensus on any of the definitions

that are reflected in the literature—no single one has been

frequently cited. This issue is not limited to Western-

centric literature; it also exists in the non-Western literature

on IHP.

Adding to these issues, scholars tend to operationalize

IHP in ways that are generally similar but different enough

to have implications for interpretation of findings across

the body of work and, subsequently, for theory develop-

ment. The most common way to operationalize IHP is as a

simplistic inventory of activities or supplies. These

inventories are often derived from government prepared-

ness literature in both US-focused and international

research by, for example, the US Federal Emergency

Management Agency (FEMA), the Red Cross, and various

United Nations inventories (Kelley 2011; Perman et al.

2011; Heagele 2016).

There are multiple challenges with operationalization of

IHP as an inventory. Individuals and households are asked

during data collection which of these inventory activities

they have undertaken and which of the identified supplies

the IH has on hand. They are typically asked to reply with a

yes or no for each item on the inventory. Examples of

common inventory items include whether the IH has: a

plan, batteries, wrench, first aid kit, food, and water. Yet,

the wording of these items varies significantly from study

to study. There is a difference between asking whether an

IH has food, food for three days, food to feed everyone in

the household for three days, nonperishable food, and so on

(for example, Paton (2003) versus Spittal et al. (2008),

versus Baker and Cormier (2013).

The listed items most commonly appear associated with

a period widely known as response, or when IHs take

immediate action to save their own lives and/or preserve

their own property as opposed to recovery, when IHs

attempt to address what has been impacted by a hazard

event. Is not a wholly ready IH ready for recovery as well

as response? If so, the current IHP inventory approach does

not adequately account for IH readiness for recovery.

Regardless, no basic argument is offered suggesting that a

fully completed inventory makes an IH wholly ready for

response anyway. Adding to the problems with IHP oper-

ationalization are the fact that inventory items are often

developed in culturally-specific, hazard-specific, and/or

place-specific ways. This reality is only problematic in the

absence of a theoretical definition of IHP and articulation

of its dimensions in which to ground findings.

IHP scholars have been interested in potential influences

on variation of IH inventory items. Their focus has often

been directed at explaining variations in the total number

of items IHs had on hand with each listed item treated

equally—all yes responses equal 1 rendering having a

wrench as equal to the value of having an evacuation plan

in terms of IHP. Alternatively, some scholars explore what

might explain why a given IH has undertaken each indi-

vidual activity and acquired each individual supply. It is
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here, in scholars’ desire to anticipate or generate explana-

tion for variation in inventory items that theory is lever-

aged. Scholars have utilized person-relative-to-event

theory, social cognitive model, protection mitigation the-

ory, vested interest theory, theory of planned behavior, and

other theories to explore this interest and have leveraged a

diverse array of independent variables. But inventory

items—independent variable relationships—are inconsis-

tent. A likely reason for this instability stems from incon-

sistent operationalization of IHP—a problem that stems

from a lack of IHP theory.

2.2 The Holistic Individual Preparedness Model

These critiques are presented to students in courses within

the emergency management graduate program at North

Dakota State University (Jensen 2014). The definition

students are taught reconciles some of these issues. Stu-

dents are taught that IHP is ‘‘a state of readiness for

effective response and holistic recovery to hazard events

determined both by their status relative to 6 dimensions at

any given time and the community context surrounding

them’’ (Jensen 2014). The six theoretical dimensions to

which the definition refers include knowledge, subsistence,

loss minimization, mental and physical adaptive capacity,

social integration, and information source integration

(Fig. 1).

Jensen (2014) maintains there is value in these dimen-

sions because they are empirically grounded and together

represent a more holistic conceptualization of what com-

prises IHP. The dimensions may also be valuable because

they facilitate research across time, space, and culture, and

because, while each may be variously operationalized,

findings can be tied back to theory (Jensen 2014).

The first three dimensions were deduced from the extant

IHP literature as the theoretical interest that underlies

inclusion of related items in IHP inventories.

• Knowledge Analysis of inventory items suggests that

scholars are fundamentally interested in individual and

household (IH) knowledge of hazard risks and suit-

able behaviors in response. The consistent inclusion of

an inventory item inquiring whether an IH has some

form of plan seems to reflect an interest in whether the

IH know what they will do in the face of a hazard event

(Phillips et al. 2005; Nguyen et al. 2006; Redlener and

Berman 2006; Eisenman et al. 2009). Various other

seemingly knowledge-related items are often included

such as if the IH has learned how to turn off utilities

(Farley et al. 1993; Heller et al. 2005; Bourque et al.

2012) or if they attended a class workshop on

Fig. 1 Holistic Individual Preparedness Model (HIPM). Source Jensen (2014)
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preparedness (Andrews 2001; Phillips et al. 2005).

Knowledge is rarely assessed in the context of recov-

ery. For example, knowledge of contact information

and account number for creditors and insurers, work-

policy-related compensation after disasters, jurisdic-

tional recovery plans and priorities seldom appear in

plans. It would appear that recovery knowledge would

facilitate better recovery outcomes; that is, those who

have those data before disaster would be more ready yet

scholars have not included such items in their inven-

tories when assessing IHP.

• Subsistence Inventories consistently ask if IHs have

food (Dooley et al. 1992; Horney et al. 2008; Eisenman

et al. 2009), cash on hand (Siegel et al. 2003; Eisenman

et al. 2009), an emergency kit (Andrews 2001; Phillips

et al. 2005), a flashlight (Edwards 1993; Nguyen et al.

2006; Eisenman et al. 2009), radio (Andrews 2001;

Heller et al. 2005; Spittal et al. 2008), and countless

other supplies that all seem somehow related to an

underlying interest in whether IHs have what they need

to survive in the immediate aftermath of an event, prior

to a hazard event occurring. Scholars’ inclusion of

inventory items such as insurance (Edwards 1993;

Farley et al. 1993; Andrews 2001; Heller et al. 2005;

Nguyen et al. 2006) and important documents (Eisen-

man et al. 2009; Bourque et al. 2012) suggests that at

least some scholars are sensitive to the IH need to be

ready for recovery, not just response.

• Loss Minimization Still other inventory items appear

focused on assessing the extent to which individuals

have minimized loss relative to the primary risks they

and their property face, including whether they have

taken steps that would otherwise require attention post-

event. The specific item(s) that seem to reflect this

dimension vary, but examples include securing furni-

ture (Farley et al. 1993; Andrews 2001; Heller et al.

2005), securing moving objects (Spittal et al. 2008),

adding structural support to the home (Edwards 1993;

Eisenman et al. 2009), putting latches on cupboards and

cabinets (Nguyen et al. 2006; Spittal et al. 2008), and

getting sandbags (Siegel et al. 2003).

The remaining three dimensions stem from integration

and synthesis of the literature on what explains IH out-

comes in response and recovery.

• Social Integration The response literature implies that

IH social integration is related to human behavior in

response. Individuals and households must confirm

warnings, through a social process, prior to determining

how they will, in turn, respond (Mileti and Sorensen

1990; Lindell and Perry 2012). It stands to reason that

those who are more social connected will confirm and

act faster than those who are not. Social integration

appears to be just as important in recovery since IHs’

most preferred and accessed source of financial, in

kind, and mental health support comes from an

individual’s social networks (Kaniasty and Norris

1995; Bonanno et al. 2007; Forgette et al. 2009; Onstad

et al. 2012). Thus, it appears that the more social links

one has (of diverse types and in varying locations), the

more ready one is for both response and recovery even

while integration is not assessed as a component of IHP

historically.

• Information Source Integration Access to information

is critical to IH outcomes in both response and

recovery. Having access to information through mul-

tiple platforms (for example radio, television, social

media, and formal warning technologies) increases the

likelihood that IHs will receive critical response-related

information, for example, warning messages (Kirschen-

baum 1992; Tierney et al. 2001; National Research

Council 2006; Lindell and Perry 2012; Lindell et al.

2013). Individuals and households need knowledge to

address recovery concerns and knowledge is contingent

on access to information (at least in significant part).

They often require information about reentry (Lin et al.

2014), post-disaster assistance sources and how to

access them (Longstaff 2005; Pleissis et al. 2015;

Rivera 2017; Chandrasekhar et al. 2018), how to

complete recovery tasks (Opdyke et al. 2018), and

opportunities to engage in wider community recovery

planning efforts (Denters and Klok 2010). It appears

that the more connected IHs are to sources of informa-

tion central to response and recovery pre-disaster, the

more ready they are to access needed information and

act in keeping with it; yet, scholars have not historically

assessed information source integration when research-

ing IHP.

• Mental and Physical Adaptive Capacity Research

consistently has shown that mentally and physically

healthy people adapt better in both response and

recovery. Individuals with preexisting mental health

conditions, preexisting or chronic health condition, and

disabilities are injured and die more often than

individuals without these characteristics; those without

challenges due to mental or physical health impedi-

ments are able to respond most quickly and appropri-

ately (National Research Council 2006; Uscher-Pines

2009; Fujii 2012; Phibbs et al. 2015). Additionally,

individuals with preexisting mental health or physical

health conditions also suffer more in the recovery

period than those without; and, those without mental

and physical health challenges navigate the recovery

process most quickly and fully (Norris et al. 2002;

Bonanno et al. 2007; Kölves et al. 2013; Stough et al.

2016). These findings appear to hold true when
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controlling for other factors like age, socioeconomic

status, gender, race and ethnicity, and so on even while

more, and more sophisticated, generalizable research is

needed. Undoubtedly, IHs have limited direct control

over their mental and physical wellness. Nevertheless,

understanding their health is an indicator of how ready

they are for hazard events and should be included as

part of how we assess IHP.

2.3 Methodological Issues

The absence of a clearly articulated definition of the pre-

paredness concept and a connection between preparedness

activities and response and recovery is not only responsible

for lack of an articulation of why the recommended pre-

paredness activities are important to the state of being

prepared, but also for the way the concept has been mea-

sured and operationalized in the literature. In addition, the

use of varying theoretical variables and operationalization

of these variables, makes the generalization of the findings

from these studies problematic (Lindell and Perry 2000;

Tierney et al. 2001; Levac et al. 2012; Bourque et al. 2012;

Donahue et al. 2014).

There also are issues with the data collection method-

ology reflected in the literature (Lindell and Perry 2000;

Bourque et al. 2012). While the social sciences offer a wide

variety of rich data collection methodology, such as par-

ticipant observation, in-depth interviews, and so on (Rubin

and Rubin 2012), the vast majority of IHP literature is

based on self-reported surveys (Dooley et al. 1992;

Andrews 2001; Nguyen et al. 2006; Basolo et al. 2009;

Eisenman et al. 2009; Bourque et al. 2012). Self-reported

surveys are a valuable way of collecting data (Dillman

et al. 2014). Yet independent and dependent variables in

quantitative surveys ought to be, ideally, designed vis à vis

theory (Babbie 2015, 2016). While there have been a few

notable exceptions (Baker 2013, 2014), the IHP literature

appears to reflect a move directly into quantitative testing

without working from a theoretically grounded definition

of IHP—the very dependent variable they operationalized

and studied. The Jensen (2014) definition and dimensions

of preparedness are theoretically grounded and seemingly

resolve some of the existing problems in the IHP literature.

But this definition is novel still, unpublished and untested.

Rather than quantitatively testing it at this stage, it is most

appropriate to undertake qualitative research to further

tease out the meaning of IHP; and, at a later stage of

analysis, to compare what is found to this new conceptual

model.

3 Methods

This article reports the results related to a qualitative study

of how Fako Division residents in Cameroon’s Southwest

Region conceptualize IHP. Qualitative methods can be

employed to ‘‘unpack issues, to see what they are about or

what lies inside, and to explore how they are understood by

those connected with them’’ (Ritchie and Lewis 2003,

p. 27).

3.1 Participants and Sampling

To gather needed relevant data, this study initially

employed a purposive sampling technique (Patton 2002).

Initially, 91 local chiefs in Fako Division of Cameroon’s

Southwest Region were purposively sampled for this study

(Fig. 2). In Cameroon, local chiefs and subchiefs are tra-

ditional leaders within their communities, and these indi-

viduals are perceived to be responsible for protecting and

ensuring the socioeconomic and cultural well-being of their

constituents (Jua 1995; Rouveroy van Nieuwaal and van

Dijk 1999). Additionally, the local chiefs are citizens who

live in Fako Division and are exposed to the hazards that

threaten the area. They may have even experienced one or

more disasters. For these reasons, the chiefs are positioned

to speak, not only about how they conceptualize pre-

paredness personally but also about their perspective on the

meaning of the concept more widely in their community.

The researchers also employed the snowball sampling

technique (Bachman and Schutt 2013; Babbie 2016) by

asking chiefs who had already participated in the inter-

views and understood the purpose of this study to facilitate

the recruitment of other chiefs.

Fig. 2 Map of Fako Division, Cameroon, highlighting interview

locations and major townships
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3.2 Data Collection

In accordance with the Responsive Interview Model (Rubin

and Rubin 2012), face-to-face, in-depth, semistructured

interviews were used to collect the data. The researchers

conducted pilot phone interviews with three selected key

informants who all reside in Fako Division of Cameroon’s

Southwest Region to determine the practicality of and

extent to which the interview questions generated needed

data. The pilot interviews led to minor changes to the

interview guide. Ultimately, the main interview questions

included: (1) Let’s get started by you telling me about

hazards in your area; (2) Tell me about some of the dis-

asters that have resulted from these hazards; (3) What does

preparedness mean for you?; (4) Is there anything else

about hazards, disasters, or preparedness that you want to

share with me at this time? Probes and follow-up questions

were leveraged to complement these main questions (Ru-

bin and Rubin 2012). Data were collected January–March

2015. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation

was reached, or the point, according to Strauss and Corbin

(1998, p. 188), when ‘‘no new or relevant data seem to

emerge regarding a category; the category development is

dense, insofar as all the paradigm elements are accounted

for, along with variation and process; and the relationships

between categories are well established and validated.’’

3.3 Data Analysis

After conducting the 33rd interview and reviewing notes

after each interview was completed, the researchers con-

cluded that the 28th interview rendered as much useful

information as the 33rd interview and that no new themes

emerged between interviews 28 and 33. Thus, the

researchers concluded that theoretical saturation had been

reached and ended the interview process.

The interviews were recorded using a digital recorder

and transcribed. The data were analyzed using the two

phases of Rubin and Rubin’s (2012) Responsive Interview

Model. During the first phase, a ‘‘transcript that contains a

full and accurate word-for-word written rendition of the

questions and answers’’ was prepared (Rubin and Rubin

2012, p. 190). After transcribing, a summary of the content

of each interview was written, including the main points

made that address the research question, names or pseu-

donyms of the interviewees, time and location of the

interview, and the reason why the interviewee was included

in the study (Rubin and Rubin 2012, p. 192). During

transcription, memos containing researcher thoughts and

references to potential emerging themes and concepts were

written (Rubin and Rubin 2012).

The first stage of analysis revealed that a number of

activities discussed by the chiefs could be generally

classified under certain specific theoretical labels. Thus, the

interviews were coded in a systemic manner with codes,

such as actions to minimize loss, knowledge, integration,

finance, mobility, and subsistence, placed next to each data

segment representing the concept of theme. The coded data

were then analyzed for broader implications (Rubin and

Rubin 2012). Using diagraming charts and figures to inte-

grate both of these phases in the data analysis process drew

out possible relationships between categories and provided

an in-depth understanding of the relationship of the data to

the research question for this study. The coded data were

analyzed looking for sets of related themes and concepts

that answer the research question while providing detailed

descriptions and explanations of the findings. This process

of combining themes that highlighted causes and conse-

quences may lead to the generation of a theory (Rubin and

Rubin 2012). Yet the researchers did not develop a theory;

instead, they analyzed the results against the Jensen (2014)

conceptual model of preparedness.

3.4 Limitations

The sample size was small and nonrandom; thus, the results

were not generalizable to Cameroonians in Fako Division.

Additionally, the focus on a single nation excluded the

perspective of additional nations in other regions of the

world. The data collected could also reflect the social-de-

sirability bias. Given the fact that the chief is a leader of his

community, respondents may, due to their community

affiliations, have responded in a manner that they believed

would make them or their community look good. Finally,

all the participants in this study were male. Although the

researchers did not intend to select only male participants,

in Fako Division chiefs are generally male. In Cameroon,

some females have positions of authority and women, in

general, are an integral part of the day-to-day operations of

households. The fact that the sample did not include

women means that the results are not generalizable to

Cameroonians in general in Fako Division. As leaders

within their communities, however, the chiefs represented

their constituents and discussed the concept of prepared-

ness within the experiences of both male and female

citizens.

4 Results

Over 75% of the participants (N = 25) did not offer a direct

answer or could not clearly articulate what it meant for IHs

to be prepared for a disaster. Interviewing participants in

Cameroon’s Fako Division revealed that there was no

singular definition for the concept among these chiefs.

Rather, there are many themes that, together, represent how
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the participants conceptualize IHP. The synthesis of the

data collected for this study revealed themes that transcend

the hazards common to Fako Division. For this reason, the

quotations are evidence of the themes and not the hazards.

The following major themes were related to the concept:

knowing things, social and technological integration, and

taking actions emerged during the data analysis. These

themes were classified as major ones because they were

identified either directly or indirectly in discussions with

over 70% of the study’s participants (N = 24). The refer-

ence to a percentage of participants is merely to indicate

the proportionality of participants who discussed a specific

theme. The data analysis also revealed some minor themes,

including subsistence and mobility. Further analysis also

revealed that context too is an important aspect of IHP for

these participants.

4.1 Knowing Things

Participants most frequently conceptualized preparedness

as ‘‘knowing things’’ in two ways: (1) awareness; and (2)

experience. Most participants interviewed for this study

indicated that awareness about hazards was an important

element of knowledge. Without being prompted, the par-

ticipants noted that being aware of the risks associated with

their areas enhanced their hazard-related knowledge. This

awareness was sometimes based on the identification of

some areas as risky zones by the national administration.

As one participant stated, ‘‘Some areas have been identified

as risky zones, and if you are going to construct there or do

farming there, it is at your own risk.’’ In addition, the

participants also discussed awareness in relation to the

frequency or recurrence of specific hazard events: As far as

flooding is concerned, people are aware that there are many

parts of Limbe that have been flooded from time to time.

Because the people know that this occurs regularly, they

have always taken measures to make sure that flood does

not cause too much destruction to their property.

Indeed, participants noted that much of their readiness

for hazard events is dependent on their knowledge. It seems

that their understanding of these hazards comes, in large

part, from living in these communities.

Experience is the second facet of the knowledge

dimension that was prevalent in the interviews. Participants

indicated that their hazard experiences—either personal or

vicarious—were the best teacher. However, they also

suggested that because the extent to which an individual or

his/her social network has experienced a specific hazard

varies, so too does preparedness. One participant

explained:

I think that those that have experienced it are better

prepared because they have experienced it. The other

people that don’t know and have never experienced it

will be doubting. But if they have experienced such

an issue, at least people in that area would know what

to do.

Within this discussion of knowledge, the participants

explained that awareness of your area and experience—

personal or vivacious—was foundational to IH hazard-

related knowledge.

It seems that while knowledge is relevant to IHP,

knowing how to use that hazard-related knowledge to

reduce or minimize the effects of hazards is also funda-

mental to preparedness and that both are cultivated through

a social process. The process may unfold merely by living

in an area, experiencing hazard events, and watching others

do the same and/or through actively engaging with others

who share their own experience-based knowledge to the

benefit of younger people and new comers. For example,

an experienced person might advise: don’t build your

house there; leave the tree; do not build with bricks, rather

build with wood; it floods every year around this period;

you better put a gutter around your house; you are in a risky

zone; the government is not going to come here; somebody

once built a house there, so the water is going to come

back. In Cameroon, there are many sources of this

knowledge, both social and technological.

4.2 Taking Actions to Minimize Loss

Across the interviews, participants predominantly concep-

tualized IHP in terms of taking actions to minimize loss

from hazard events. Some participants conceptualized IHP

as a continuous process of taking action. Other participants

explained the concept as taking steps to get to a state of

readiness. Whether a continuous process or a state, to these

participants IHP fundamentally meant taking real, delib-

erate action.

Most of the participants explained preparedness as a

continuous process. For these participants, preparedness

meant that people continuously engage in a variety of

hazard-related actives that would enable them to minimize

the impacts and to respond to and recover from hazard

events. Without being prompted, participants explained

that there is no point in time when people can say that they

have taken enough actions to deal with the risk and threats

in their areas, and as such, they are done.

Other participants expressed the opinion that people take

action to get to a state of readiness. These participants

indicated that people can complete certain hazard-related

action to be ready to respond to and recover from hazard

events. These actions may be to deal with a specific risk or

threat, or hazards generally. Participants repeatedly sug-

gested that preparedness means taking hands on actions to

123

Int J Disaster Risk Sci 339



deal with prevalent hazards based on their knowledge of

those hazards.

The way people are building the house is too low; for

example, if you look during the rainy season, we have

low tide; you can raise your house. When building

your house, maybe you can put a staircase inside your

house to move things up, and that is another way

people can prepare. So, the way they build their

houses, they can use bricks to block their house so

that, when water comes, water cannot get inside your

house.

Generally, participants suggested that people have

knowledge about what needs to be done to prevent the

effects of hazards. But they repeatedly indicated that they

can only take those actions that can be accomplished per-

sonally or with their knowledge of the hazards and not

those actions that require significant financial investment or

technical expertise. While flooding actions involved sand-

bagging, suspending things, or moving possessions to a

higher level for some, the threat of earthquake tremor

actions involved fastening items to walls or floors. Seaside

community participants talked about taking actions such as

making a ditch around their houses. In communities where

there were landslides, participants talked about replanting

trees and preventing people from building in those areas.

And across Fako Division participants often described

actions using mosquito nets, washing hands, and cooking

with clean water and hands to lessen the risk of disease.

Actions to minimize loss, like these, were undertaken fre-

quently by Fako Division residents and households because

social integration within the Division was strong, and,

hence, knowledge of what to do was widespread.

4.3 Integration

Participants also conceptualized IHP as integration,

meaning that people within their jurisdictions are socially

connected and information-source connected to communi-

cate and to receive hazard-related information. Repeatedly

these participants indicated that having relatives and

friends on whom they can rely prior to, during, and after a

hazard event provided them with the necessary support to

deal with hazard events. For example, chiefs frequently

referred to community members staying with friends, rel-

atives, and neighbors during floods or volcanic eruptions.

The participants also explained integration as people

being socially connected to other community social orga-

nizations. Repeatedly, participants spoke of receiving

assistance from churches and other social groups within

their communities. These interactions, established prior to

a hazard event, enabled people to access these organiza-

tions for assistance in response to and recovery from the

hazards common to their communities. In fact, without this

integration with kin, social organizations, and the com-

munity at large, people’s hazard-related experiences and

awareness would neither be shared nor gained.

Social integration was by far the strongest component of

IHP in Fako Division Cameroon. Its presence in

Cameroonian communities facilitated information source

integration and knowledge among IHs. This aspect of IHP

was strong in part because it is something that the people

can do with minimal cost, effort, or technology. This social

integration is also, perhaps, facilitated by the Cameroonian

culture where the concept of a nuclear family is almost

nonexistent. A nuclear family may be understood to

include a couple and their immediate, dependent children.

In Fako Division, families are a complex network of rel-

atives and extended relations, including neighbors and

friends, all interacting at a very close and personal social

level. In this context, social integration facilitates the social

processes that acquire and transfer hazard-related

knowledge.

In addition to the social process, participants also

explained preparedness as people being integrated in other

ways so that they can receive information like warnings

and other risk communication. As one participant said,

‘‘That is why we have the radio. We have a community

radio here, and we have the official radio station, Camer-

oon Radio and Television Company (CRTV), to inform us

about dangers and what to do.’’ Participants explained that

IHs were technologically integrated with their communities

through a number of modern communications such as

radios, televisions, and earthquake-tremor monitoring

devices. All the participants in this study indicated that

they have a town crier too; that is, a person who walks

around the village ringing a bell and making general

announcements and transmitting warnings and other haz-

ard-related information. Location within hearing range of

the crier is very important. In addition to a town crier,

participants also indicated that they make use of some

traditional instruments, like drums and horns, to transmit

information in emergency situations where the use of a

town crier may not alone be adequate. As one participant

explained, ‘‘Most people are farmers, and while they are

working on their farms, they may not be able to hear the

town crier.’’

Information-source integration was another strong

component of IHP in Cameroon. The strength of this

dimension stems in large part from social integration in

Cameroonian communities. The strength of this dimension

is also supported by the role of low cost and easy sources

leveraged to communicate hazard information.
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4.4 Subsistence

A minor theme of subsistence emerged in data analysis.

When described in the context of IHP, participants

expressed subsistence as stockpiling a combination of

household supplies, such as food and fuel, to cook food to

survive at home for a short period of time during a hazard

event.

Say, in the villages in August during the peak of the

rainy season, people know what to do. The state of

preparedness for that period is to amass food, fire-

wood and keep in the houses. So that when that bad

period comes, they don’t go out, but they have food

to eat.

Study participants spoke about subsistence as important

to IHP. They suggested that the items that they collect,

such as food, are simple things that they can produce by

themselves given the fact that most of them engage in

sustenance farming. The participants also indicated that

other items, such as firewood, are things that they collect

by themselves. Repeatedly, participants indicated that the

things that they do in this category are things that they can

do by themselves.

4.5 Mobility

The participants in this study indicated that IHP means

mobility. Among these participants, mobility meant having

access to roads, and people being physically fit to run.

Within this context, these participants were saying that

mobility is an integral element of their ability to deal with

imminent danger. They indicated that mobility means

people are physically fit to engage in activities, such as

running or trekking from imminent hazards.

Yes, it has a lot if you have old people in your

community and there is a problem, and they say

people should leave; those old people cannot. The

young people can help carry them […] They can also

facilitate their movement by putting them in vehicles

like if there is a disaster where people have to

evacuate.

Still other participants conceptualized mobility as hav-

ing the financial capability to afford transportation, such as

a car, taxi, or bus, to evacuate one’s family. As one par-

ticipant explained:

I can better evacuate my family if it comes. I will be

prepared so that I can evacuate my family from here

and go to any destination far from it. But when I am

financially handicapped I cannot, I can only trek.

Regardless of whether roads were available or if people

were physically fit or had the financial capability to

evacuate, the common denominator was that mobility is

fundamental to their ability to deal with hazards and

associated events. For this reason, these participants

conceptualized IHP as such.

4.6 Finance

Another aspect of IHP is finance. The data analysis indi-

cated that IHP was conceptualized within the context of

these themes because, to these participants, they can afford

to do these things:

If you have the means to prevent it, you should.

Those who do not have money, what I can say is that

all of us are praying that bad things should not come

because all hands are not the same. Some people are

poor; some are rich, but for the poor ones, when this

disaster comes, they cannot do anything.

The data indicated that, to participants, preparedness is

more than how they spoke about doing it—the concept also

included things they could not do or buy due to the state of

family finances. In fact, the initially minor themes actually

transform into major ones when considered next to the

theme of finances as part of IHP.

Because participants cannot afford a wide range of

material things, they focused on what they could do by

themselves in their narrative. Nonetheless the results

should not be taken to mean that the participants were not

aware of those key parts of preparedness.

Some people have money but neglect to do some-

thing, and when there is a water disaster, some people

say that, if I had known, I would have built a better

house on a different site. And some really do not have

money.

In addition to taking loss-minimization actions, partici-

pants also suggested that finances would allow IHs to

engage in activities that would facilitate response to haz-

ards and associated events.

But if we do, where are the resources that we muster

for that kind of thing? Villages and villagers don’t

have that kind of money. In my village, we try to use

some money from taxation, like land taxes, to do a

few things like building bridges and for some emer-

gencies in the village and for doing any little thing

that we can. That is all; it is not for things like this.

Other participants indicated that having financial

resources allows IHs to engage in activities that would

allow them to subsist post disaster and to purchase recon-

struction supplies.
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Finances, too, would help us prepare. I would be able

to buy a bag of cement. I would be able to buy food. I

would be able to buy many things to keep and to store

for those rainy days.

These participants suggested that, given the fact that

most of the people in their community are not financially

secure, their ability to know things and do them with their

own hands, based on their social and information-source

integration enables them to ready themselves for hazard

events even if their ultimate readiness will be limited.

4.7 Context and IHP

During the interviews, the context in which IHs live in

Cameroon was critical to their readiness and even their

understanding of the preparedness concept. The majority of

the participants do not know about the existence of a dis-

aster management agency in Cameroon, although they are

required by law to execute an emergency management role

within their communities. Only one of these chiefs had

received disaster preparedness training (and he had

received his training while working in China). Further-

more, none of the participants mentioned having had a

conversation with any Cameroonian emergency manage-

ment professional or nongovernmental organization repre-

sentative at any point. The absence of a national discourse

about preparedness seems relevant to people’s under-

standing of the concept and actual readiness.

The lack of investment in readiness in the country as a

whole is relevant to any discussion of IHP too. Cameroon

is a developing country located on the west-central coast of

Africa. Capacity and responsibility for capacity building

are viewed within Cameroon as shared with entities within

the country’s borders and beyond. International and inter-

regional organizations, such as the IMF, the United

Nations, and the World Bank, are generally involved in the

country’s day-to-day activities and support development of

transportation, agriculture, economic diversification, public

health concerns, banking, and other socioeconomic aspects.

Capacity is viewed as shared because there is insufficient

capacity within Cameroon to address these issues alone.

And preparedness is not a primary focus for those entities

supporting Cameroon day-to-day in light of these other

seemingly more urgent development issues. Thus, IHs in

Cameroon are surrounded by weak institutions and

infrastructure and live in a country unprepared for haz-

ardous events.

Participants did not trust that the government, or outside

entities, would show up at all if there was a hazard event,

much less when or with what they might appear. IHs are

the only bedrock elements that build hazard knowledge in

Cameroon, take action to minimize hazard impacts,

promote integration socially and technologically within

their communities, and remain subsistent and mobile. Even

where IHs are able to address IHP fully, they live in a

dangerous context they have no control over and their

efforts will only ready them to a point.

5 Discussion

Generally, disaster scholars have used the IHP concept

without clearly articulating what the concept means or

what a holistically prepared individual or household com-

prises. This article began with a critique of IHP research

and an introduction of an alternative way of conceptual-

izing IHP—as a combination of six dimensions oriented to

both response and recovery. But to this point IHP has not

been a theoretically grounded concept, and the Jensen

(2014) model has remained untested. It made the most

sense to the researchers to do what the extant research

appears not to have done—qualitative work to tease out

what the concept of IHP might mean and entail and only

afterward compare it to the Jensen (2014) model.

This qualitative study explored the concept of IHP in a

setting far from where most such research has been con-

ducted—Cameroon. Like many preparedness scholars,

participants could not offer a clear articulation of what IHP

means. It became apparent, however, through data analysis

that the following themes—integration with regard to both

social and information source, gaining knowledge, and

taking action (that is, loss minimization, prevention, sub-

sistence, mobility) were implied by what the participants

said, with each theme representing a piece of what might

represent a whole—a definition of IH preparedness

(Fig. 3).

The picture of IHP revealed in data analysis maps onto

the Holistic Individual Preparedness Model (HIPM) intro-

duced by Jensen (2014) even while there are key

differences.

Knowledge, loss minimization, social integration, and

technological integration came through as key aspects of

IHP in data analysis, just as they are in the HIPM.

Knowledge was thought of by participants in a manner

similar to how it emerged through literature review. Sim-

ilarly, participants thought about social integration in

synchronization with the literature review, with one

exception. Cameroonian participants did not anchor these

aspects of IHP, or any others, relative to recovery as much

as they did response. The way participants thought of

technological integration as information-source integration

was very similar to how it was reflected in the HIPM; but

participants also included additional information sources in

their descriptions, which are foreign in the West (for

example, town criers and drums) where most of the IHP
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research has been focused. Data analysis also revealed

support for the subsistence dimension of preparedness in

the HIPM. Whereas the Western-centric literature is

heavily weighted towards having a variety of resources to

be subsistent, in the Fako Division, when participants

discussed subsistence, they primarily focused on storing

food or equipment and fuel needed to prepare food. Given

the fact that most people in this region are poor and make

their living by farming or fishing, it was understandable

that they discussed subsistence only in terms of things that

they can provide for themselves as opposed to things they

would have to buy. They recognize the potential value of

having more resources, but cannot afford the expense.

Finances featured prominently in the data analysis.

Adequate finances should actually be considered part of

what it means to be subsistent, and this conception has

relevance for response and recovery. The only dimension

of the HIPM that was not strongly supported in participant

discussions of preparedness was the mental and physical

adaptive capacity dimension of preparedness. Participants

recognize the importance of being physically fit to run or

trek when threatened by hazard events, but that was the

only aspect of this dimension that emerged in the interview

data.

The similar conceptualization of IHP among Cameroo-

nian chiefs and the Holistic Individual Preparedness Model

(HIPM) has implications for IHP theory. The HIPM—

grounded in the IH preparedness, response, and recovery

literature and presuming to capture how a wholly ready

IHP would be structured—seems to be generally applicable

in a Cameroonian context. Clearly certain dimensions

would be operationalized differently in the Cameroonian

context (that is, information-source integration and sub-

sistence) based on what is appropriate in Cameroon. Cer-

tain dimensions could also be operationalized specific to

hazards in one region or another within Cameroon, or,

again, in any other country. Dimensions could be explored

at different points in time. Because the dimensions are

theoretical and supersede any specific measurements of

IHP, findings across nation, hazard, and time might be

summarized and better understood. The findings from this

research suggest the Jensen (2014) HIPM has some initial

value and ought to be further explored, as should any other

theoretical, empirically grounded conceptualization that is

based on evidence of what actually drives individual and

household outcomes in response and recovery. Regardless

of which conceptualization future scholars test, study of

IHP based on theory is urgently needed.

Fig. 3 Fako Division, Cameroon conceptualization of disaster preparedness in light of Holistic Individual Preparedness Model (HIPM)
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6 Conclusion and Recommendation

The concept of IHP is not new. Large sums have been

invested in studying IHP, and for good reason. Disasters

are increasing, as are their consequences (Mileti 1999;

National Research Council 2006). Practitioners and elected

officials have an interest in knowing how ready people are

for hazard events. Prior to exploring what disaster pre-

paredness entails, scholars have jumped into quantitative

testing of the concept. Scholars operationalize the concept

differently one to the next. And the theoretical focus of

scholars is primarily on what explains variation in IHP as

they measure it. This situation is problematic from a sci-

entific and practical viewpoint.

This qualitative study of IHP supported the HIPM the-

oretical model. The primary implication of this support is

that a universal, theoretical conceptualization of IHP may

be possible. This study represents only a small step towards

developing IHP theory, and there are many ways that future

research may expand on this work. Future studies could

explore the relevance of HIPM through qualitative and,

pending those results, quantitative work. Alternate theo-

retical, empirically grounded conceptualizations of the

preparedness concept (complete with definition and iden-

tification of dimensions) should be explored. Scholars

might also examine further what IH readiness for response

and recovery includes and insure that new findings are

added into the HIPM or other models. Any future testing of

the HIPM model, or any other conceptualization posited,

should purposefully include multiple regions of the world

and multiple hazard contexts.
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