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ABSTRACT
Vulnerability of older adults in all stages of a disaster is well recognized by both scholars
and practitioners. However, most relevant empirical research to date has focused on disaster
recovery and reconstruction, leaving unanswered the “how” and “why” questions surrounding
disaster preparedness and response among older people. The older people’s perceptions of
natural hazard risks have been even less explored. To address these research gaps, this study uses
a case study of older residents of Sarasota County, Florida and applies a qualitative method to
understand the perception, preparedness, and evacuation intention of older people at risk from
hurricane hazards. The individual in-depth interviews generate several findings. First, while
older residents’ knowledge of hurricane threats varied from simple to sophisticated, their
perceptions of hurricane risks were predominantly low due to a local myth and hurricane
quiescence in recent memory. Second, most older residents took generic actions by preparing
extra water, food, and medications, but lacked efforts in more hurricane-specific preparedness
due to complacency and lack of awareness, financial capital, and social capital. Third, although a
minority of older residents would definitely either shelter in place or evacuate, most
demonstrated flexibility with hurricane evacuation and would make spontaneous and situational
choices for staying versus leaving in the event of a hurricane. In sum, this dissertation utilizes a
qualitative inquiry to weave richer personal and contextual details that are less visible through a
quantitative lens to make sense of a population-specific and site-specific vulnerability to
hurricane hazards. As the older populations continue to grow in size and diversify in
characteristics, my research aims to advance understanding of the internal commonality and
variability among older adults and help inform need-based rather than strictly age-contingent
policies for hazard vulnerability reduction and resilience building.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
1.1!Background and Rationale
We have seen accumulating evidence of the vulnerability of older people to natural
hazards over the past few decades. From the 1995 Chicago heat wave to the 2003 European heat
wave, from the 2005 Hurricane Katrina to the 2010 Japan earthquake and tsunami, recent
disasters have consistently demonstrated that older adults bear the brunt of hazard event impacts
(Baylor College of Medicine and American Medical Association, 2006; World Health
Organization, 2008; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2012a). Despite individual
differences in the aging process, older people are at greater risk than other age groups throughout
all stages of a disaster (Morrow, 1999). Specifically, physiological changes, sensory and
cognitive impairments, chronic diseases and conditions, along with the diminished financial
capacity and social ties that accompany aging make older people disproportionately difficult to
prepare for, respond to, recover from, and rebuild their lives after a disaster (Morrow, 1999; Ngo,
2001; Mayhorn, 2005; Aldrich and Benson, 2008; Powell et al., 2009).
The Baby Boom generation started to turn age 65 in 2011. As Baby Boomers reach
retirement, concern is mounting in the United States and elsewhere that a rapidly aging society
will inevitably face challenges as it tries to accommodate the growing and diversified needs of
older people in both routine and extreme situations (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). In the United
States, the number of people aged 65 and older is projected to nearly double in size from 43.1
million in 2012 to 83.7 million in 2050, with the largest proportional increases in the population
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Figure'1.1'Trends'in'population'aging'in'the'United'States'
(201292050,'Source:'U.S.'Census'Bureau,'2012)'

aged 85 years and older (see Figure 1.1., Ortman et al., 2014). Another factor that adds to the
complexity of population aging is location. Of particular concern is the concentration of the
world’s population in coastal areas (Small and Nicholls, 2003; Seto and Shepherd, 2009). In the
United States (excluding Alaska), counties directly on the shoreline constitute less than 10% of
the total land area but occupy 39% of the national’s total population (U.S. Census Bureau,
2010a). Over the past 40 years between 1970 and 2010, the coastal zone saw a nearly 40%
growth in population. The population along shorelines is projected to continue to increase by 8%
in the period 2010 through 2020 (Wilson et al., 2010; NOAA, 2013), putting more people,
property, and infrastructure at risk from coastal hazards such as tropical storms and hurricanes
(Crossett, 2005). Moreover, compounded effects of climate change on these storms will threaten
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the economic and social wellbeing of coastal communities for many years to come (Whitehead et
al., 2000; Trenberth, 2005; O'Brien and Leichenko, 2007; Frazier et al., 2009; Frazier et al.,
2010a).
Consequently, supporting research is much needed for recognizing the scope of these
demographic realities and understanding the traits of older adults inhabiting coastal areas in
order to frame age-specific vulnerability reduction and disaster planning (U.S. National Institute
on Aging, 2007). To date, the bulk of empirical disaster research concerning older people has
centered on the consequences of a disaster, giving primary attention to disaster recovery and
reconstruction (Perry and Lindell, 1996). Preparedness and response, which take place prior to
and during a disaster, respectively, if well-planned and -managed, can reduce vulnerability and
enhance resilience (Coppola, 2006; Al-Rousan et al., 2014), but there have been few studies that
engaged with these stages of a disaster for older adults (Gibson and Hayunga, 2006; Aldrich and
Benson, 2008; Duggan et al., 2010; Loke et al., 2012).
Among the limited work on preparedness for and response to disasters among older
people, the majority has addressed preparedness and evacuation planning of eldercare institutions
such as nursing homes (Hyer et al., 2007; Castle, 2008). Put in other words, the topics or
phenomena have been examined in an organizational setting (Pekovic et al., 2007; Marshall and
Mathews, 2010; Kang, 2014; Tuohy et al., 2014). While aging-in-place, the trend of growing old
at home as long and comfortably as possible, has emerged to be a popular option with Baby
Boomers (Rowles, 1993; Chapin and Dobbs-Kepper, 2001; Tang and Pickard, 2008; NPR,
2010), our knowledge of disaster preparedness and response about older adults in independentliving facilities is largely missing. In parallel, little is known about older people’s perceptions of
natural hazard risks despite a blossoming appreciation of risk perception in expanding academic
!
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understanding or steering policy decisions related to disaster management (Slovic, 2000; Lindell
et al., 2001; Peacock et al., 2005).
It is also noted that quantitative methods have long dominated disaster research, in which
researchers examine the characteristics of those who prepare or evacuate and then make
statistical inferences about motivations for and barriers to behaviors based on these
characteristics (Riad et al., 1999). Much of the effort has been devoted to the quantification of
the relationships between population characteristics, contextual factors, and behavioral responses
to hazardous events. However, the lack of systematic conclusions from previous literature
directly addressing older people’s perception of and behavioral response to natural hazard risks
provide no foundation to formulate meaningful hypotheses, test them statistically, and generalize
from one sample to an entire population. In addition, as Tuohy et al. (2014) argued, older people
are treated as passive subjects and the visibility and views of their world is obscured when the
positivist paradigm is adopted. Tuohy et al. therefore called for more contextual methodological
approaches that value subjective accounts and individual experiences to provide a more sensitive
picture of vulnerable populations, such as older people, at risk from hazardous events.
Qualitative methods are well-suited to illuminate the concerns with personal knowledge and
subjective experience (Clark and Creswell, 2008) so that it is possible to work directly “with”
rather than “on” older individuals to give them a voice to express their attitudes, values, needs,
and concerns surrounding the topics of hurricane risk perception, preparedness and evacuation.
All in all, these issues lead to the formulation of this study, which seeks to place older
individuals at the center of the analysis and to embrace their preparedness and evacuation
intentions in conjunction with their perceptions of hurricane risks. This research focuses on older
residents of Sarasota County, Florida, which is a magnet for retirees and a potential magnet for
!
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hurricanes (detailed in Chapter 2). Grounded in the firsthand information gathered through
qualitative interviews, it searches for patterns in risk perception, preparation practices, and
evacuation intentions as well as the possible explanations for these variations. Using older
respondents as the source of knowledge, this research aims to advance our understanding of the
relationship between older adults and disaster management and to help identify enabling
environments and effective policies to reduce the vulnerability of older people.
1.2 Research Goals, Objectives, and Overall Contribution
The overarching goal of the dissertation is to understand the perception of hurricane risks,
the extent and level of hurricane preparedness, and the hurricane evacuation intention and
decision-making of older individuals. The specific objectives of the research are: 1) to reveal!the
knowledge of hurricane threats and investigate the perceptions of hurricane risks among older
people (Chapter 3); 2) to explore the type and level of hurricane preparedness and identify
barriers to preparedness behavior among older people (Chapter 4); and 3) to examine evacuation
attitudes and probe the complexities surrounding evacuation decision-making among older
people (Chapter 5). The general research goal and three specific research objectives are
accomplished by studying older residents of Sarasota County, Florida (Chapter 2). Table 1.1
below summarizes the research objectives in brief and expands the research concerns for
Chapters 3 to 5.
This research contributes to the literature of natural hazards and vulnerability from a
cognitive and behavioral perspective. The case study of older Sarasotans adds to the emerging,
but highly limited body of work that puts a spotlight on the risk perceptions and self-protective
actions of older people under threat (e.g., Abrahamson et al., 2009; Wolf and Adger, 2010;

!
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Table'1.1'Summary'of'research'objectives'and'associated'research'concerns
Objectives!!

Research!Concerns!
•# How#do#older#individuals#at#risk#perceive#hurricane#
risks?#
#
•# What#has#accounted#for#the#variations#in#level#of#risk#
perceptions#among#older#individuals?##

To#explore#perception#
of#hurricane#risks#
(Chapter#3)#

To#explore#the#extent#
and#level#of#hurricane#
preparedness###
(Chapter#4)#

•# What#hurricane#preparedness#activities#have#older#
individuals#implemented?#
#
•# Do#older#individuals#think#they#are#prepared#for#
hurricanes#and#why?#
#
•# What#has#shaped#the#current#state#of#hurricane#
preparedness#among#older#individuals?#

To#explore#hurricane#
evacuation#intention#
and#decisionBmaking##
(Chapter#5)#

•# What#would#lead#or#impede#older#individuals#to#
evacuate#in#the#event#of#a#hurricane?##
#
•# What#characterizes#the#logistics#of#hurricane#
evacuation#among#older#individuals?#

Gray-Graves et al., 2011; Al-Rousan et al., 2014). Furthermore, this dissertation makes
methodological contributions to the use of qualitative approaches in the study of natural hazards
and vulnerability: the qualitative and exploratory process enables the researcher not to resort to
stereotypes of older people and to learn the meanings that they themselves hold about hurricane
risks, hurricane preparedness, and evacuation behavior, thereby suggesting a new line of
methodological inquiry to understand vulnerability in the field. Finally, adding to the academic
literature, the dissertation contributes to practical emergency management at the local level in
Sarasota County, Florida. As discussed earlier in the introduction, this kind of research is
urgently needed for enhancing coping capacity and building resilience for communities with high
concentrations of older populations and significant vulnerability to hurricanes.

!
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1.3 Organization of the Dissertation
I situate my work in the human-environment subfield of geography and this dissertation
explores perceptions of and behavioral responses to hurricane risks – with a focus on the
understudied older populations. This chapter (Chapter 1) serves as a general introduction to the
dissertation, articulating the research gaps, research objectives and concerns, the contribution of
the research to the literature, and the structure of the dissertation. Chapter 2 details the research
method, study area, participant selection, and description of this sample. Chapters 3 to 5 are the
main chapters of the dissertation. They are structured to be a collection of papers with special
foci on the topics of hurricane risk perception, hurricane preparedness, and hurricane evacuation.
Each of the chapters is deliberately written as a stand-alone academic paper that will facilitate
ready submission for publication in peer-reviewed journals. Hence, each of these chapters
includes an introduction, literature review, findings, discussion, and conclusions. Given the
interconnectedness of these chapters, and as a concession to the standard thesis format, the
chapters make reference to each other whenever possible.1 Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation,
presenting a recapitulation of the major findings, a reflection on the connections among the main
chapters (Chapters 3-5), and practical and political implications for disaster risk management and
vulnerability reduction, as well as the limitations and avenues for future research.
1.4!Summary
Empirical studies have consistently shown that older people are among the most affected
portion of the population in a disaster. In addition, vulnerability analyses of natural hazards have
repeatedly cited old age as a key indicator of vulnerability. Despite these key findings, the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1
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cognitive and behavioral aspects of vulnerability of older people have been insufficiently
addressed. The areas of how older people perceive natural hazard risks, what they do to prepare
for hazardous events, and how they respond to the potential risks have received little attention.
This dissertation research addresses these gaps by focusing on the understudied older individuals
and their risk perceptions of and behavioral responses to hurricane risks.
An enriched understanding of these elements informs the development of practical
strategies to accommodate the needs of older people and of behavioral interventions to help older
people deal more effectively with hurricane events. In a broader sense, this research is expected
to advance the understanding of both the academic and policy communities regarding
vulnerability of older people in a society with a rapidly aging population and increasingly
crowded coastal zone. The research uses older residents in a hurricane-prone community –
Sarasota County, Florida – as a case study, and utilizes interviews and qualitative analysis to
explore their perceptions of hurricane risks, hurricane preparedness, and evacuation intentions.

!
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CHAPTER II
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
2.1 Overview
Although there is a vast literature on risk perception, disaster preparedness, and
evacuation behavior, these topics are insufficiently addressed specifically for older individuals.
Some scholars have directly or tangentially looked at the effect of age on these phenomena (e.g.,
(e.g., Baker, 1991; Abrahamson et al., 2009; Baker, 2011; Gray-Graves et al., 2011; Al-Rousan
et al., 2014), but inconsistent or even conflicting findings have led to no solid conclusions for
this age group. This research is thus primarily exploratory in nature and explicitly takes an
individual focus on older people to understand their perceptions of and behavioral responses to
natural hazard risks. Given that studying hurricane risk perception, preparedness, and evacuation
intention through a qualitative lens is still new to the field of natural hazards and vulnerability, a
case study site is fundamental to developing the perspective before wider rollout.
Consequently, this research presents a case study of older individuals in Sarasota County,
Florida and uses semi-structured interviews to elicit answers regarding hurricane risk perception,
hurricane preparedness behavior, and intended response to approaching hurricanes. This research
grew out of a concern about vulnerability of older people to coastal hazards and Sarasota is a
suitable study site because of its large and steadily growing older population and historical
vulnerability to hurricane hazards. Moreover, Sarasota’s hurricane history provides a good
context for understanding the potential of risk perception in shaping behavioral responses such as
preparedness and evacuation among local older residents. The following sections introduce the
study area and research methodology for this dissertation.

!
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2.2. Study Area
2.2.1 Geography and Demography
Sarasota County sits on the southwestern Gulf Coast of Florida. The majority of the
county is located within the Gulf Coastal Lowlands along which barrier islands, spits, and
lagoons develop. It has a very flat topography with elevations ranging from mean sea level along
the Gulf Coast and the lower Myakka River to a maximum of approximately 100 feet in the
extreme northeastern part of the county (Campbell, 1985). Sarasota2 is home to many
unincorporated communities and four incorporated municipalities: The City of Sarasota, the City
of North Port, the City of Venice, and the southern portion of the Town of Longboat Key (Figure
2.1).
Trading opportunities, pleasant climate, and abundant amenities have long drawn humans
to coastal areas, but they also expose residents to various coastal hazards (McGranham et al.,
2007). Sarasota is no exception. Despite the risks spawned by its low-lying coastal physical
geography coupled with its location in an active hurricane zone, population in Sarasota continues
to grow. Sarasota had an approximate 17 percent increase in population from 325,957 in 2000 to
379,448 in 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b). More significantly, the county’s skew toward an
older population has grown increasingly pronounced over the years. As of 2010, the percentage
of people aged 65 and over in Sarasota was more than 30 percent while the average percentage in
Florida was under 18 percent and the national average was under 13 percent; by 2030, the
percentage of people aged 65 and over in the county is projected to soar to almost 40 percent
(Sarasota County Government, 2012). Among Florida’s counties, Sarasota County has the third!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

2 This dissertation adopts the practice of local residents of referring to Sarasota County as simply, “Sarasota.” !

!
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Figure'2.1'Sarasota'County,'Florida'

-highest percentage of residents aged 65 and over, the second-highest percentage of residents
aged 75 and over, and the highest percentage of residents aged 85 and over (Pepper Institute on
Aging and Public Policy, 2015). At the time of this writing, one in three Sarasota County
residents are now 65 years and older and the county has reached a median age of 53.9, which is
among the highest in the nation (Sarasota Herald Tribune, 2014).
2.2.2 Hurricane History
Hurricanes have affected Sarasota County less often compared to many other parts of
modern Florida. One of the few major hurricanes of record in the area can be traced as far back
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as 1848. The storm (storms were not named before 1950) brought 15 feet of storm surge to
Tampa Bay and inundated the keys off the coast of Sarasota. The land between what is now Lido
Key and Longboat Key was cut through to form New Pass, Sarasota’s northernmost inlet, in this
storm. Another major storm in 1918 opened Midnight Pass, an inlet between southern portion of
Siesta Key and Casey Key, but very little else is known about the storm (Levy and Smith, 1978).
The 1921 storm was one of the most damaging storms for Florida’s west coast and the first one
that caused structural damage to Sarasota County in the twentieth century (Sarasota Herald
Tribune, 2010). It made landfall about 100 km north of Sarasota near Tarpon Springs. Tampa
was hit hardest but the impacts of the 1921 storm went well beyond the shores of Tampa Bay and
Florida’s west coast (Barnes, 2012). In Sarasota, the 7-foot storm surge badly damaged all the
piers and some bayfront houses, engulfing Casey, Siesta, St. Armand's, Longboat and Anna
Maria Keys and sending the water from Sarasota Bay past Five Points in downtown Sarasota
(Sarasota History Alive, 2011). This storm also affected Siesta Key by slicing into the south end
to create Heron Lagoon (Levy and Smith, 1978). There were 8 casualties in the county and
property damage was considerable. As an unanticipated trigger, this incident transformed the
City of Sarasota from a fishing village to a resort city, making its bayfront more attractive to
tourists (Sarasota History Alive, 2011).
In 1944, Sarasota suffered a direct hit by a hurricane. A big storm known as the HavanaFlorida Hurricane (Barnes, 2012) or the Florida-Cuba Hurricane (Sumner, 1944) came onshore
south of the City of Sarasota at Vamo, near Nakomis, with a wind speed of approximately 120
mph. The Category 3 storm maintained its strength northward while crossing Florida and
generated significant storm surge and severe damage along the west coast. In Sarasota, the storm
surge was about 6 feet, slightly less than the surge produced by the 1921 storm. Low-lying areas
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were submerged by flood waters and 18 people died in the storm (Levy and Smith, 1978).
Although casualties were relatively low statewide, Florida’s citrus crop was destroyed by the
hurricane and total property damage exceeded $100 million (Sumner, 1944; Barnes, 2012).
Some recent major storms that visited Florida’s west coast had no significant impacts on
Sarasota County. In one instance, Sarasota had a close call with Hurricane Donna in 1960, with
hurricane-warning flags flying over the municipal pier but the storm travelled northwest through
the Florida Keys, made landfall at Naples, and swept across the middle of the Florida peninsula
(Barnes, 2012). Known as one of the most destructive hurricanes in Florida’s history, Donna
brushed Sarasota so the county did not feel its full strength like Fort Meyers or Naples did (Levy
and Smith, 1978). Sarasota was spared extensive repercussions except for tree damage and
flooding on Siesta Key. Hurricanes continued to bypass Sarasota in the new millennium. In
2004, Sarasota had a near miss with Hurricane Charley. The costly Category 4 storm was
originally forecast to strike the Tampa metropolitan region, about 70 km north of Sarasota, but
instead made a last-minute turn from its projected course to strike Port Charlotte in Charlotte
County, which borders Sarasota County to the south. Charley’s change in track, rapid forward
speed, and unusually small diameter prior to landfall generated a nominal storm surge that was
much less than normally associated with a Category 4 storm. As a result, Sarasota County was
affected to a much lesser degree than its southern neighbor, which suffered extensive wind
damage and 4 deaths. Sarasota reported 1 indirect death and relatively minor wind damage
(Barnes, 2012).
While Sarasota has essentially no experience with major storms in recent memory, its
exposure to future hurricane hazards remains. There is no scientific consensus as to how
hurricane characteristics may evolve under climate change but research results have generally
!
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suggested that it will encourage more intense tropical cyclones in the future (IPCC, 2013). In
addition to the changing geophysical processes, anthropogenic driving forces such as the
continuing trend of growing coastal population and development may enhance Sarasota’s
vulnerability to hurricanes (Cutter et al., 2000; Whitehead et al., 2000; Kleinosky et al., 2007;
Frazier et al., 2010a). The concern lingers that the county’s quiescence in strong hurricanes
through the 1950s and up to the present has eliminated social memory of intense storms and
fostered a sense of complacency, thereby eroding the perception of risk and readiness for
hurricanes among both individuals and institutions (Colten and Sumpter 2009; Frazier et al.
2010a). Local authorities have thus been trying to raise hurricane hazard awareness and strongly
advising its residents to practice hurricane preparedness.
It is noted that several studies on hurricane hazards have targeted Sarasota County. For
example, Tim Frazier and his colleagues have performed vulnerability analyses of population,
infrastructure, and land uses to hurricane hazards under the influence of rising sea level in
Sarasota County (e.g., Frazier et al., 2010a, 2010b). Howe (2011) has examined perceived
vulnerability and hurricane preparedness of business owners and managers in Sarasota County
while Retchless (2015) investigated how college students near and far away from Sarasota
perceived sea level rise in Sarasota County via interactive maps. Wang and Yarnal (2012) looked
at the vulnerability of older people at an aggregated level (i.e., census block group) to hurricane
hazards in Sarasota County and performed a quantitative indicator-based vulnerability
assessment. This dissertation research is both a continuation of and a deviation from Wang and
Yarnal (2012): it again makes older people the focus of attention but employs qualitative inquiry
to answer questions surrounding hurricane risk perception, hurricane preparedness, and
evacuation intention, all of which are not as amenable to quantification as the variables
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addressed in the earlier work. Consequently, this dissertation makes both theoretical and
methodological contributions to the literature on hurricane hazards in Sarasota County, Florida.
2.3 Methods and Practices
The emphasis of qualitative research lies in process and meanings and the approaches
used include – but are not limited to – in-depth interviews, focus groups, and participant
observation (Plano and Creswell, 2007). For this research, in-depth interviews were used to
understand hurricane risk perceptions as well as hurricane preparedness and evacuation planning
among older residents of Sarasota County, Florida. An undergraduate student from Penn State
Geography was the other member of the two-person research team: a female Honors student who
had coursework related to human-environment geography and completed training to assist with
the research project prior to the fieldwork. Before engaging in the fieldwork, we reviewed the
interview protocol and piloted the interviews with colleagues in the Geography Department who
had extensive qualitative research experience and with local older volunteers from the Osher
Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI) at Penn State. Upon receiving feedback from the Geography
colleagues and OLLI volunteers, I adjusted both the content and language of the interview and
the pacing of my performance. The following subsections provide details about recruitment and
the interviews.
2.3.1 Selecting Site and Recruiting Respondents
I intended to approach my potential subjects in the Senior Hub, one of three elements of
the Friendship Centers near the downtown of the City of Sarasota. The Friendship Centers
provide convenient access to those who either drive themselves or use public transit. The Centers
includes three facilities: 1) The Senior Hub, which provides a variety of activities, services, and
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extended learning opportunities to meet the health and wellness needs of older adults; 2) The
Rubin Center for Healthy Aging, which provides medical and dental care via volunteerism to
older adults who are uninsured or with limited incomes, and 3) The Brother William Geenen
Living Room, which provides adult daycare services to older adults who are frail or have
Alzheimer's or other memory impairments.
The interviews took place at the Senior Hub. My choice of space and time included a
deliberate effort for screening subjects. First, the Senior Hub by nature attracts older individuals
who stay active and mentally healthy, so the spot for the interview helped select subjects who are
mobile and independent and who, therefore, are likely to engage in hurricane preparedness and
make hurricane evacuation decisions. Second, because the hurricane season begins in June and
continues through November and does not temporally coincide with the county’s busiest period
for seasonal population (Southwest Florida Regional Planning Council, 2010; Cobb, 2011), the
timing of the interviews excluded “snowbirds,” an elderly group that only resides in Sarasota
during winter, when hurricanes do not occur, and that do not need to prepare for them or make
evacuation decisions.
A week before the research team left for Sarasota to conduct the fieldwork, the staff in
the Friendship Centers posted a flyer regarding the interviews (Figure 2.2) and made as many
announcements about them as their schedule allowed. Upon arrival, I found that few people had
signed up for an interview. Accordingly, on-site recruitment reached many more individuals.
This initial challenge turned out to be an advantage because chitchatting with older recruits
individually in the communal areas provided a smooth transition to the interview. In addition, the
informal warm-up offered me the opportunity to purposively sample the respondents whenever
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possible under the broad banner of convenience sampling. For example, I tried to approach more
males when it was clear that female respondents were more common. In another instance, I
targeted older elderly respondents when younger subjects were overrepresented. However,
purposively sampling did not work well regarding ethnicity, so few minorities were involved in
the research. This sampling bias can be attributed to two facts. First, Sarasota’s population is
predominately white (90.2% white, 4.7% black; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b). Second, Sarasota’s
African Americans tend to concentrate in Newtown, a Jim Crow era black enclave, and prefer a
counterpart to the downtown Friendship Centers located there.
2.3.2 The Sample and Interview Process
From October 28 to November 6, 2014, a total of 30 individual-level interviews were
completed. The research assistant facilitated the interviews by taking notes. Interviews took
place in a room off the library that provided easy access and a familiar environment to potential
subjects. The interviews were conducted in English and audio-recorded. Each of the interviews
lasted between 45 minutes and 1 hour and 30 minutes.
I began the interviews by introducing myself and the research assistant. Subjects were
informed of the study and their rights and signed informed consent forms before the interviews
could proceed. Demographic and background information was then collected from each
respondent. Two of the 30 respondents were below age 65 (one was 60 and the other 61 years
old) but were still included due to possible useful insights from those who have yet to enter their
later life. Their inclusion could also be seen as a reconciliation between different numerical
cutoffs for old age: while industrialized countries define the chronological age of 65 years as the
boundary between the old and young, the United Nations refers to older adults as those who are
60 years and older. All of the respondents were residents of Sarasota. Two respondents
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technically came from Manatee County, which borders Sarasota to the north, but they live just
across the border in an area that is part of metropolitan Sarasota. In addition, they identified their
residence as Sarasota because they used to live south of the border and their personal networks
were in Sarasota. For these reasons, the two were retained in the analysis.
The resulting sample is non-representative and skewed overall by a combination of selfselection and the demographics of older people who participate in Friendship Center activities
and services. Nevertheless, I tried to approach older individuals with different characteristics to
gain a more diverse sample. This interview-based qualitative research consists of a small number
of cases (respondents) but the spread of attributes such as chronological age, gender, education
level, and geographic location are effectively accounted for in the sample. Table 2.1 summarizes
the sample’s non-spatial and spatial characteristics.
Following the demographic questions was a series of open-ended questions on the topics
of hurricane risk perception, hurricane preparedness, and evacuation planning. The core of the
interview was thus constructed by these three major pillars. In the first major section, and in nontechnical language, I asked the participants to state their perceptions of hurricane risks for
different scenarios and time horizons. In the second section, I asked them to describe their
hurricane preparation activities and evaluate their hurricane readiness. In the third section, I
asked them to explain their evacuation intention and the process of their evacuation decisionmaking. The majority of the respondents were willing and able to elaborate on their responses,
though some easily shifted to life storytelling to facilitate their attitude- or behavior-related
answers. At the end of the interview, I invited the subjects to indicate the problems and potentials
associated with old age for hurricane preparedness and evacuation planning. Those two questions
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!!Table!2.1!Background!and!demographic!information!of!the!sample
Count&

!!

Gender&
!!
Female!
Male!
Educational&Attainment&
High!school!graduate!(includes!
equivalency)!
Some!college!or!associate's!degree!
Bachelor’s!degree!or!higher!
Employment&Status&
Employed!
Retired!
Unemployed!

19!
11!
&
12!
8!

40.00%!
Black!or!African!American!
!
26.67%! !!
Other!
&

&

!!

60T64!
65T74!
75T84!
85T90!

!! !!
Housing&Tenure&
63.33%!
Owner!
!
36.67%! !!
Renter!
Race&
33.33%!

5!
7!
11!
4!
2!
1!

Age&

!

16.67%!
23.33%!
36.67%!
13.33%!
6.67%!
3.33%!

!
!
!
!
!

!! !!
2!
8!
18!
2!

!

! !!

6.67%!
26.67%!
60.00%!
6.67%!

!!

Count&

&

White!

!
!
!
!
!

!!

Housing&Type&
SingleTfamily!home!
detached!
attached!
Condo!
Manufactured!home!
Other!
Occupancy&of&Storm&Surge&
Zones&
T/CAT1!!
CAT2!
CAT3!
CAT4!
CAT5!
Outside!
N/A!

Percentage&

27! &
3!
!!

90.00%!
10.00%!

27!

90.00%!

2!
1!

6.67%!
3.33%!

!!

Household&Type&
3.33%!
Live!alone!
!
90.00%!
Live!with!spouse!
!
6.67%! !!
Live!with!children!

!

!!

!!

10!

1!
27!
2!

Household&Income&in&2013&
0$!T!$14,999!
$15,000!T!$29,999!
$30,000!T!$!44,999!
$45,000!T!$!59,999!
$60,000!T!$!99,999!
$100,000!and!more!

Percentage& &&

21!
7!
2!

70.00%!
23.33%!
6.67%!

!!
46.67%!
33.33%!
13.33%!
36.67%!
13.33%!
3.33%!

10!
4!
11!
4!
1!

!!
&

3!
1!
5!
5!
4!
10!

10.00%!
3.33%!
16.67%!
16.67%!
13.33%!
33.33%!

2!

6.67%!
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were: When people get older, do you think they have different concerns or needs for
hurricane preparedness and evacuation compared to younger generations? When people
get older, do you feel they have particular knowledge or insight that could help people
prepare for hurricanes or plan for evacuation? The questions were intentionally framed to
be less personal so that the subjects would be more likely to provide thoughts even if they
did not consider themselves as old.
2.3.3 Data Analysis
Data analysis involved multiple steps. Immediately following each interview, I
discussed the interview with the research assistant to add notes and refine interview
question as needed. Each day, after completing the interviews, we went through each one
to identify problems that had surfaced and patterns that had emerged. We were careful to
clarify confusing notes and capture all interview details to ensure that the authentic
voices of the respondents would be incorporated into the final presentation.
When I returned from fieldwork, I undertook a more formal analysis process. I
transcribed each interview verbatim and saved it as a separate document along with the
associated notes and reflections. I then uploaded the thirty transcripts to Atlas.ti, a
commercial software program for managing and analyzing qualitative data, and began the
qualitative content analysis. Qualitative content analysis is used by researchers “to
answer questions such as what, why and how, and the common patterns in the data are
searched for” (Heikkilä and Ekman, 2003, p. 138) through rigorous coding and grouping
of text with similar content (Cho and Lee, 2014). It is a well-known research method for
subjectively interpreting the meaning of qualitative material through the systematic
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classification process of coding and the identification of themes or patterns (Hsieh and
Shannon, 2005; Schreier, 2012).
Specifically, I used both inductive and deductive approaches to the content
analysis. On the one hand, I directly drew from the transcripts to inductively develop
codes because prior knowledge regarding study among older adults is limited and
fragmented (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). In this way, I was empowered to look for open
codes, suggest new theories, and challenge assumptions and stereotypes associated with
aging and older people. With the inductive approach, I started open coding by reading
each transcript word by word and line by line. Following the open coding comes the
construction of preliminary codes that emerged from the text. Once the code list was
built, I went through each transcript again and coded the content as appropriate. If the
encountered text did not fit a given code, I considered adding new codes. On the other
hand, I also applied the deductive approach by using preconceived codes from prior
literature regarding risk perception and disaster planning in order to retest existing
postulations by applying them to a new context and a different population (Kondracki et
al., 2002). Codes were subject to revision or removal during this procedure as well.
The process of qualitative data analysis is non-linear, iterative, and sometimes
recursive (Seidel, 1998). Indeed, I went through many iterations to complete the analysis.
If I recognized new concepts and topics, I went back to the data and reanalyzed them. If
the codes proved to be too broad or too narrow, I grouped similar codes and used refined
codes. Finally, I exported quotations by coded category from Atlas.ti. Consequently,
when writing the dissertation, I was able to base my analytical interpretations directly on
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the exported narratives while allowing the authentic voices and thoughts of the
respondents to shape the representation of the findings.
2.4 Recapitulation
This chapter provided an overview of the study area, i.e., Sarasota County,
Florida, by focusing on the location’s demographic trend of older population growth and
potential to be harmed by hurricanes. Also, it offered an explanation of the research
method used for this study and detailed the process of conducting the semi-structured
interviews with the older respondents. The field of natural hazards and vulnerability has
long been dominated by quantitative research; topics like perception of and behavioral
response to natural hazard risks have been extensively studied drawing samples from
general populations. To inform that body of research, I adopted a qualitative inquiry and
weaved in richer personal and contextual details that are less quantifiable when making
sense of the place-based and population-specific vulnerability. The subsequent three
chapters present the results of the interviews and investigate the “how” and “why”
questions surrounding hurricane risk perception, hurricane preparedness, and evacuation
planning among local older residents.

!

24

CHAPTER III
HURRICANE RISKS AND BIASED PERCEPTIONS:
THE SELF-DISTANCING FROM VULNERABILITY AMONG OLDER ADULTS
3.1 Overview
Risk has an everyday meaning that seems straightforward and easily understood.
However, the technical definition of risk ranges from simple to sophisticated, carrying
different meanings to different audiences (Jardine and Hrudey, 1997; Lindell and Hwang,
2008). In the realm of natural hazards research, risk is a generalized term that refers to the
threat of adverse consequences from a hazardous event (e.g., Blaikie et al., 1994;
Kasperson and Kasperson, 1996). Despite the plethora of definitions of risk, a common
emphasis is that risk as a fact- and value-laden notion encapsulates both objective and
subjective dimensions (Hansson, 2010). Objective risk is commonly represented as the
probability of an event occurring multiplied by the severity of adverse effects from the
event were it to happen (Ansel and Wharton, 1992; National Safety Council, 2003).
Subjective risk basically means people’s subjective assessments about risk.
Much effort has been put into developing and implementing metrics for objective
risks in the technical literature, but the academic community seems to be more intrigued
by subjective risks (in particular laypeople’s risk perception) perhaps because human
behavior is more determined by subjective assessments of risk than by objective risks
defined by physical facts (Arrow, 1982; Howarth, 1988). For example, there has been a
long tradition of considering risk perceptions in geographers’ discussions of hazard
vulnerability and human responses to disasters, starting with Gilbert White and the
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Chicago School of natural hazards in their studies of human adjustments to flood hazards
(e.g., White, 1945, 1964; Kates, 1962; Burton et al., 1993).
An abundance of research has been dedicated specifically to studying patterns of
risk perception as well as mechanisms and factors influencing risk perception. Slovic
(1987) performed a principal components analysis and identified two overarching
characteristics that laypeople rely on for risk evaluation: the concepts related to dread and
knowledge about the risk. Differing considerably from expert assessments of risk,
laypeople’s risk perception is more heavily affected by the qualitative aspects of risk than
the statistical likelihood that an event will occur (Slovic et al., 1980). Risk perception,
also known as “intuitive risk judgments” (Slovic, 1987), is subject to cognitive
limitations rising from a set of cognitive heuristics and biases.
Heuristics and biases are widespread in human reasoning and provide economical
shortcuts for thinking. However, these underlying mental processes sometimes can lead
to inaccurate judgments and systematic errors (Weinstein, 2000; Kahneman, 2003). One
well-documented cognitive bias that has been shown to influence risk judgments is
optimism bias, which refers to the tendency of individuals to believe that they are less at
risk than others (Weinstein, 1980). Such underestimations of risks have been
demonstrated across different types of negative events such as lung cancer, car accidents,
air pollution, and natural disasters (Weinstein, 1980; Sjoberg, 2000). The optimistic “ItWon't-Happen-to-Me” view (McKenna, 1993) has turned out to be independent of age,
gender, and educational attainment (Weinstein, 1987) across a variety of cultures
(Gierlach et al., 2010; Shepperd et al., 2013). More recent geographical research results
have indicated that people believe things are better here than there, exhibiting “spatial
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optimism bias” in their judgments of global environmental issues such as global warming
and rising sea levels (e.g., Uzzell, 2000; Gifford et al., 2009; Spence et al., 2012; Schultz
et al., 2014; Retchless, 2015). When people assess risks and make decisions under
uncertainty, another often-cited phenomena is that individuals tend to judge risks based
on how easily relevant examples come to mind. The so-called availability heuristic
(Tversky and Kahneman, 1973) suggests the vital role that information can play in
accounting for human perception of risk, harmonizing with the aforementioned
association between how much is known about risk and level of risk perception in
Slovic’s (1987) investigation.
Together with psychological mechanisms, many contextual factors explain why
individuals perceive risks in different ways. These attributes include but are not limited to
experience with a hazardous event, characteristics of a hazard, proximity to a hazard,
information availability, and socioeconomic and demographic standing (e.g., Baker,
1991; Fothergill et al., 1999; Fothergill and Peek, 2004; Peacock et al., 2005; Lindell et
al., 2005; Lindell and Hwang, 2008). Although these factors can confound or mediate one
another in determining people’s overall risk judgment and cause mixed empirical
findings, researchers have observed that in the United States, overall, white males hold a
lower perception of risk than women and minorities. The “white male effect” (first noted
and coined by Flynn et al., 1994) has been corroborated by nationwide surveys on risk
perception (e.g., Finucane et al., 2000; Satterfield et al., 2004).
The extensive body of research on risk perception has provided useful insights for
understanding people’s attitudinal and behavioral responses in many areas of research.
For example, increasing attention to older people’s perception of health risks has
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expanded and enriched gerontologists’ understanding of successful aging and
preventative health behaviors. Still, some areas require further reconnaissance. Among
these underexplored territories is older people’s perceptions of natural hazard risks,
which has received little attention except for a limited number of studies that examined
the perceptions of weather-related risks (e.g., heat waves and cold spells) among older
adults (Abrahamson et al., 2009; Wolf and Adger, 2010). I am unaware of any research
that has placed older adults at the center of analysis to probe their perceptions of
hurricane risks, even though hurricane risk perception is recognized as a key predictor of
hurricane preparation and evacuation (Peacock at el., 2005). Hence, my research
investigating how older people perceive hurricane risks will begin to fill a gap in the
literature and assist with the interpretation of older individuals’ hurricane preparedness
and evacuation planning that I will examine in subsequent chapters.
This chapter recounts the findings from one of the three major sections formed by
the semi-structured interviews: perception of hurricane risks among older residents of
Sarasota County, Florida. In this research, hurricane risk perception is approached
through self-rated probability of a hurricane event and severity of adverse effects. To help
the older respondents envision what they meant by hurricane risks and to further elicit
information about their perception of hurricane risks, I asked a set of questions based on
three pivotal questions: What can happen in a hurricane? How likely is it that a hurricane
will happen? How severe are the consequences if a hurricane happens?
Given the concern that the older respondents might feel uncomfortable talking or
thinking about the probability and severity of a hurricane affecting Sarasota (i.e., the
second and third questions above), and therefore to ease them into talking and thinking
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about hurricanes, they were first asked to name three things that come to mind when
thinking of a hurricane (i.e., the first question above). An ordering strategy of questions
helped create space for conversational development towards more sensitive issues
(Minichiello et al., 2008). It was important that the risk perception portion of my
interview, which served as the bridge between the interview’s opening and main body,
set a good tone by starting in a less threatening manner and then progressing into more
personal and emotional aspects of risk perception of hurricane hazards among local older
residents.
3.2 Hurricane Hazards through the Eyes of Older People
The National Hurricane Center (NHC) considers storm surge and storm tide,
heavy rainfall and inland flooding, high winds, rip currents, and tornadoes as major
hazards associated with hurricanes (NHC, 2015). While this resource represents an
official understanding of the threats that a hurricane may pose, I was more interested in
knowing what hurricane hazards mean to the older populations and how it aligns with or
deviates from the authoritative version. To gain insights into the most relevant or critical
things to the older respondents when they thought of a hurricane, I used Wordle to
perform a visual conveyance of the results. Wordle is a free online tool for generating
word collage displays that weighs each word or phrase based on its frequency in the text;
as a result, words or phrases that occur more often are made larger in size and given
greater prominence. Although Wordle has been widely used for a variety of purposes
(Viégas et al., 2009) thanks to its delivery of visually stunning word clouds, some
scholars have alerted that it can only be used as a supplementary analytical tool because it
takes words out of context (McNaught and Lam, 2010). With this limitation in mind, I
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tied the Wordle outputs to the underlying datasets, endeavoring to keep the context of the
interview question at the forefront of the analysis. The following details the process I
developed for using Wordle to make sense of the data. This process will be repeated in
subsequent chapters whenever Wordle is deemed appropriate for summarizing and
analyzing hurricane preparation- and evacuation-related responses among the older
respondents.
I first copied the content words from the raw responses into Wordle. Then I
applied a set of techniques to “clean up” the data (see Table 3.1), which minimized the
variations between people’s expressions of similar ideas and concepts and enabled me to
comb out as many general patterns as possible. Note that I retained specific hurricane
preparation activities rather than the broad term “preparation” to preserve the diversity of
hurricane preparation practices taken by the older respondents. The generated word cloud
(Figure 3.1) enabled a quick grasp of the main points elicited from the older respondents.
To complement the graphical presentation of hurricane key words, I also
incorporated a word frequency table (Table 3.2) in which words and phrases were
arranged by occurrence in the original text. Wind and rain were the most prominent
words, together being mentioned by half of the respondents. Next to these two terms were
a wide diversity of attributes related to hurricane hazards, ranging from the emotional
(e.g., fear) to the essential (e.g., food and water), and from the risks themselves (e.g.,
storm surge and flood) to the ideas evoked by the risks (e.g., destruction and evacuation).
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Table&3.1&Techniques&used&for&data&cleaning&prior&to&an&advanced&Wordle&analysis&&
Examples*
Techniques**Explanations*of*Techniques*Used*

Before*

After*

water/structural*damage*

destruction*

lights*out*
Using*more*generalized*words*or*phrases*from*
Generalizing* the*original*text*to*replace*relevant*specific*
make*sure*my*children*know*I’m*OK*
cases*
see*if*my*neighbors*are*prepared*

Simplifying*

Unifying*

!

notifying*family*
helping*others*

clear*debris*and*trim*trees**

keeping*your*home*safe*

heavy/high*winds*

wind*

Using*more*concise*words*or*phrases*from*the* lots*of/torrential*rains*
original*text*that*represent*similar*
go*to*somewhere*safe*
concepts/ideas*

Using*a*single*term*from*the*original*text*that*
represents*all*synonyms*

power*outage*

rain*
evacuation*

go*find*some*place*to*evacuate*to*

shelter*

fright*

fear*

damage*

destruction*
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!
Figure!3.1!Refined!graphical!representation!of!word!frequency!regarding!things!coming!to!mind!
when!older!residents!of!Sarasota!County!thought!of!hurricanes!
!
Table!3.2!A!ranked!list!of!words/phrases!by!frequency!of!occurrence!regarding!things!coming!to!
mind!when!older!residents!of!Sarasota!County!thought!of!hurricanes!
Order%

Words/Phrases%

Occurrence%

Percentage%(of%30%respondents)%

1"

wind"

8"

26.67%"

2"

rain"

7"

23.33%"

3"

destruction"

5"

16.67%"

fear"

5"

16.67%"

evacuation"

5"

16.67%"

food"

4"

13.33%"

power"outage"

3"

10.00%"

water"

3"

10.00%"

flood"

3"

10.00%"

storm"surge"

3"

10.00%"

safety"

3"

10.00%"

preparation"

3"

10.00%"

"
"
4"
5"
"
"
"
"
"
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It is important to emphasize that the Wordle word cloud and the related frequency table
are not semantically aware (i.e., they do not take into account relationships among the words and
phrases) and that words and phrases cannot be interpreted independent of their context. For
example,!the word “safety” straddles the two categories pertaining to both the intention to get to
safety and the emotion of feeling unsafe. Likewise, the word “water” was used to represent water
as a necessity in most cases but sometimes was used interchangeably with “flood.” Despite these
disadvantages, Figure 3.1 along with Table 3.2 successfully highlight the central things of older
residents’ impressions of hurricane hazards. The older respondents exhibited their awareness of
multiple hurricane-related risks specified by NHC (2015). Furthermore, they reflected on what
actions to take before a hurricane strike and what to expect during and after that strike. Those
older respondents with firsthand experience of hurricanes or who learned about hurricanes
through media resources were able to communicate hurricane facts and impacts in greater depth
than those who did not have this knowledge. Last but not least, one thing that emerged from the
interviews was some older individuals’ strong emotional responses to hurricanes, implying that a
segment of the older population might be highly psychologically vulnerable during disasters
(Bell, 1978; Oriol, 1999). !
3.3 Hurricane Risk Perceptions among Older People
I begin this subsection with a quote from one of my key interview respondents, a
response to my question concerning the likelihood of a hurricane hitting Sarasota County, to
illustrate how risk perception is embodied by a belief in local myth.
Five percent. Can I tell you a story about that, though? You know Ringling? You know
Ringling? You know the Ringling people here? You know he was in the circus right? So,
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supposedly when he wanted to come here for the first time in the early 1900’s, he went
and asked the native Indians where’s the best coast...the best place on the West Coast,
which is where we are, that has the least hurricane type weather, and they told him here
in Sarasota. And so that’s why he came here. So I like that idea - hurricanes go north or
south of here for the most part. Okay?
This respondent was originally from Pennsylvania and lived in Maryland before moving
to Sarasota County in 2007. While his years of residence in Sarasota were relatively short
compared to many of the other respondents, his explanation of why it is very unlikely that
Sarasota County would be struck by a hurricane was quite representative of the risk perceptions
of the older respondents I interviewed. Overall, older residents of Sarasota predominantly
possessed low hurricane risk perceptions either for the county as a whole or for themselves as
individuals to experience and be affected by hurricanes.
3.3.1 Perceived Likelihood of a Hurricane Hitting Sarasota County
I assessed older residents’ hurricane risk perception by asking them to rate the likelihood
of a hurricane hitting Sarasota County on a 0-100% probability scale. As part of this question,
and to investigate the possible distinctions in the perceived likelihood of occurrence of
hurricanes between the short and the long run, they rated the likelihood for three different
periods: next year, the next 10 years, and the next 30 years. The choices of window length of 10
and 30 years were made based on the estimated return period in years for hurricanes (tropical
storms and categories 1 to 2 storms) or major hurricanes (categories 3 or greater storms) passing
with in 50 nautical miles of Sarasota County (Blake et al., 2007).
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Both their probabilistic estimates of the likely occurrence of a hurricane strike and the
reasoning behind their opinions were collected. If they demonstrated difficulty in suggesting a
percentage likelihood of a hurricane strike, I gave the example of chance of rain in weather
forecasts to help some of the older respondents understand the idea of likelihood. However, the
respondents were not forced to offer numerical counterparts as long as they provided verbal
qualifiers. In retrospect, this flexibility was useful because it ensured that I was able to gather
data in one way or another. In addition, being flexible has helped me recognize that, instead of
relying on a numerical summary, the older respondents preferred to use words when describing
the likelihood of a hurricane strike.
Given the coexistence of numerical and verbal measures, I borrowed the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s scheme of connecting qualitative
descriptors of uncertainty to quantitative probability ranges (IPCC, 2013) to make individual
answers standard and comparable. I developed a simplified version (see Table 3.3) that factors in
the distribution of these responses from the older respondents. For example, although a
probability of 0 or 1 is hardly attainable in reality, both “impossible” and “certain” answers were
incorporated into the spectrum to respect the raw responses of the respondents. Furthermore, a
“fifty-fifty chance” from the original text was added as a substitute for IPCC’s terms of “about as
likely as not” and “more likely than not.” I apply this scheme here and later in this chapter.
As illustrated in Figure 3.2, the older respondents overall exhibited a low perceived
likelihood of a hurricane hitting Sarasota County across different time frames. The next year’s
distribution was highly skewed, with the majority of the answers concentrated in the “Unlikely”
and “Very unlikely” categories (73.33% of the respondents). The same pattern was retained for
the next 10 and 30 years (60% and 46.67% respectively). The main theories used to justify their
!
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Table!3.3!Quantitative!metrics!versus!qualitative!characterization!regarding!the!perceived!likelihood!of!a!
hurricane!hitting!Sarasota!County!
Range%of%
possibilities%(P)%

Term%

P=0"

Impossible"

P<=10%"

Very"unlikely"

10%<P<50%"

Unlikely"

P=50/50"

FiftyLfifty"chance"

50%<P<90%"

Likely"

P>=90%"

P=100%"

Very"likely"

Certain"

IPCC’s%terminology%%

IPPC’s%likelihood%of%
occurrence/outcome%

"
Exceptionally"unlikely""

<"1%"probability""

Extremely"unlikely""

<"5%"probability""

Very"unlikely""

<"10%"probability""

Unlikely""

<"33%"probability""

About"as"likely"as"not""

33"to"66%"probability""

More"likely"than"not""

>"50%"probability""

Likely""

>"66%"probability""

Very"likely""

>"90%"probability""

Extremely"likely""

>"95%"probability"""

Virtually"certain""

>"99%"probability""

"

Other&
response

Figure!3.2!Perceived!likelihood!of!a!hurricane!hitting!Sarasota!County
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low perceived likelihood can be neatly labeled as hurricane mythology or hurricane history. To
illustrate, one said that “I had a sense that we won’t [have a hurricane] because an Indian chief
at some point protected the area, especially the area that I’m in, from having any serious storms
or hurricanes.” Another said, “Based on the historical weather, it’s not likely to hit directly; it’s
likely to go around, like it did a few years ago.” These quotes indicated that among those who
believed the odds of hurricane landfalls in Sarasota County would be low, some are, again to
quote directly from the respondents, “counting on the native Americans to be accurate” while
some are drawing on the history that “Sarasota has not been struck for the last 50 or 60 years.
It's avoided for all the years.”
However, concern of landfall mounted as the length of the time window expanded. As
displayed in Figure 3.2, some of the older respondents shifted away from the “Unlikely” and
“Very unlikely” categories to “Likely” and “Very likely” as Sarasota County enters the next 10
and 30 years. While only 10% of the respondents believed the county would be likely to have a
hurricane strike next year, the percentages for next 10 and 30 years increased to 16.67% and
26.67%, respectively.!!
Figure 3.3 casts light on the temporal progression of risk perceptions among the older
respondents. (If a respondent had other response for one of any particular time frame, the
corresponding series of the data was not plotted.) Notably, there is only one respondent with a
decreasing risk perception. This woman claimed, “I think all the environment is upgrading and I
think I would want to see it getting better; and because of people working on the environment, I
think it is going to be better.” From her standpoint, a hurricane is more of a social construction
than a natural extreme event and the chance of a hurricane occurring could be altered by good
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human intentions and actions. The figure shows an even split between those who had a stable
risk perception and those who had an increasing risk perception as time progresses (11 versus 11
respondents). In most cases, it is those respondents who thought they have been very lucky to
have avoided a hurricane strike since they took residence in Sarasota County who were more
likely to have a low-to-high shift in risk perception. As one explained, “They keep telling us
we’re going to and it doesn’t happen; but it’s the time, it’s just going to happen. Well, I think it’s
the law of averages. They seem to come up the Gulf all the time. We’ve been very fortunate that
most of them go straight past.” In other cases, increased perceived likelihood of a hurricane
hitting Sarasota County entailed a better understanding of geography and time. As one
commented, “It’s not the middle of the country; it's a place that could get a hurricane. So, I think
that the longer time frame is, like the older you get, the more likely you are going to have a heart
attack. I mean, you know it’s coming.” Finally, climate change was nominated by three
respondents as a multiplier that would increase the likelihood of a hurricane hitting Sarasota
County. For example, one added, “I think it's more probable [to have a hurricane hit]; like I
said, with global warming there is more likely to be more severe weather.” While findings from
effects of warmer climate on tropical cyclones have been mixed (IPCC, 2013), there is a
consistent assumption among these respondents that global warming will enhance both
frequency and intensity of hurricanes affecting Sarasota County.
On the one hand, Figure 3.3 affirms the pattern of a growing concern gleaned from
Figure 3.2; on the other hand, concurrent examination of both figures indicates the prevalent
belief among older residents of Sarasota County that there is a low chance of experiencing
hurricane strikes across the three time windows despite the incremental increase in perceived risk
over longer time spans. This finding perhaps is related to with a synergy between hurricane
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mythology and hurricane history that surfaced during my investigation. As one respondent
stated, “We really haven't been hit by a hurricane. This particular area hasn't been and it's an
old wives’ tale that it’s the Indians predicted that we wouldn't have hurricanes; but really we
haven't had any. I moved here in 2003 and Charlie hit in 2004, but it went beyond us… .” In
2004, Sarasota County had a near miss with Hurricane Charley, receiving relatively minor
damage, whereas cities in its neighboring counties (e.g., Port Charlotte and Punta Gorda in
Charlotte County and Arcadia in Desoto County) bore the brunt of this storm at category 4
strength, sustaining several billions of dollars of damage (Barnes, 2012). More than one
respondent implied the luck of Sarasota County by referring to Hurricane Charley. “I was here
when the one was supposed to hit Port Charlotte, and that was a big deal because the one was to
hit here and it just veered off at the last minute. Otherwise we would have had…I don’t know. I
have been through a lot of storms here, but not hurricane, not a full hit,” stated one respondent.
The lack of a direct strike by a hurricane since 1944 and Charley’s last-minute sharp swerve in
2004 have perpetuated the belief that Sarasota County is blessed and safe from hurricanes, thus
reinforcing the wishful thinking that is is unlikely for the county to experience a hurricane strike.
A handful of the respondents fell into the “Other response” category in Figure 3.2. They
declined to assess the likelihood of a hurricane occurring primarily for two reasons. As one told
me, “At my age, I don’t think 10 years down the line. If you need a number, I’ll give you one, but
I don’t really have an opinion based on 10 years down the line...I don’t think in that, I don’t
think like that. I tell people I don’t buy green bananas. That’s a whole lie I am but…Anyway, you
take my point?” This honest answer made me aware that it could be disengaging to ask some
older individuals to make projections beyond what they considered to be their life span. In
contrast to this old age-specific reaction, the other reason is generic and normative: “I don't
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know, I don't try and second guess Mother Nature...I don't know, just stick any percentage on
there you want. I have no idea. I don’t even guess. I take each year as it comes, I guess. And
listen to the news and I know it’s coming,” said one respondent.
3.3.2 Risk Perceptions for a Hypothetical Hurricane
The perceptions of the likelihood of a hurricane hitting Sarasota County among the older
respondents varied, including variations in perceptions across individuals as well as variations in
individual’s perceptions over time. Knowing their general attitudes, I became curious about their
risk perceptions when the questions were made more personal. To achieve that purpose, I
presented the respondents with a scenario of a hurricane blowing into the county and asked them
to describe the likelihood and severity of them being affected by the storm. Similar to the
previous case, the respondents were free to evaluate the likelihood of being affected either
quantitatively or qualitatively. Figure 3.4 shows the older respondents’ perceived likelihood of
oneself being affected by a hypothetical hurricane, and Figure 3.5 displays perceived severity of
the impacts from the storm. To establish the impact severity for the latter figure, respondents
rated the consequence on a scale of 0 to 5, with 0 being no impacts and 5 being devastating
impacts. Both figures reveal that there is a diverse set of opinions as to how likely and how
severely it would be for them to be affected in the scenario. Figure 3.4 has two peaks
respectively representing the “Unlikely” and “Likely” categories. Among those falling into the
“Unlikely” category (20% of the respondents), location was the most common reason given for
their lower perceptions. One said, “I’m not in a flood zone and that’s critical in this area. Storm
surge is going to be the biggest problem.” Another said, “I’m farther away; I'm inland, far away
from the water.”
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Hurricane-induced storm surge alone poses the highest threat (NHC, 2015) and indeed
could be the top concern for local residents because Sarasota County is very flat. As one
respondent joked, “If you see a mountain, it's probably a waste dump.” Clearly, living further
inland or outside the floodplains has provided these older respondents a sense of security. In
addition to proximity to the hazard source, height above ground level also mediated their
perceptions. One woman lives on a key, about a five-minute walk from the beach; however, she
posited that she would be unlikely to be affected because of her location in the building, “I'm not
on the beach side, I'm not on the street side, so it'll be a long way to get to me. It's a seven-story
high condo and the first floor is a garage. If the waters came up, it would go up right to the
garage.” Beyond location and altitudes, lower risk perceptions were tied to well-built structures.
Some respondents emphasized that they lived in “a very secure house” or “a very solid house.”
These explanations for their low perceived likelihood of being affected by a hurricane also spoke
!
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to some important information. First, the type of impacts they considered might have defined the
degree to which they perceived themselves likely to be affected. These older respondents
appeared to be more oriented towards water damage than wind damage. Second, to a large
extent, they leaned toward first-order impacts and took no account of the interdependencies
between nature and society. They overlooked the cascading impacts that could potentially affect
them, for example, through electric power outage or other interruptions of infrastructure.
Those respondents who concluded that they would be “very likely” (23.33%) or “certain”
(16.67%) to be affected took many different routes logically and emotionally when engaging
with the likelihood question. Some of the respondents attributed the higher likelihood of being
affected to the inadequacy of preparations. One said, “When you look at all the palm trees
around the house and the shrubs and everything, you know that you’re going to get some
damage…And I don't have hurricane shutters; I just have regular windows and of course they
would probably be blowing in if a hurricane hit the county.” Some were concerned given their
locations. For example, one said she would “definitely feel the effects” because she lives “close
to the ocean for one thing,” but she added, “I really feel like I wouldn’t feel the effects of it as
much as people closer to the ocean.” Some of the explanations for a higher likelihood of
personal impact were less specific. For example, one thought he would certainly be affected
because “everybody is going to be affected.” However, he mentioned, “I’m going to be affected,
but not affected to the extent that my house is going to get washed away and that kind of
effect…The likelihood of being affected is 100%...I know I'm going to be affected, seriously
affected, 5%.” As opposed to these optimistic views, one respondent was marinated in fatalism:
“All of us will be affected. 100%. We're gonna all die.”
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For those respondents (4 out of 30) who did not provide definitive answers to this
question, the phrase “it all depends” captured the gist of their positions: “It just kinda depends on
the safety people [emergency management officials],” or “it really depends on the path and
direction of the hurricane,” or “it really depends on what the blow and what force it is.” Detailed
by one respondent,
Sarasota County is a large county. It goes all the way up and down the coast, and one hit
on the southern part of the county, I believe about 10 years ago. Hurricane Charley,
right?... Sarasota itself was hardly affected at all. So, if it’s down there and I want it to be
down there, I don't want it to be here. Then I'm fine. If it comes here, well, what we just
talked about – water, lack of electricity, and wind – could be a problem.
Thus, in these cases, “it all depends” was not used to evade my question but served as an entry
point to thoughtful answers.
Figure 3.5 shows the perceived severity of the impacts respondents think they would
personally experience if Sarasota County were to be hit by a hurricane. The histogram has a
greater spread than observed in Figure 3.4 (i.e., perceived likelihood of oneself being affected by
the hypothetical hurricane) and has a median value of “3” (on the scale from 0 to 5),
demonstrating that the respondents typically situated themselves somewhere in the middle in
terms of severity of perceived impacts. In the explanations respondents made for their choices,
they mainly revisited the reasons used earlier for the likelihood question in the scenario. The
level of impacts, according to one of my respondents, is based on “the structure that I’m in and
the preparations that I’ve taken.” Reviewing what they had or had not prepared and coming up
with a more integrated answer characterized the process of thinking for those in categories “2”
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and “3” of the six-point Likert scale (nearly half of the respondents; Figure 3.5). For example,
one said, “We have double pane [windows] but it's not the latest Florida hurricane proof. We
have two balconies with big sliding doors, but I have bought hurricane netting to go on the
balcony that will lower the wind velocity to minimum.” Another claimed, “Well, it's an old
building. I've got new windows and new doors and things like that, but the building doesn’t have
a good roof.” Location continued to be a key determinant in the perceived severity of impacts.
Perceived severity normally was low to medium if the respondent is “living on a higher ground”
or “living further inland.”
A new concept –– social network –– emerged from the explanation of one respondent.
She claimed that she would only be moderately affected by the hypothetical hurricane as long as
her family was alive and able to help her. Many scholars have postulated that the lack of social
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networks and social support mechanisms enhances vulnerability irrespective of the type of
hazard (e.g., IPCC, 2012). While emotional and practical support from her family may buffer
against the severe impact of a hurricane on this woman, older people in general are less likely to
have such a cushion because they are more likely to experience a diminished social circle as they
age (Wang and Yarnal, 2012).
Still, there was a notable number of the respondents that did not find themselves well
aligned with the pre-defined parameters (i.e., eight out of the 30 respondents fit in the “Other
response” category). Two asserted that they would be evacuating and did not go further to
address the question. Another respondent was able to articulate and flesh out the severity
question quite well. The following excerpts from his response demonstrate that the “it all
depends” answer to a question could be complicated.
In relation to the severity of impact on himself: Again what are we really talking about?
Are we talking about a lot of water, for instance? I'm not afraid. I think I am up high
enough if there is a storm surge, I'm too high for that. So I'm not worried about that. But
I would be worried about being able to drive because I know Tamiami Trail; the
drainage of the Trail is very poor during heavy rains, so I wouldn't be able to go out
there. But I have canned foods. I live very close to the Publix that’s over here. I walk to
the Publix from home, so that’s sort of security. I could walk over if this were open. See, I
don't know if this would be open. But I’m close enough that I could walk here. Again,
how much water am I gonna walk through?
In relation to the severity of impact on his condominium: It's an older building. It's pretty
well maintained, but it's still an older building. Some of the entrance doors have been
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converted to hurricane proof, some have not; mine has not. But on the other hand, where
is the hurricane coming from? Is it coming from the Gulf? Which direction? And if the
hurricane is just going to sit here for a day, sit right over us and just pump water in from
the Gulf, and wind – I mean, that will take the whole place out. Those are questions for
this so-called hurricane, right?
3.3.3 Risk Perceptions for a Historic Hurricane Scenario
I ended the risk perception segment of the interviews with discussions on how likely it is
that Sarasota County would be struck by a destructive hurricane like Hurricanes Sandy or
Katrina and how severely the respondents would be affected by such a strong storm. Both Sandy
and Katrina were notable storms and well acknowledged for the damage to people, property,
infrastructure and economic activities. My aim was to build on specific well-known cases that
took place in other areas in an attempt to explore older residents’ hurricane awareness and their
reflections on local and personal vulnerability through another entry point. The 30 respondents
were familiar with Hurricane Katrina and Sandy through TV news, newspapers and other print
publications, or by word-of-mouth (e.g., relatives and friends in New York or New Jersey), and
volunteering in post-disaster recovery efforts (for Katrina only). They showed greater enthusiasm
in sharing their knowledge of Katrina than of Sandy and more involvement with addressing the
questions than they did with the hypothetical hurricane scenario covered in section 3.3.2.
I was impressed by some of the narratives as they touched on several critical items and
manifested a deeper understanding of the idea of social construction of natural disasters. One
commented,
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The sad part is – apparently, if I understood New Orleans – the first people who settled
there, settled on the higher ground. And then people who would come in and they had
less money, so they would settle where they could, and they settled in the area that was
lower. And they were the ones that were most damaged by the hurricane; then it's very,
very sad. I guess they put up new walls, but I don't know if it's worthwhile or not.
Another said, “New Orleans is going to flood. I mean, they built the damn city 2 feet below sea
level... A hundred years ago they were better off, but they altered the river...and it’s gonna
happen again.” Yet another stated, “A lot of people, they were definitely not prepared for the
storm. They did not evacuate. There was a lot of foolishness and a lot of people didn’t go out to
protect them.” These quotes nicely framed disaster vulnerability as a hybrid product of physical
environment, historical development, economic inequity, and poor governance.
Nevertheless, I argue that to my respondents, these issues were problems only for one site
– New Orleans or New York/New Jersey – and the lessons gleaned from these disasters did not
apply well to Sarasota County’s vulnerability. As evinced in Figure 3.6., when respondents were
asked in the context of the historical storms to reexamine the likelihood of a strong hurricane
slamming into Sarasota County, the distribution approximated the pattern in Figure 3.2 with
more observations (i.e., nearly half of the respondents) leaning toward the lower side of the
spectrum surrounding “Unlikely” and “Very unlikely.” Although the historical hurricane
scenarios garnered more selections of “Likely” and “Certain” than the hypothetical hurricane
scenario, they still did not rival the dominant optimistic views (Figure 3.6).
The take-home message for me from these respondents was that they are better off
location-wise and risk-wise than the sites of Katrina or Sandy. One said, “The hurricanes that
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originate in the Caribbean don’t go into to Gulf of Mexico, you know, so it’s usually the other
side, the Atlantic side.” Another declared, “Well, again, it's very low percentage. Right here,
Charley was a big storm and that was only 40 miles south of here. See, if you live here and if you
watch the weather at all, you'll see that most storms go north to Tampa, which is 80 some miles,
or south about 60 or 70 miles. For some reason the topography or something sort of diverts them
north and south.”
With respect to the severity of impacts from a Hurricane Sandy- or Katrina-like event, the
distribution in Figure 3.7 is different from the pattern seen in Figure 3.6. In this case, the scores
accumulated at the highest end of the distribution with 43.33% of the respondents picking a “5,”
which represents devastating effects. Although the majority of respondents expressed low
perceptions of the likelihood of an exceptional storm like Sandy or Katrina, they understood that
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impacts on Sarasota County and on themselves would be severe. “If it came full force in our
area, right at us, we may not survive.” “The home would probably be destroyed and everything
in it.”
Despite this finding, there is a lingering optimism bias among the interview participants.
To illustrate, I include the quotes below from two respondents who gave the highest severity
ratings:
Respondent A: I think what happened there [in New Orleans] was that it’s like a
horseshoe in that area for what happened, and it had nowhere to go so it just tore up
everything in its path. Sarasota is on the coast, but it’s not where you are going to have
all that water damage. Those people [in New Orleans] had no place to go. It was just the
water filled up the horseshoe area. And here [Sarasota] it’s not really like that… The
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surge and the wind and the force or whatever – those people didn’t have a chance. Here,
of course a category 5 was gonna to tear up the place a lot, and maybe our house won’t
even be standing, but I think we would have had a better chance than they did.
Respondent B: It would be very severe... Well, if it was that intensity of a storm, I think
we are going to have as much damage as they do, if not more, because of the we don't
have any elevation…Tampa is even worse because Tampa doesn't have an out for the
bay, you know. Sarasota, there are barrier islands; they tend to…the storm surge would
go in, but it would come out again. Tampa, it will go in but and it will be trapped – the
storm surge – for a while, and I think Tampa is probably more danger of storm surge
than we are. I don’t know that, but I’m guessing.
3.4 Discussion and Conclusions
This chapter addressed one of the main research concerns of the dissertation: how older
individuals at risk perceive hurricane threats and what accounts for the variations in level of risk
perceptions. I adopted the definition of risk in its most simplified terms, treating it as a product
of likelihood and consequence. In other words, risk is the probability of experiencing adverse
consequence from hurricane hazards. Accordingly, I looked at the risk perceptions of older
residents of Sarasota County, Florida by exploring their perceptions of both the likelihood and
consequence components of hurricane strikes. What follows is a recapitulation of the main
findings concerning risk perception from the interviews and discussion of the theoretical linkages
and implications.
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3.4.1 Findings Concerning Impressions of Hurricanes
The Wordle visual delineated the extent and characteristics of older individuals’
awareness and knowledge of hurricane risks in a condensed way. Although such reductive
techniques obscured subtle differences among individuals’ understanding of and reactions to
hurricane hazards, they were helpful in identifying common impressions held by Sarasota
County older respondents. The majority of items mentioned by the older respondents fit into two
broad categories: hurricane-evoked concerns including primary and secondary effects (e.g.,
wind, rain, destruction, power outage) and hurricane-provoked actions (e.g., (storing) food
(supply), evacuation, preparation). It is important to note that emotional reaction (e.g., fear,
panic, upset) was one of the most prominent items in their responses. While the emotional
triggers causing older individuals to prepare for a hazard like a hurricane can get complicated,
emergency managers should nonetheless address the emotional component by crafting more
personal messages to enhance older people’s engagement with preparedness activities. The
Wordle analysis suggests that there is a heightened need for the academic and policy
communities to conduct more comprehensive research to understand the overlaps and
discrepancies in the impressions of hurricane risks between older people, other segments of the
population, and emergency managers for more effective public education and risk
communication.
3.4.2 Findings Concerning Perceived Likelihood
In terms of the perceptions of the likelihood component, the interview data indicated that
the prevalent feeling of these older respondents was that it would be unlikely for Sarasota
County to have a hurricane strike of any strength. Among the various explanations, the most
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salient was the legend of the American Indian blessing. As noted earlier, many of the
respondents gave credit to the story that Sarasota County is spared from hurricanes and because
the American Indians knew it is a storm-safe place, they chose to settle here. The older
respondents’ low perceptions were bolstered by interactions between the Indian blessing and
Sarasota County’s recent hurricane history. The hurricane inactivity of the last several decades
and 2004 Hurricane Charley’s sudden change in path were viewed as supporting evidence of the
blessing and have made people complacent about hurricane risks.
However, a slightly deeper dip into Sarasota County’s history shows that it is not immune
to hurricanes. Both the 1921 storm and the 1944 Havana-Florida Hurricane brought great
damage to Sarasota County (Barnes, 2012). The distortions in the ratings of hurricane risks
affirmed previous findings that risk perception is prone to cognitive heuristics. Here the most
relevant bias is perhaps the anchoring heuristic (Tversky and Kahneman, 1974), which concludes
that individuals are influenced by a piece of information and tend to underestimate the
probability of disjunctive events (or overestimate the probability of conjunctive events). For their
estimates of the likelihood of Sarasota County being struck by future hurricanes, many of the
older respondents anchored on favorable information consistent with their current beliefs
although some of the information (e.g., the Indian legend) might be unreliable. The anchoring
heuristic was further reinforced by the “recency effect” (e.g., Hertwig et al., 2004) in which the
older respondents placed more weight on recent information (e.g., quiet hurricane seasons after
the 1950s) and ignored prior information (e.g., hurricane history before the 1950s). In addition,
their lower perceptions of the likelihood of a hurricane strike applied to later estimations of the
likelihood of Sandy- or Katrina-like hurricanes hitting Sarasota County. The persistence of their
initial beliefs also conformed to the idea of overconfidence heuristic (Pallier et al., 2002), which
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states that people believe with overwhelming confidence that their initial judgments are accurate
and these beliefs persist (Slovic et al., 1979; Slovic, 2000).
3.4.3 Findings Concerning Perceived Consequence
In line with my expectations, the perceived severity of effects from hurricanes varies
from person to person. Major determinants of older residents’ perceptions in the consequence
component of the interviews can be generalized to two big concepts: location and preparation.
This finding parallels with previous studies regarding the influence of contextual factors on risk
perceptions (Lindell and Perry, 2000; Lindell and Hwang, 2008). In general, the farther one is
away from the coast or the higher one is above the ground, or the more hurricane preparations in
place, the lower the perceived severity of hurricane impacts would be.
In the hypothetical hurricane scenario, the older respondents engaged in broad, general
discussions on the ways in which they would be affected given its occurrence. In contrast, they
were more willing to dwell on specifics of likely impacts from hurricanes like Hurricane Sandy
or Katrina thanks to their antecedent awareness of those storms’ destruction. Moreover, they
were more capable of analyzing the consequences in a logical progression when presented with a
more concrete example. The majority of the older respondents also gave higher impact ratings in
the Hurricane Sandy and Katrina scenarios. Hence, the availability heuristic governed their
ratings of the severity of impacts. While the availability heuristic usually posits that an event is
judged to be more likely to occur if it is easier to recall (Tversky and Kahneman, 1973, 1974;
Weinstein, 1989), it appeared here that biased judgment can also be made with respect to
qualitative aspect of an event. In this case, the older respondents displayed a tendency to rate
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consequences from hurricanes at a higher magnitude when a hurricane scenario (e.g., Hurricane
Sandy or Katrina) is more familiar and the examples are readily available.
Some answers and explanations were not conceptually related to the ideas given by the
majority of the older respondents, but these outliers shed light on important issues. One woman
mentioned the importance of support from her daughter in buffering the adverse effects from
storms. Indeed, many studies from gerontology have documented that social relations help
individuals prepare for, cope with, and recover from pressing conditions that are associated with
aging (Antonucci, 2001). As people age in place – especially in retirement destinations with
significant natural hazards, such as coastal Florida, where residents are also likely to have limited
social networks – emergency managers need to develop enabling environments to increase
community or institutional intervention for older people so as to compensate for their reduction
in social support from families and friends.
Another respondent’s reaction to a perceived consequences interview question indicates a
rethinking of the meaning of hazard impact and how it could be framed in a way to enhance risk
communication.
I'm assuming electricity would be out and therefore I couldn't do my normal things, like
watch my sport programs on TV. I wouldn't have TV. I have a number of books stacked
up ready for this hypothetical storm. So I could read during the daylight, but at night I
couldn't read. I only got a couple little candles, so that would be very limiting
emotionally for me.
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This statement suggests that a good nudge to raise risk perception and increase preparedness
among older people might be the use of examples of second-order impacts, such as upsetting
personal daily routines.
3.4.4 Cross-cutting Findings from Perceived Likelihood and Consequence
3.4.4.1 Optimism Bias
A full blown optimism bias (Weinstein, 1980) became apparent in the discussion of the
likelihood of a strong storm (like Sandy or Katrina) hitting Sarasota County and the severity of
the impacts, in which many view their own positions as more favorable than that of others
residing in the county. The optimistic views at the individual level translated to that at the local
or even regional level: many believed that Sarasota County would be less likely to get a
hurricane strike than nearby places like Tampa, and likewise the Gulf Coast would be less likely
to be affected than the Atlantic Coast. Similarly, if a strong storm did strike, Sarasota County
would be affected less compared to other nearby places, and if the Gulf Coast were to be struck,
it would be less affected than the Atlantic Coast. To be more specific, the idea that things are
better here than there is a vivid illustration of spatial optimism bias. Spatial optimism bias has
been substantiated in the field of mitigation and adaptation to climate change (Gifford et al.,
2009; Schultz et al., 2014) and it has been found that people with a lower sense of control are
more likely to perceive climate change as a spatially distant issue and are therefore less likely to
be engaged in mitigation and adaptation efforts (Uzzell, 2000; Spence et al., 2012; Retchless,
2015). Note that the cause of optimism bias among the older respondents is beyond the analytical
scope of this dissertation.
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3.4.4.2 Affect Heuristic
Emotion also plays an important role in risk perception. When situations are emotionladen and affect-rich, some respondents’ responses could get muddled. In one extreme case, one
respondent reacted defensively and argumentatively to my questions. She said,
I guess if you keep talking about how bad it is here, you will decide that you won't want
to live in Florida because of the hurricanes. But I have never felt that way. I don't think
it's that much of a threat, thank God, and I'm 84…I mean, if it's gonna hit, it's gonna hit –
you don't spend all your life worrying about it. I'm a Floridian. I believe this is a good
place to live.
This evocative excerpt serves as a good example of the affect heuristic (Slovic et al., 2004;
Keller et al., 2006; Sjöberg, 2007), which refers to the tendency of people to rely on positive or
negative feelings generated by a stimulus to make evaluations or decisions. Some scholars have
suggested that people tend to distance themselves from vulnerability in order to maintain a
desirable emotional state (e.g., Norgaard, 2011). For example, when rating the likelihood and
consequence of hurricane impacts, one woman’s judgment was quick and automatic:
Do you want a percent, say, 10 percent? What is the lowest? ... Okay, then zero percent,
… I don’t feel like I would be [affected],… zero. Well, I’m the last one to ask that because
I don’t worry about hurricanes. It’s not on my mind. It’s not on my mind like some
people: “Oh, my God, we’ll have a hurricane.” It doesn’t bother me. Some people worry,
worry, and worry. I’m not that person, and I’m glad I’m not.
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3.4.4.3 Contribution and Limitations
This exploratory study helps to fill a research gap on natural hazard risk perceptions and
older adults. I implemented a qualitative inquiry to understand how coastal older residents
perceive hurricane risks. I only had 30 local older respondents, but the intensive individual
interviews helped me explore in considerable depth their perspectives on hurricane risks and why
they hold those perspectives. The findings demonstrated both intra- and inter-individual
variations in risk perceptions but the emergent patterns can be explained by established theories
of risk perception. They suggest that older people are subject to the same generic factors and
mechanisms that affect risk perception of all age groups, although some of the effects (e.g., the
affect heuristic) may be more pronounced among the older populations.
Contrary to what I had anticipated, few respondents initiated conversations on how old
age might compound their vulnerability to hurricane risks and possibly give rise to increased risk
perceptions. The scant attention to old age-related problems seemed to be caused more by
distancing themselves from the older population rather than by the lack of knowledge of old agerelated problems. For example, one said,
The roads, the drainage system is not great here. Because they’re old, they can't move,
can’t run for instance. A good number of people are dependent on Meals on Wheels.
What are they going to do? And from my understanding, those people, as an example,
don't cook much at all and they may not be strong enough to use the can opener, if they
have that. I mean, really, that's a concern.
The “not-my-problem” attitude is not unique to this study. Other studies similarly have
found that older individuals did not consider themselves “old” or “at risk” from such hazards as
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falling and heat waves (e.g., Braun, 1998; Hughes et al., 2008; e.g., Abrahamson et al., 2009;
Wolf and Adger, 2010). Consequently, risks were not perceived as personal risks even though
older individuals thought that other older people would be affected. On the one hand, older
individuals disassociating themselves from the group of the older population can pose a big
barrier to successful risk communication if they think the messages are for “other older people”
who are vulnerable to risks. On the other hand, scientists should reflect on their categorizations
of people and things based on perceived norms or expedient characteristics (e.g., chronological
age). The older population contains considerable internal variability and thus a high degree of
uncertainty inheres in their perceptions and behavioral response to risk. I believe an appreciation
of the breadth and diversity embedded with the older population would help deliver more needbased risk communications and add more value to our understanding of the relationship between
the "elderly" and disaster management.
My interviews also generated insights into methodological improvement as to what an
age-appropriate way would be to study risk perceptions of older people. Initially the respondents
were expected to choose from 0% to 100% (i.e., a quantitative evaluation) to indicate perceived
likelihood. However, most of them answered the question qualitatively. As a result, their
likelihood ratings were mixed and I had to develop a scheme that relates a range of probabilities
to likelihood terms. In the future, I would suggest researchers also employ a Likert scale (like did
for the ratings of consequence) with a standardized set of wordings provided to older people.
Although there often will be discrepancies between percent probabilities and verbal qualifiers, a
Likert scale with descriptive labels carefully positioned for all scale points would be better-suited
for the purpose of understanding older people’s perceptions of the likelihood component of risks.
Finally, it is important to emphasize that these findings are based on a relatively small sample of
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30 respondents living in one location. Although I used absolute numbers, percentages, and other
quantitative descriptors to display the qualitative findings, there is no implication that these
findings can be projected to the entire older population."
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CHAPTER IV
BRACING FOR HURRICANES:
THE EXTENT AND LEVEL OF PREPAREDNESS AMONG OLDER ADULTS
4.1 Overview
“Forewarned, forearmed; to be prepared is half the victory.” This quote from Don
Quixote corresponds well to the principle in disaster management that preparedness is a means
for reducing vulnerability and enhancing resilience (Lindell et al., 2001; Paton, 2003). As one of
the four phases of the classic disaster management cycle (i.e., mitigation, preparedness, response,
and recovery), disaster preparedness refers to the preparation practices taken prior to a disaster in
order to minimize potential loss and devastation from the disaster (Coppola, 2006). In the short
run, preparedness helps increase the chance of survival and enables adequate response during a
disaster; in the longer run, preparedness along with mitigation supports effective post-disaster
recovery and reconstruction efforts and further strengthens coping capacity towards future
disasters (FEMA, 2011).
Disaster preparedness behavior takes place at various units and thus involves key actors
across different levels, from individuals and households to communities, from the private sector
and nongovernmental organizations to all levels of government. While integrated and
coordinated preparation actions of each stakeholder characterizes successful collective responses
to disasters, preparedness efforts that occur at the smallest unit are fundamentally important to
self-sufficiency if external assistance is unavailable (Russell et al., 1995; FEMA, 2004; Coppola,
2006; Kohn et al., 2012). Despite the value of personal preparedness reiterated by researchers
and practitioners, the U.S. public has been found to be overall underprepared for disasters (Kohn

!

61

et al., 2012). In surveys by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) during 2006–
2010, few U.S. households were found to have a complete set of disaster preparedness supplies,
an evacuation plan, and a family emergency communication plan (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 2012b). In accordance with the CDC’s findings, the National Center for Disaster
Preparedness (NCDP) at Columbia University reported that, according to a series of national
surveys (2007, 2008, and 2011), less than half of the respondents had all or some of the critical
components that they might need during disasters (Redlener et al., 2007, 2008; NCDP, 2011;
Baker and Cormier, 2014).
Given the variations in the levels of public preparedness, numerous research efforts have
been devoted to understanding what motivates or impedes individuals’ preparation actions. It has
been well recognized that the wide array of personal preparedness behaviors is a result of
multiple and interacting influences (e.g., Morrow, 1999; Fothergill and Peek, 2004; Cutter et al.,
2011). Irrespective of the type of hazard under consideration, scholars have repeatedly concluded
that elements of socioeconomic status such as income level and educational attainment are
positively associated with preparedness behavior (e.g., Edwards, 1993; Russell et al., 1995;
Lindell and Perry, 2000; Lindell and Hwang, 2008; Baker, 2011). In addition, high stocks of
social capital have been increasingly viewed as a facilitator of hazard preparation actions and
climate change adaptation in recent years (Adger, 2003; Heller et al., 2005; Pelling and High,
2005; Reininger et al., 2013).
In contrast, the influence of experiential factors on personal preparedness has appeared
less uniform. Some researchers have suggested that hazard experience enhances preparedness
(e.g., Russell et al., 1995; Lindell and Prater, 2000) whereas others have challenged the
proposition, arguing that the influence of experience on preparedness behavior is not absolutely
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positive but contingent on how the concept of experience is operationalized (Turner et al., 1986;
Whitehead et al., 2000; Harris, 2012; Kellens et al., 2013). In one instance, preparedness is said
to increase when the experience is more recent and the risk remains salient (e.g., Sims and
Baumann, 1983; Weinstein, 1989; Burton et al., 1993); in another instance, preparedness is
believed to increase with an increase in the severity of damage experienced from the incidents
(e.g., Jackson, 1981; Russell et al., 1995; Lindell and Hwang, 2008). In the context of hurricane
preparedness, the relationship between experience and preparedness behavior gets even more
complex. In addition to the recency of exposure and severity of damage, the nature of the
experience (e.g., the size and strength of the hurricane experienced; whether the hurricane
involved a direct hit or a near miss) could further confound the effect of experience on
preparedness for future hurricanes (Peacock et al., 2005; Lindell and Perry, 2012).
Another factor that adds to the complexity is the perception of risk, which mediates the
path between hazard experience and preparedness (Sattler et al., 1995; Lindell and Prater, 2000;
Lindell and Hwang, 2008). For example, in their studies of hurricane preparedness, Sattler et al.
(2000) found hurricane experience to be an inconsistent predictor of preparation. One possible
explanation attributed the problem to the low perceived risk of those who had experience of
hurricane near-misses in the past couple of years. Hence, it is the “emotional experience” of
hazards mediated by risk perception that has dictated preparedness behavior (Lindell and Perry,
1992; Miceli et al., 2008; Siegrist and Gutscher, 2008; van der Linden, 2015). Multiple
exposures to near-misses lulled local residents into a sense of complacency, making them
underestimate the need for extensive preparation as they assumed future storms would be of
similar character and consequence. Ample evidence from empirical studies has suggested that
people are more likely to take self-protective actions if they feel at risk from harm associated
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with natural hazards, climate change, and threats in other contexts (e.g., Kates, 1971; Mileti,
1980; Burton et al., 1993; Lindell and Perry, 2000; Grothmann and Patt, 2005; Howe, 2011; van
der Linden, 2015). A few studies have discovered that it is more the amount of concern than the
likelihood judgment of a hazardous event occurring that motivates protective actions (e.g.,
Dooley et al., 1992; Weinstein et al., 2000). In a nutshell, heightened risk perception encourages
preparedness behavior.
Researchers have also attempted to understand the role of demographic characteristics in
personal preparedness but mixed findings have ruled out definitive conclusions. For example,
while some studies have suggested that age is positively related with greater disaster
preparedness (e.g., Norris et al., 1999; Ablah et al., 2009; Murphy et al., 2009), others have
indicated that preparedness is highest after 30 years of age and"then declines with age (Kohn et
al., 2012). Baker’s (2011) research on hurricane preparedness of Florida households at least in
part affirmed the latter statement. Baker asked people if they were self-sufficient for at least three
days after hurricane passage involving the loss of water and electricity during the 2004-2005
hurricane seasons and at the time of the 2006 survey. In both instances the youngest and the
oldest respondents were less prepared than middle-aged respondents. Another branch of research
on the age effect centers upon the preparedness of the older population. Research results from
U.S. and international samples have demonstrated that the majority of older adults are minimally
prepared for disasters and that preparedness level decreases with increasing age and physical
disability and decreasing income and educational attainment (e.g., Loke et al., 2012; Al-Rousan
et al., 2014; Kang, 2014). While the literature is not completely lacking, empirical work
specifically addressing elder preparedness remains very limited. Evidence of vulnerability of
older people in recent disasters is accumulating (Baylor College of Medicine and American
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Medical Association, 2006; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2012a; Gamble et al.,
2013) as population aging is turning into a global phenomenon. More age-specific analyses are
needed to enrich and expand our understanding of older people’s disaster preparedness behavior
and preparedness level.
To that end, this chapter concentrates on hurricane preparedness among my older
respondents and asks three research questions. First, what hurricane preparedness activities have
the respondents implemented? Second, do the respondents think they are prepared for
hurricanes? Third, in what ways might hurricane experience have influenced hurricane
preparedness of the respondents? Accordingly, I structure the findings into three major sections.
In the first section (Section 4.2), I examine the preparation practices that have been put in place
for hurricanes as well as go through the gaps in current hurricane preparedness efforts specified
by the respondents. In the second section (Section 4.3), I report the self-identified hurricane
readiness and develop several interpretative frameworks to unpack the meanings of being
hurricane-prepared. In the third section (Section 4.4), I search for hurricane experience among
the respondents to capture connections (and disconnections) between past exposures to
hurricanes and hurricane preparedness. I close by recapitulating the major findings of each
subtopic and discussing opportunities for ways to enhance elder preparedness through better risk
communication.
4.2 Hurricane Preparation Practices among Older People
During the interview, the older respondents freely recalled any preparations that they had
done for future hurricanes. Although omission errors may have been amplified due to the
declines in memory resources as people age (Park, 1999), I preferred the method of free recall
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over aided recall (i.e., giving a list of possible answers and asking people to choose) for two
main reasons. First, I was eager to know the preparations that older individuals could
instantaneously remember and name when examples were not readily available. Second, I
wanted to minimize the likelihood of over-reporting hurricane preparations because the tendency
for respondents to present socially acceptable answers (known as social desirability bias)
increases with age and the presence of an interviewer (Lewinsohn et al., 1993; Dijkstra et al.,
2001; Groves et al., 2011). While utilizing free recall placed more cognitive burden on the older
respondents, it helped collect authentic responses as they were encouraged to naturally and
spontaneously mention items or practices of interest. In addition, it may have provided space for
answers that are not traditionally deemed as hurricane preparations.
4.2.1 What had the respondents prepared for hurricanes?
Twenty-four out of the 30 respondents (80%) gave some examples of their hurricane
preparations. By applying the techniques used in the preceding chapter, I entered raw responses
of the respondents with minor modification to Wordle and visualized the results in both graphical
and tabular formats (see Figure 4.1 and Table 4.1). The Wordle word cloud demonstrated a
variety of preparation activities taken by the older respondents for hurricanes. Among the named
preparations, the most prominent elements are “food” and “water.” The majority of the
respondents stocked up on water and food (also referred to as “canned goods” or “non-perishable
food” by the respondents). A quarter of the 24 respondents nominated “flashlights,” making this
key safety item secondary to water and food supplies. Special needs items, such as
“medications,” is also a common component of the respondents’ preparations. It is not surprising
that having sufficient medical supplies matters when access to usual medications and care
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Figure!4.1!Preparedness!practices!of!older!residents!of!Sarasota!County!

!

Table!4.1!A!ranked!list!of!words/phrases!by!frequency!of!occurrence!regarding!hurricane!preparedness!
practices!among!older!residents!of!Sarasota!County!
Order%
Words/Phrases%
Occurrences%
Percentage%
1"

food"

18"

75.00%"

2"

water"

15"

62.50%"

3"

flashlights"

6"

25.00%"

4"

medications"

4"

16.67%"

5"

cash"

3"

12.50%"

"

hurricaneLproof"house"

3"

12.50%"

"

radio"

3"

12.50%"

"

batteries"

3"

12.50%"

*Note:"A"total"of"24"respondents"were"considered."Those"with"no"preparations"at"all"(6"respondents"""
were"excluded"in"the"presentations"of"Figure"4.1"and"Table"4.1
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becomes limited during a disaster because older adults are more likely than their younger
counterparts to have chronic illness (HelpAge International, 2000).
A couple of other important items stand out in Figure 4.1: radio, batteries, cash, and
hurricane-proof house. A few of the respondents reported having spare batteries for their batterypowered radios to “get the latest report” in order to “stay informed and make timely decisions.”
One respondent explained, “I am going to take heed to their information that they’re giving us.
They know ahead of time the weather, and I will not wait until the last minute. If they prepare us
soon enough and tell us we do need to go, I will drive out of the city.”
To some, it is essential to have emergency cash on hand because “if the power goes out,
the banks are closed, the ATM machine doesn’t work.” But the ways in which the respondents
tried to stay financially prepared could be idiosyncratic. For example, one woman said, “I have
cash in the house. If they want to take the money, I've got several. But what's crazy is a lot of
what I have is change. I got rolls of nickels, rolls of dimes – if anyone wants to steal, they would
have a hard time carrying it.” For the fear of theft, the woman understandably kept cash in small
denominations. However, opting for nickels and dimes would inevitably cause her inconvenience
if she were to need money in a disaster. For those who retired from full-time employment and
live on limited financial resources, knowing a secure way to store cash at home before disasters
is perhaps just as important, if not more, as having it ready during and after disasters.
Three out of the 24 respondents mentioned that they have “spent a lot of money on home
improvements” to make their houses hurricane resistant (i.e., “hurricane-proof house” in Figure
4.1). It is noteworthy that they are all male respondents from married-couple households. One
key respondent said,
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When I bought the place, I set it up as much hurricane proof as I could…I’ve
things in place for hurricanes, that’s as much as I can do. It was a substantial
investment because I had these aluminum roll ups to cover all the windows and
the doors and they were expensive. Now I replaced the windows. I’ve got impactresistant windows. They were expensive but I’ve done all I can do…Everything
that I’ve done in preparations with hurricanes, I’ve done it for my wife. My wife is
12 years younger than I am. Everything in the house, she can handle it. I don’t
have plywood that she has to put up, I have roll up shutters, she can do it by
herself. Everything I’ve done is for her, I’m not going to be there forever.
The “doing it for my wife” premise of this man raises the question of why the older
respondents do what they do to prepare for hurricanes. Here, the emotional cue of husbandhood
motivated his intention and the household’s financial capability enabled his action. While his
case might not represent the entire U.S. older population given the rising percentage of older
people living alone (Kramarow, 1995), it cast light on the importance of a particular framing that
researchers and practitioners should consider to enhance preparedness among older people. In
addition to the conventional emphases on the physical threats and societal impact of hurricane
hazards, stressing relationships that are valuable to older people (e.g., spouse, parents,
grandchildren) might be an effective behavioral-intervention method in risk communication.
The variety of preparation activities taken for hurricanes among the respondents
demonstrates that disaster preparedness is multifaceted. In the research area of preparedness for
natural hazards, some scholars (e.g., Russell et al., 1995; Prior and Eriksen, 2012) have
structured practical preparedness into three conceptual dimensions: survival preparedness, which
refers to stockpiling of supplies and resources for the purpose of survival; planning
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preparedness, which refers to planning activities and allocating resources (e.g., rotating and
replacing hurricane supplies as necessary, acquiring hazard information and buying insurance,
evacuation planning); and structural preparedness, which refers to home protection,
maintenance, and reinforcement. Given the taxonomy presented in the literature, I conclude that
survival preparedness has monopolized most of the preparedness efforts among the older
respondents. In the future, emergency manager and decision-makers may want to stress that a
hurricane preparedness plan is more than preparing to survive an event of hurricane in public
awareness campaigns.
4.2.2 The Complete Lack of Preparedness
Six out of the 30 respondents (20%) claimed that they had done nothing to prepare for
hurricanes. Three major themes emerged from their responses that explain the lack of action for
hurricane preparation: lack of control; lack of sense of urgency; and lack of knowledge.
Lack of control represents the idea that “preparation is useless” and perceived hurricane
risks are “a matter of fortune.” One said, “Mother Nature always wins and the human animal is
too stupid to accept that fact.” Another said,
Well, the whole idea of preparation is a wrong word. You are just trying to save
your life, that’s what it is. The water is rising, it goes into your home, the homes
are level with everything. Even the roads are ridiculous. Every day that I come
here, I pass the Sarasota High School and there is a little dip in the road. In 50
years, it’s never been strengthened up or lifted, never. Every single time it rains,
just ordinary rain, you have to slow down to one mile an hour or else your car
would die. Because the water is in that dip – it’s like a little river. No, a pond or
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whatever you wanna call it. The government comes with trucks of dirt and they fill
it up. Okay, next thing you know, a whole bunch of other trucks come, to take the
dirt out. Yes, the same dirt, the same thing, right across the way, you see right
there. I've watched 6 years, 6 years ago and they are digging and they cannot fix
one lift station…So with that kind of policy, it is hopeless because that’s not
intelligent. And furthermore, it’s deliberately done by people who know what they
are doing. That’s called crooked.
Individuals’ beliefs about their capacities to execute behaviors and exert control to reach certain
goals determines how individuals feel, motivate themselves, and behave (Bandura, 1994;
Pajares, 2002). Here, the notions of locus of control (Rotter, 1954, 1966) and self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1977) from the behavioral science literature provides a possible causal explanation;
that is, the belief in external control over hurricane events as well as the appraisal of low selfcompetence has eroded the intention to initiate hurricane preparations. In addition, the quote
above implicates the perceived responsibility of powerful others (i.e., government), not oneself,
for hurricane preparations.
Second, lack of sense of urgency prevents the respondents from being proactive. In
essence, it is a sense of complacency and short-term thinking that makes them wait until a
hurricane is imminent to prepare. For example, one claimed, “I haven't prepared anything, but
once we get the warning, you know, you prepare. While they say a hurricane is here, a hurricane
is there, but they never say a hurricane is hitting Sarasota when you have to prepare.” Some
treated hurricane preparedness as seasonal and would “wait until the season and then start
putting things around then.” One claimed, “I have made no specific preparations for hurricanes,
especially this time of year. It’s about out of the season anyway.” Another added,
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Well, at the beginning, at least at the beginning of the season, I do things – then
you just get rid of it. Like this year, I just bought some food and I hardly have
anything because people wait. Most people wait till the hurricane to buy the stuff.
Usually they are not the regular things like canned food and all that stuff I don't
need it. So I wait until the hurricane is coming before I am going to buy food. But
I always have some water and I have a lot of jugs that I fill up.
This cluster of respondents therefore chose to make selective preparations at specific times. In
sum, the most-shared characteristics among the respondents who procrastinate about preparing
for hurricanes are: perceived low hurricane risk, oversimplified view of hurricane preparedness
as survival preparedness actions, and ignorance of the amount of time needed to complete
preparations. It should be noted that these respondents contrast greatly with those who prepare
for hurricanes well in advance or see hurricane preparation as a continuous or year-around
endeavor. One mentioned, “I fill up the gas tank; I get money out of the ATM to make sure I get
cash. I do that in spring and I do that if one is heading.” Another said, “I try things even other
times of the year, you know, in a hurricane, that may be a good thing to have.”
Lastly, lack of knowledge is also responsible for lack of action among some respondents.
Here is an exemplifying explanation from one woman:
I haven’t got one to prepare for. It’ll never happen here. You know, that sounds
very non-involved, but people are not involved and prepared for a storm because
we haven’t had one. We haven't ever had one of that magnitude and you just can’t
imagine what it would be like.
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Her statement appears to embody a sense of complacency but is more likely to represent the
relationships among hurricane experience, knowledge, and preparation. To borrow language
directly from another respondent: “There is nothing I can prepare for unless I know what’s
gonna happen.” The knowledge deficit led not only to a lack of effort to undertake hurricane
preparation activities, but also to a belief that “people who said they’re preparing for hurricanes
are not really preparing.” One respondent elaborated on this idea:
I think all of us wanted to be prepared and we did a lot of talking about what to
do, but basically I think we just went along with the flow because first of all, we
didn't have anything to build on, because we never had been in a hurricane
before. They’re not academically and really politically preparing for a storm
because you didn't know what to prepare for.
The string of quotes above supports the postulation that precautionary actions are in part
informed by relevant experience and previous knowledge (e.g., Lindell and Perry, 2003). In these
instances, because the respondents lacked personal experience and knowledge of hurricanes
acquired from other sources, they failed to prepare for hurricanes. Hence, effectively
communicating hurricane risks is critical to nudging this segment of the older population towards
changing behavior. Furthermore, it is imperative to help them understand what is going to
happen to them personally during hurricanes. Both the availability and content of information
regarding hurricane hazards and risk-reduction practices matter.
4.2.3 What should be prepared for hurricanes?
This section focuses on the self-identified gaps or deficiencies in the current state of
preparedness among the respondents. Figure 4.2 displays the percent distribution of respondents’
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Figure!4.2!Responses!to!gaps!in!current!hurricane!preparedness!!
by!older!residents!of!Sarasota!County!

answers to the question: “Are there some preparations you think you should make but have not
done so?” Twelve out of the 30 respondents (40%) could not think of any gaps, thereby
conveying a sense of fulfillment despite the vast differences in the status quo of their hurricane
preparedness. One respondent, who has a hurricane-proof house, a generator, shutters, food,
water, lamps, flashlights, and cash, said, “If there is, I would have done them. I'm covered pretty
much and like everything else, you can cover, you can’t predict any possibilities. Something
could happen; you think you’re covered but that’s all I can do.” Another argued,
Being a boy scout leader has trained me last minute preparations that I have to
do. You can't have your water supply available to you until you’re going to need
it. You can't just let things sit forever. You can’t have all the food you need
because it goes bad unless you get the military grade food. But I do know that
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with the pre-warnings in that program, I can get prepared because the ultimate
area is that if I say, “No way, José,” I'm in that car and I'm gone.
His confidence from prior boy scout leadership plus the flexibility of leaving prior to hurricanes
have undermined his intention to prepare in advance. Moreover, he was unware that a grab-andgo hurricane evacuation eventually would necessitate planning and preparation in advance.
Fifteen respondents (50%) identified some gaps in current hurricane preparedness and
their answers covered all three dimensions of preparedness actions (see Figure 4.3): survival
(e.g., the need to have water or first-aid items), planning (e.g., the need to prepare a family
emergency communication plan or designate a family emergency meeting place), and structural
(e.g., the need to trim trees or get a better roof). Most of the gaps pertain to missing elements in
preparedness with a few exceptions about the needs for improving completed preparations such
as “setting aside supplies for easy access” or “putting the will in a waterproof bag.” Half of the
gaps fell into survival preparedness actions, suggesting that a great number of the respondents
have yet to assemble items to meet basic needs in hurricanes. The most cited reasons for not
doing so were laziness or complacency. One said, “I hate to say, but complacency; so it's just
complacency. I haven't had a storm in almost ten years, so it's just complacency, which I think
it's the biggest problem with everyone.”
Another added, “Laziness. It's not a pleasant thing to do that. I think it's just laziness, you
know, and I'm 78, just turned 79…I wanted to get with an undertaker so that when I die, my kids
will know who to call. So, I keep putting it off and, you know, weeks go by, I don't do anything
about it. So, I’m too casual about it.” Hence, hurricane preparedness to some respondents is
primarily value-informed and affect-driven decision-making. As one woman said, “It's very
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difficult to take people that live in a calm, pleasant neighborhood to start thinking about a
hurricane.”
Nearly a third of the gaps were categorized into planning preparedness actions. It is
noteworthy that the respondents only identified these gaps but after dealing with other questions.
For example, women possessing strong bonds with their children initially believed that they were
fine with current preparedness and, in the event of a hurricane, were sure that their children
would call to check on them and offer a ride for evacuation. However, as I painted the scenario
of electricity disruptions during storms, for example, the difficulty of staying in touch with their
children became apparent to them. To quote directly from one of the respondents, “Yeah, that’s a
big deal. If phone lines are down, there's no way that I can get in touch with her [my daughter].
Yeah, they know that I'm okay, providing the telephone lines and communications are working.
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But if it's not working…” In these cases, prior lack of awareness prevented proper preparations
and the need of a family emergency communication plan became an improvised answer. As one
woman told me, “I feel as if I have missed something. I probably need some advice.”
Actions of structural preparedness were least mentioned (about 20% of all the gaps)
perhaps because an older individual’s ability to perform this kind of action is largely limited by
financial resources. This big hurdle is apparent in the words of many respondents. One said,
“Trimming the trees in my yard will require a lot of money.” Another said, “I don’t have that
kind of financial abilities to replace the old roof with a better one.” This financial barrier has
impacts on other kinds of hurricane preparedness actions. A respondent who has not done any
preparations stated, “Well, if I thought it was serious… I would have some. But I don’t have a
penny. I just know if a hurricane heads this way, I am heading north. I got a sister and a sisterin-law in Tennessee.” Although some older individuals are financially challenged, those with
social contacts will have a place to go, whereas others will be geographically bounded: “Well, I
would like to not be in Florida, Sarasota or the United States, when there is a hurricane. I would
like to go somewhere else if I had money.”
4.3 Self-reported Hurricane Readiness among Older People
4.3.1 “Yes, I’m prepared” –– The Rarely Justified Claims
Ok, number 1, I have purchased and have available heavy netting designed for
hurricane protection that I will hang up on my two balconies and that would
reduce the wind pressure from 105 down to about 20 miles an hour so that the
two big areas of glass, the sliding doors, would probably not crash. The other
windows are smaller, 18 inches by 30 inches, steel frame, double pane. Oh, what
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else? I prepared, I have five collapsible containers that I will fill with freshwater,
5 gallons of freshwater. I have a portable propane stove. I have wooden matches.
I have canned goods but I’ve gotta get rid of now as they're getting too old coz
they're from two years ago. I have arranged how I would fill my two bathtubs with
water to be able to use the toilet. I would move my car from the garage, the open
garage which is 5 feet down; I’ll move it to the open parking area that's 10 foot,
no, 8 foot above ground level. I don’t think there is anything else. Yes, I think I am
prepared.
Nearly two-thirds of the thirty respondents – 19 respondents – claimed themselves to be
hurricane-prepared, but only three of them provided solid supporting evidence and believed that
they were as prepared as they could be. One said, “I am as ready as I could possibly be. We’re
not digging a safe room – we don’t have basements in Florida, you know.” The respondents in
this category shared three characteristics. First, they have developed a portfolio of preparation
practices across different types of actions: survival, planning, and/or structural. Second, they
think they have maximized their use of resources because they have delivered as many
preparation actions as they could. Third, they believe that readiness in absolute terms is not
attainable due to the lack of personal control. In this last case, the concept of (external) locus of
control again surfaced. One said, “We just have to understand that we live on a volatile planet
that is always changing, whether it's a hurricane or a tornado, or lava falls in Hawaii, or the
earthquakes. We're just lying along this blue marble. You just have to accept that and be as
prepared as you can.” Another said, “I think I’m as prepared as I can be. This is Florida after
all…Yes, it’s fairly flat out there. We always make a joke: If you see a mountain in Florida, it's
probably a waste dump.”
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In the following subsections and grounded in the older respondents’ narratives, I propose
several conceptual models to help understand why the most of the 19 respondents asserted they
were prepared for hurricanes despite the shortage of their preparedness practices.
4.3.1.1 Readiness as a feeling
“Yes, I am prepared,” one man said, “I just feel like I am really prepared. Like I said, I
have extra food in the house, I have water. That’s it.” Like this man, many of the respondents
believed that they were hurricane-prepared although their preparedness efforts took place only at
the most rudimentary level. Simplifying the procedures of hurricane preparedness to one task
relates to the “single action bias”, which describes the tendency of people to rely on one action in
response to potential threats (Weber, 1997). The single action bias occurs in different contexts
and is prevalent in climate change adaption where people are less likely to take additional steps
once they have taken one action to reduce their vulnerability (e.g., Weber, 1997; Weber, 2006).
Likewise, in the circumstance of hurricane preparedness, some of the older respondents took one
less-laborious action (e.g., assembling food and water supplies) and believed it would suffice in
reducing risks from hurricanes. Sometimes, the preparedness did not even involve an intended
action. For example, one respondent claimed to be hurricane-prepared because his family lives
“in a secure high-rise building at a higher elevation and, other than electricity going out, it's not
going to be a problem.”
4.3.1.2 Readiness as an attitude towards life
This cognitive operation among the respondents is best illustrated by a 90-year-old man’s
reaction: “I’m prepared for everything, really.” However, he just carried “a big supply of food
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and water.” In addition, hurricane risks failed to arouse his attention sufficiently to stimulate
action:
You know it’s hard for a hurricane being the biggest catastrophe. 9/11 was a
catastrophe – yeah, and what you do here? You can’t plan for 911, and that
would be a bigger catastrophe than any hurricane. If there is a catastrophe, the
whole country is in trouble. If it’s a national catastrophe, then there’s nothing you
can do.
As the biological clock ticks past his nineties, it is reasonable that this respondent has developed
a fatalistic attitude. People in their eighties or nineties have lived through many stressful things
(e.g., loss of many friends and family members). “Seniors can take care of themselves. Anybody
that survived two wars and the Great Depression can pretty much take care of themselves,” said
another man. The 90-year-old man added, “I’ve been prepared all my life, I know. How much
time do I have left?” Some of the respondents are obviously not motivated to prepare for
hurricanes that might or might not happen during their remaining years in very old age. As one
expressed, “Because of all the other things that has happened, you know, when that time
[hurricane] comes, you just get yourself ready.” It can be inferred that for the older elderly, if
they were to perish in a hurricane, they might consider it their time to go rather than the result of
insufficient preparations.
4.3.1.3 Readiness as a pure mental construct
Being hurricane-prepared in this model is conceived as being mentally ready, with or
without practical preparations for hurricanes. For example, one woman has prepared a will, a
weather radio, water, canned goods, flashlights, blankets, identified a safe spot inside her home if
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she needs to shelter in place, and determined a destination if she needs to evacuate. Nevertheless,
she gave no credit to these practices but instead focused on her being emotionally ready if a
storm were to hit and mentally able to process information during a storm. To illustrate, she
replied, “Yes, I’m prepared. My mind is set for a hurricane. I want to stay in that mode so I don't
lose the information that I really need.” Clearly, this woman is physically prepared for
hurricanes but, interestingly, her judgment of preparedness was based on her mental readiness.
Some of the other respondents with no preparations applied the same model when they claimed
to be hurricane-prepared. One said, “Well, I know what to do and I would just do it.” Another
said, “I'm one of those people who think ahead of time about anything.” Although the “it’s-all-inmy-head” model might be powerful in buffering emotional distress from a disaster, the lack of
practical preparedness tends to put the respondents in a disadvantaged positon even when they
are mentally able and emotionally ready.
4.3.1.4 Readiness as a state of social embeddedness
This interpretation of hurricane readiness was demonstrated by a few female respondents.
To them, hurricane readiness shifted from an individual attribute to a relational property
consisting of social ties. When these respondents explained why they were prepared, they
averted the reflection on what they as individuals had done for hurricanes; rather, they stressed
the connectivity of themselves to other people. For example, one said, “Yes, I am prepared. Like
I said, I have a group of friends that would check on each other.” Social ties have long been
treated as the vehicle through which social support is provided (Sandler, 1980; Barrera, 1986;
Langford et al., 1997). Earlier work has suggested a complex association between perceived
social support and distress among older disaster victims (e.g., Kaniasty et al., 1990; Kaniasty and
Norris, 1995). Normally social support that is inherent in social ties helps cushion the impacts of
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a stressful event (e.g., Cassel, 1976; Cobb, 1976), as personal preparedness is supposed to do.
However, greater perceived social support prior to a disaster may lead to adverse effects if it
becomes challenging to mobilize these social resources in a disaster as families and
neighborhoods are ripped apart and scattered. Hence, if being prepared is dependent on being
social embedded, then hurricane readiness becomes a highly situational and unreliable condition
depending on whether a person’s need for social support can be satisfied during and after the
event.
4.3.2 “No, I’m not prepared” –– The Divide behind a Simple Answer
Six out of the 30 respondents (20%) considered themselves not to be prepared for
hurricanes. The reason sometimes is as straightforward as this: “I am ashamed to meet with you
because I realize the need for it. I don't have the little kit with all my medicines. You know what I
have? I have about 3 gallons filled water and that’s it. Right, I'm not prepared.” Among the six
respondents, four mentioned that they were not prepared simply because they “have not done the
homework.” Answers from the other two involved deeper thoughts. The first comment was from
a survivor of the 1992 Hurricane Andrew: “I don't think we are ready at all for hurricanes,
mentally. Our minds aren't prepared to accept a hurricane. As I said before, because of where
we live, because of the calmness that has been here for 20 years, we’re just not ready.” This
woman lost her car and house in the devastating storm and understood how one hurricane could
overpower human capacity to recover physically and emotionally from the loss. From her
perspective, the public of Sarasota County would feel mentally drained if not physically
exhausted after a storm due to the lack of strikes by major hurricanes. The second comment was
a meandering one but contained a few good points with respect to the knowing-doing gap, as
well as to the complexity and uncertainty surrounding preparation process:
!
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Well for one thing, you know, like I said I want to make sure I have all the needs –
food, medicine, water – and then I would just have to have the gas for the car and
load up the car and head out for the…Ya, I don't know how far you would have to
drive to get away from the storm, but you would have problems when you get
there anyway because I still think on the evacuation route would still be… They
can't really guarantee you are out of the wind, so there might be other things
there that you would need, you know, like more clothing or something that you
would need. I'm sure there would be a change to the weather. If you are just
running around in shorts and skinny tops that won’t get it; you have to have
heavier clothes and coats. I don't have everything packed. I would have to scurry
around to get everything together to say, okay, now I am ready... I would have to
stop to think where I saw that route sign and have to think what street, and what
road I should go on to get on the evacuation route, and which one would be
closer to me…See, I don't have that pinpointed yet; I see them along the Trail, but
I am not sure that would be the best bet to go up the Trail in all the traffic. See, so
I should really ask for a map of where the signs are and the closest one to my
home so that I'm not driving 10 miles out of the way to take the route.
4.3.3 Somewhere in the Middle
Finally, five respondents avoided a direct “yes” or “no” answer. For instance, one said,
Yes and no. If somehow I knew the hurricane would hit directly…today’s Friday,
right? … say, gonna hit here Wednesday, I might get in my car and drive south or
north and try to avoid it. “Might” is the word here. Because you really never
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know … right? … because the hurricanes make these sharp turns. And … right?
… I have no place to go… So, I say “might”… “Might” is a big word there.
Another said, “I don't know if I am ready for a specific hurricane. I don't know what the category
is or the specific direction and all those other things are.” These ambiguous answers reflect the
uncertainty involved in and interplay between hurricane risks (e.g., strike probability and storm
path) and decision-making.
Alternatively, some respondents touched on the issues of seasonality or specificity when
evaluating their hurricane readiness. One said, “I’d say I’m half-way prepared because I have the
things, but I'm not getting any more. It’s getting close to the end of November.” Others in general
considered themselves to be prepared but expressed concerns about a specific preparedness item
that has not been completed or purchased. One said,
I’m reasonably prepared – not as much as I could be, probably, but more than a
lot of people. Well, a lot of people get generators, which I’d love to do but I'm not
going to bother with it because it's expensive. I don’t know. Some people go to
extremes. I’m good for several days; I wouldn't worry too much about it.
Another said, “I’m not particularly prepared – maybe basically. As far as the home, I don’t know
because I’ve never been in a hurricane in a mobile home.”
4.4 Hurricane Experience and Preparedness among Older People
The overview section of the chapter briefly reviewed the complex relations between
disaster experience and preparedness. In this section, I will examine hurricane preparedness in
relation to the hurricane experience of the older respondents in greater detail to understand the
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specific interactions between preparedness and experience at an advancing age. During the
interview, 16 out of the 30 respondents claimed that they had personally experienced hurricanes
in places they had lived or visited. Many did not remember the names of the storms but provided
spatial and temporal elements that allowed me to determine the particular hurricane they referred
to. I organized these storms in chronological order and incorporated additional information from
the National Hurricane Center’s archives. Table 4.2 presents a brief summary of the events
experienced by the older respondents.
4.4.1 The So-called Hurricane Experience
According to Table 4.2, the majority of the hurricanes experienced by the respondents
took place in the 1950s and 1960s or earlier. Most of the hurricanes were strong and long-lived.
Hurricane Charley is the most recent and most mentioned storm because by 2004 many of the
respondents had moved from different places to settle in Sarasota. As explained in the previous
chapter, Sarasota County had a near miss with Hurricane Charley and the last-minute deviation
from the projected path brought billions of dollars of losses to neighboring Charlotte County
(Barnes, 2012). One respondent said, “A storm was going to hit the place about ten years ago but
finally landed in Punta Gorda. They first said it was gonna hit towards Tampa, the Big Bend,
and all of the sudden it veered off and it missed us but it hit Charlotte County. I remember it hit
them bad.” Despite not actually coming in contact with the storm, like this respondent, some
others still claimed the experience of Hurricane Charley.
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Table!4.2!A!storm!chronology!derived!from!the!interview!transcripts!!
Year% Storm%Name%

Duration%
(days)%

At%Peak%
Intensity%

Frequency%
of%Mention%

1938" Great"New"England"Hurricane"
1944" Great"Atlantic"Hurricane"

13"
8"

CAT5""
CAT4""

3"
1"

1954"
1955"
1960"
1963"
1964"
1966"
1992"
1996"
2004"

8"
13/15"
17"
18"
20"
21"
13"
19"
7"

CAT2""
CAT4/CAT3"
CAT5""
CAT4""
CAT4""
CAT4""
CAT5""
CAT3""
CAT4""

1"
1"
2"
1"
1"
1"
1"
1"
8"

Carol"
Connie/Diane*"
Donna"
Flora"
Dora"
Inez"
Andrew"
Fran"
Charley"

Notes:""
1)"Information"was"insufficient"to"determine"which"storm"(Connie"or"Diane)"one"respondent"experienced"
in"1955."
2)"Entries"in"the"Frequency"of"Mention"column"do"not"add"up"to"16"because"one"respondent"could"have"
multiple"exposure"to"different"storms"and"one"storm"could"be"experienced"by"multiple"respondents."

To determine where respondents counted other near-misses as part of their hurricane
experience, I further acquired the hurricane track data from the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (available from https://coast.noaa.gov/hurricanes/) and geocoded
the respondents’ point locations at the time of the strikes based on their descriptions. I then
generated buffer zones along each hurricane’s path in a geographical information system to
represent the storm’s zone of influence. Note that Hurricanes Connie and Diane (1955) were not
mapped because the corresponding respondent did not provide finer location information. Figure
4.4 hosts a collection of maps that illustrate how far out a respondent was from the “center” of a
storm. The pattern conforms to the findings of prior literature (Weinstein, 1989; Peacock et al.,
2005): the majority of the hurricane-experienced respondents turned out to be on the fringe of the
storms (within the 100-200km buffer zones). I will address the few important exceptions later in
the chapter.
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Figure'4.4'Proximity'to'centers'of'hurricanes'in'prior'exposure
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Figure'4.4'(cont’d)'Proximity'to'centers'of'hurricanes'in'prior'exposure
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4.4.2 Weathering the Storm
In addition to the distance from a hurricane's path, I portrayed a few other attributes of
the respondents’ hurricane experience in Table 4.3. One major pattern surfaced: most of the
respondents had suffered neither personal injury nor severe property damage from the storms.
One said, “My dad, he tied down everything, covered the windows. Nobody got injured. But
across the street, yeah, that was a mobile home park; they were small ones and they were all
very kind of dilapidated, and I don’t think any of them were really prepared, so….” Another said,
“Our screen, where in one corner of it was blown off…we had to get new screen. But we were
very fortunate: some people in areas had to put new roofs on, but we didn’t have to do it.” It was
not uncommon for the respondents to make downward comparisons, that is, contrasting
themselves with downward targets who were worse off (Heidrich and Ryff, 1993; Rickabaugh
and Tomlinson-Keasey, 1997) when they elaborated on the hurricane-induced impacts.
Researchers have found that people feel superior about themselves and optimistic about the
future when making downward comparisons. The self-enhancing and emotional regulation
functions of downward comparison has been well established across different populations in
adverse conditions (Wills, 1981; Taylor and Lobel, 1989; Tennen et al., 2000; Frieswijk et al.,
2004). While social comparisons have been used as a major explanatory mechanism for
behaviors under threat in sociological and gerontological work (Ben-Zur and Debi, 2005), I
believe they could potentially provide new insights into people’s preparedness behavior in
relation to natural hazard risks.
But not everyone was so fortunate as to have escaped severe damage from past
hurricanes. Qualitative research appreciates individual differences and encourages researchers to
reflect differences in experience as well as commonalities (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003).
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Table&4.3&Severity&of&impact&experienced&in&prior&exposure&to&hurricanes
!

!

Count!of! Percentage!
Answers! of!Answers!

Quotes!

Injury!

!

!

!

!

No!
&

!
21!
Total! 21!

100.00%!
100.00%!

!
!

Property!
Damage!
No!
Yes!

!

!

!

!

!
!

14!
5!

66.67%!
23.81%!

!
1.&"It&took&the&roof&of&a&big&barn."&

&

!

!

!

2.&"We&had&damage&to&the&yard.&Anything&outside&that&wasn’t&taken&care&of&
was&blown&all&over&the&neighborhood,&you&know."&

&

!

!

!

3.&“We&were&living&right&on&the&ocean&and&Hurricane&Dora&came&within&5&
feet&of&the&house.”!

&

!

!

!

4.&"The&front&of&my&house&looked&like&it&always&did,&the&back&of&my&house&
the&pool&fencing&was&gone&and&I&had&no&windows&in&the&back.&I&mean&
everything&was…&In&fact,&I&never&saw&my&neighbors&never&cuz&we&had&
fences&and&they&were&protected&by&the&fencing.&And&when&the&fencing&
came&down&this&woman&I&knew&very&well&who&had&a&store&downtown...dear&
she&was&and&she'd&been&living&behind&me&for&10&years&and&that’s&the&first&
time&I&saw&here&in&that&house."&

!

!

!

!

5.&&"We&had&to&leave&and&go&to&Trinidad.&Our&house&was&severely&
damaged.&We&went&to&Trinidad.&&Because&our&house&was&really&damaged."&

Other!response!

!

1!

4.76%!

"I&have&less&memory&about&that&than&anything,&isn’t&that&weird?&I&think&you&
block&those&things&out&sometimes.&I&don’t&know."&

N/A&

!

1!

4.76%!

&

Total! 21!

"I&was&in&the&army.&I&was&stationed&in&the&Dominican&Republic.&And&a&
hurricane&hit&there,&I&remember,&we&were&close&to&a&hurricane.&Because&
we&had&to&live&in&tents&and&we&had&to&put&the&duffle&bags&on&the&tent&things,&
so&the&tents&won’t&go&over,&yeah,&to&anchor&it."&
!

!

100.00%!

&&&&&
&
&
!!
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Next, I will focus on three exceptions that all involved a direct hit and severe harm to the
respondents. According to Figure 4.4 and Table 4.3, one respondent was within 10 kilometers of
Hurricane Flora’s path as the storm passed over Tobago as a Category 3 hurricane. Hurricane
Flora destroyed her house, forcing the family to move from Tobago to Trinidad. Below is what
else she remembered about the storm:
It started on a Monday morning, just raining; it was raining, and just raining,
raining – and the rain never stopped. Then it started to get very windy, very very
windy. And then the rain was so hard and it started coming through the roof. The
water started coming through the roof. There was no way that you couldn't go out
in the rain, go out to someplace else. When my husband at that time when they got
the news that a hurricane was hitting, because the hurricane was going to
Grenada. We got the tail end of the hurricane but it was terrible. It was really
terrible… The tree fell in the house so we had to get out. And it was a task getting
out of the house because of the wind and the rain. And the rain was hitting on you
like when someone takes a rubber band and hit you with it. That's how the rain
was hitting on you. And you couldn't walk because of the winds. So it was, you
know… We came out of the house and we went under the house. But water started
coming through and we sat there and we watched roofs falling off, you know,
blowing off, and all of that stuff.
The incident turned traumatic for her eldest son: “He had to see a therapist because every time
he heard a car or a plane, you know, he would get so scared.” Tobago sustained considerable
damage in the event and was forced to transition from an agriculture-based economy to a
tourism-dominated island (Dunn et al., 1964; De-Light and Thomas, 2001).
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In the second case, one respondent was less than 25 kilometers from the center of
Hurricane Andrew. She witnessed the destructive power of a Category 5 hurricane up close:
You know, Andrew was such a storm that you probably will never see another one
like that. I mean it rained here [Sarasota] a lot but it's never been a storm like
that. So, you know it's hard to imagine so many houses disappearing, and that’s
what Andrew was. It just tore down so many houses. It tore down section of towns
and that is something really very difficult to say…I was on the street one day and
looking at a tree. I saw everything that was in my linen closet in a tree. I said,
‘You know, I don't believe this.’ I said, ‘There's the linen from my closet in that
tree.’ I had no idea how it got from there up and over.
Andrew devastated her house (see more details in Table 4.3) and took her car. “I no longer had
transportation,” she said. Impacts from Andrew were catastrophic with extreme damage from
Kendall (where the respondent lived) southward through Homestead and Florida City to Key
Largo (NHC, 1993).
In the third exception, one respondent in Jacksonville was about 50 kilometers away from
the track of Hurricane Dora. The strong Category 2 hurricane at its landfall brought storm surge
flooding to her oceanfront house. The hurricane caused beach erosion, damage to coastal
residences, extensive flooding, and utility failures in the Jacksonville metropolitan area (Dunn et
al., 1965; Barnes, 2012), exactly as the woman detailed in her account:
In Jacksonville, we were living right on the ocean and Dora came within 5 feet of
the house. But we weren't in the house because we wanted to leave the oceanfront
where everybody said it was dangerous. We were in town. We went to my
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sister-in-law’s but there was flooding and unpleasantness in town. Their whole
yard flooded and we couldn't leave the house and they lost water and power.
Dora took away a couple of very nice buildings. One was a beautiful restaurant;
it was right on the water…See, when the tide changed it brought the ocean in that
took away some buildings, but for the most part, you know... it was you lost the
shoreline and that was the biggest damage. And that was in 1964, and they still
talk about Hurricane Dora.
4.4.3 The Contested Relationship between Hurricane Experience and Preparedness
After probing the circumstances of the respondents’ hurricane experience, I examined
their preparations at the time of the interview versus preparations in prior exposures to
hurricanes. The findings supported and challenged the proposition that suffering personal loss in
general enhances preparedness across different hazard contexts (e.g., Weinstein, 1989; Perry and
Lindell, 1990; Lindell and Perry, 2000; Nguyen et al., 2006). My findings are supportive in the
sense that most respondents who experienced no severe damage from past storms have
demonstrated stagnation in hurricane preparedness over time. They used to prepare food and/or
water and they simply continue to repeat these actions in their current hurricane preparedness.
My findings were contradictory in the sense that the three women who were badly affected by
past storms also displayed no improvements in their hurricane preparedness.
The puzzling results convey an important message: hurricane preparedness is influenced
more by how the respondents interpreted their hurricane experience than by the experience itself.
In my sample, the older respondents mistakenly claimed hurricane experience: they thought they
‘experienced’ hurricanes but they were actually distant from the centers of the storms. Low
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levels of personal loss and/or psychological distress have led to a poorer understanding of how
strong a hurricane can be and what a good hurricane preparedness plan should entail. These
respondents might have erroneously perceived the absence of severe impact as an outcome of
personal resilience rather than good luck (Dillon and Tinsley, 2008; Tinsley et al., 2012).
Accordingly, they are not motivated to undertake additional preparations because they think they
have “lived through” a “hurricane.” Words of one respondent got straight to the point: “The
experience must have to do with a direct hit. You know, people – like in Sandy and Katrina –
what they went through, what worked, and what didn't work, and that sort of thing. But I haven't
had that experience, so a lot of my preparedness is common sense.”
For those respondents in the direct paths of Hurricanes Flora, Dora, and Andrew, it would
not make sense to directly link the intensity of personal loss from past storms to low levels of
hurricane preparedness. Instead, the state of their preparedness is well explained by their
individual interpretations of the events they experienced. Each survivor has very different
takeaway messages from the experience and none of them ascribe the damage to lack or
insufficiency of personal preparedness prior to the disaster. For one woman, the lack of current
preparedness for future hurricanes is related to perceived low self-efficacy in coping with
hurricane risks:
You don’t know what to prepare. You know, right after Hurricane Andrew there
were plenty of places that were ideal, but the more you looked around you say to
yourself, what is ideal? You know we’re not geared for idealism. We can talk
about it, but when it really comes to be, I don't think were ready for it. I know
when Andrew was coming you could tell that something was gonna happen. You
didn't know what, you didn't know how severely it was gonna be, but
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unfortunately you can't live on that something – and it puts you in a position
where, “what should I do?” and you really don't know.
For another, the preference of evacuation over sheltering-in-place determined the limited level of
current preparedness. “Be ready to evacuate” is a big lesson the woman learned from Hurricane
Dora:
Well you have to be able to leave. I don't believe in staying – that's what I have
done in the past. You leave. Don't stay where the hurricane is likely to hit. I mean,
you might be infirm, can't get out of bed – that's a different story. They give you
three days’ notice usually. It's not like a tornado, thank God, or an earthquake; I
think those are things you can't prepare for. But I don't believe in getting a
generator or that kind of stuff. I think you just have things you can eat for two or
three days and some water and try to get out. I think it's crazy to stay. I've known
people who had to stay and they were terrified in the Keys in Jacksonville when
Dora hit in 1964.
Finally, the woman who had to deal with a friend’s emotional meltdown during Hurricane Flora
acknowledged the importance of peace of mind. She said,
Try not to be afraid; to keep calm. It helps because the hurricane that I was in, my
husband – I had a one-year old, my eldest son – and he thought that moving us
out of our house and putting us in another house with friends would be safer. But
it wasn't. It was not. It turned out that the tree fell in the house, and the friend that
was with me, she was hysterical, so somebody had to be calm in order for us to
get out of that house.
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Based on her experience, staying calm helped ensure a successful evacuation and their survival.
Hence, the respondent has put an emphasis on being emotionally able since the storm
and has neglected the essential role of practical preparations in risk reduction.
It is noteworthy that the respondents themselves overwhelmingly negated the ties
between their hurricane experience and the current state of their preparedness. One respondent
said, “I don't think there were any relations because so far back I was so young.” Another stated,
“No there is no connection. I was too young and now I am more cognizant of what’s going on.”
Instead, the majority of the respondents regarded preparedness as “a personality thing” and
believed that hurricane experience did not affect them one way or the other. One said, “I always
prepare. I’ll prepare if necessary.”
Much of the literature indicates that the influence of experience on amount of concern is
short-lived and more recently experienced events tend to have a greater influence on
preparedness behavior (Weinstein, 1989; Hogarth and Einhorn, 1992; Russell et al., 1995;
Hertwig et al., 2004). Since the respondents “experienced” the hurricanes at a younger age, the
recency effect is perhaps also responsible for the disconnection between hurricane experience
and preparedness reported here.
4.5 Discussion and Conclusions
While most self-protective studies involving hurricanes have focused on evacuation
(Baker, 2000; Baker, 2011), my study investigated the area of preparedness among older people
through intensive individual interviews with older residents of Sarasota, Florida. This chapter
addressed three research concerns: What hurricane preparation practices do local older
individuals take in a period of hurricane quiescence? How hurricane-prepared do local older
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individuals think they are? How does prior exposure to hurricanes influence hurricane
preparedness? The following recounts the major findings surrounding hurricane preparedness
and other closely related topics.
In terms of hurricane preparedness behavior, the three types of preparation practices –
survival, planning, and structural – are not equally valued. First, the older respondents place the
greatest weight on survival preparedness. Most respondents have water, food, and flashlights,
and some also have battery-operated radios, medical supplies, and cash. But these are not welltailored actions for reducing hurricane risks. As one respondent reflected, “Those are everyday
preparations not specifically for hurricanes. It is the way I live every day.” Future public
awareness campaigns may want to clarify the shared needs and divergent priorities between
routine life and extreme situation to make personal preparedness more effective. Second, the
majority of the respondents failed to perform planning preparedness actions. Very few
respondents have taken time to update disaster supplies kit for expired items; even fewer have
formulated plans for evacuation and communication during hurricanes. In addition, none of the
respondents mentioned buying flood insurance (a typical example of planning preparedness).
Third, only a few respondents have implemented actions to make their homes hurricane-resistant.
Since many older individuals live on fixed incomes, they do not consider preparedness activities
that require significant financial input (e.g., purchasing more than the minimum required
insurance or strengthening house structure) even though they did recognize the importance of
such actions.
Delving into the narratives of those without any preparation actions has expanded our
understanding of the barriers to hurricane preparedness. Apart from the typical financial excuse,
three alternative impediments have emerged from the data: perceived uselessness of preparation
!

97

practices, knowledge deficit in hurricane preparedness, and a sense of no urgency. The lack of
sense of urgency is perhaps not endemic to older adults. Prior research has also showed that
many Americans rely upon “just-in-time” preparedness: people get or organize most or all of the
items they will need for sheltering in place or evacuation given sufficient warning of an
impending disaster (Redlener et al., 2007).
Redlener et al. (2007) also showed that approximately 60% of Americans personally feel
very prepared or prepared for hurricane and wildfire (NCDP, 2007). This study reported similar
findings: while the older respondents are minimally prepared for hurricanes when compared to
standard preparedness recommendations, two-thirds of them believed they are prepared. The
discrepancy between actual and perceived hurricane readiness is indeed a reflection of various
understandings of “being prepared.” I categorized the interpretations of hurricane readiness into
four different conceptual/cognitive models and teased out several important phenomena. In the
first instance, older individuals feel they are ready but the claims are not well supported by what
they have prepared for hurricanes (i.e., readiness as a feeling). In the second instance, older
individuals believe they are ready because they are prepared for whatever comes next in life (i.e.,
readiness as an attitude towards life). In the third instance, older individuals assert they are ready
because they are mentally able to imagine a hurricane situation and line up what would happen
with how they would respond (i.e., readiness as a pure mental construct). In the last instance,
older individuals consider themselves to be ready since they are well connected to others (i.e.,
readiness as a state of social embeddedness).
Finally, the study heightened the complexities surrounding the relationship between
hurricane experience and preparedness. Drilling down to the details of the respondent’s hurricane
experience, the results showed that the influence of experience on preparedness is confounded by
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multiple facets of experience (e.g., the recency of the experienced events, the proximity to
hazards, or the severity of damage in prior exposure). But, for those who were badly affected by
strong storms, their preparedness behavior is considerably defined by their interpretations of the
experience rather than the the actual nature of the experience.
In conclusion, the study adopted a qualitative method to query older individuals’
hurricane preparedness and suggested a variety of possible explanations for how and why older
individuals are underprepared. Although the study examined a limited number of cases and
cannot make immediate generalizations to the entire older populations, it showed that
preparedness is influenced by a suite of things. The key influences include – but are not limited
to – perceptions of risks, perceptions of preparedness, knowledge and awareness of risks and
preparedness, perceived self-efficacy and locus of control, disaster experience and personal
interpretations of the experience, attribution of responsibility for preparations, and more. All of
these effects influence whether preparedness behavior is initiated and the amount of effort that
older residents of Sarasota, Florida spend on it. A next important step towards effective
vulnerability reduction for emergency managers and decision makers (and usually not older
people themselves) is to recognize the financial, cognitive, and affective limitations of older
adults and put themselves in a different frame of reference to understand older people’s choices,
values, capacities, and needs in disaster preparedness.
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CHAPTER V
HURRICANE EVACUATION INTENTION AND DECISION-MAKING:
THE DYNAMIC SPECTRUM OF RESPONSES WHEN OLDER ADULTS ARE
THREATENED

5.1 Overview
CW: Do you have a pet?
CM: No not at present. That's a problem because you know some people can't take their
pets but I think they’re getting nicer about it. That huge storm in New Orleans? That was a
terrible problem with pets because they found, you know, well, the ones that went to the
Astrodome or whatever, they couldn't take their animals. They had a lot of problems with
animals needed to be rescued and that was Katrina….
I started this chapter with a conversation on pets. I was collecting respondents’
demographic information before heading to the body of the interview regarding hurricane risk
perception, preparedness, and evacuation but the respondent spontaneously chatted about how
the lack of emergency accommodations for pet owners and their animals complicated evacuation
of New Orleans during Katrina. While evacuation failure in New Orleans was prominent in
media coverage and gained public attention in 2005, scholars have long been interested in
understanding evacuation phenomena in disasters. Researchers have conducted extensive studies
to understand why some individuals or households have higher evacuation rates and why people
sometimes do not evacuate even when authorities require them to leave.
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Baker (1991) reviewed hurricane evacuation studies between 1960 and 1990 and found
demographic characteristics were rarely or weakly related to evacuation behaviors. Since then,
continued effort has been put into assessing the utility of demographics in predicting evacuation.
For example, several researchers found no consistent effect of race or gender on evacuation
behavior (e.g., Perry and Lindell, 1991; Gladwin and Peacock, 1997; Dow and Cutter, 1998;
Whitehead et al., 2000). As an alternative to demography, Baker (1991) concluded five major
explanatory variables for hurricane evacuation: 1) risk level of the area, 2) action by public
authorities, 3) type of housing, 4) risk perception, and 5) storm characteristics, all of which have
been in general held up well by subsequent research in following years. To illustrate these five
variables, 1) people are more likely to evacuate if they live on barrier islands and in low-lying
areas close to the coast (e.g., Arlikatti et al., 2006; Cutter et al., 2011); 2) people are more likely
to evacuate when officials suggest they do (e.g., Dow and Cutter, 1998, 2000; Lindell and
Whitney, 2000; Arlikatti et al., 2007); 3) people are more likely to evacuate when they occupy
manufactured homes (e.g., Gladwin and Peacock, 1997; Whitehead et al., 2000; Wilmot and
Mei, 2004; Kusenbach et al., 2010); 4) people more likely to evacuate when they feel unsafe at
home and perceive impacts from hurricanes on themselves and property to be greater (e.g., Riad
et al., 1999; Dow and Cutter, 2000; Horney et al., 2010; Stein et al., 2010); and 5) people are
more likely to evacuate for more intense storms and direct storm trajectories (e.g., Whitehead,
2003; Lindell et al., 2005; Smith and McCarty, 2009; Lazo et al., 2010). More recently, Huang et
al. (2015) performed a statistical meta-analysis of hurricane evacuation studies conducted from
1991 to that point. The authors sifted through both actual hurricane evacuation and intended
evacuation for hypothetical hurricane scenarios and affirmed that demographic characteristics are
weak predictors of evacuation. Instead, other variables such as official warnings, mobile home
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residence, risk area occupancy, perceived personal damage, and observations of
environmental/social cues have consistently significant influence on evacuation, lending strong
support to Baker’s (1991) conclusions.
While many researchers have adhered to Baker’s (1991) work in hypothesizing predictors
of evacuation behavior, how they operationalized the concepts has varied. Perhaps the
measurement of risk perception has demonstrated the greatest variability among investigators:
some have measured the perceived hazard levels of residential locations from components of
hurricane hazards (e.g., wind, rainfall flooding, storm surge) (e.g., Stein et al., 2010), whereas
others have used the rated amount of concern towards hurricane threats and fear of hurricanes as
proxies for risk perception (e.g., Cutter et al., 2011). Nevertheless, risk perception has
consistently exhibited a stronger relationship with evacuation behavior than any other of Baker’s
five explanatory variables (Bowser, 2013).
Meanwhile, despite the weak explanation provided by demographic characteristics
independent of other factors, the role that risk perception can play in evacuation is confounded
by the force of those demographic characteristics. Indeed, personal features do imply constraints
on people’s choices in response to high perceived risks (Aguirre, 1991; Gladwin & Peacock,
1997; Fothergill et al., 1999; Sorensen, 2000; Dash and Gladwin, 2007). Furthermore, Fothergill
(1996) argued that public responses taken to cope with natural hazards, such as preparedness and
evacuation, are grounded in the social structure that defines access to resources and information,
as well as capacities to act. Hurricane Katrina forcefully validated these propositions and further
heightened the need for evacuation assistance among some population segments (e.g., the
minorities and aged). Much of post-Katrina disaster research has emphasized evacuation failures
and proposed a combination of contributors to the greater mortality in New Orleans. These
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factors include but are not limited to higher levels of financial insecurity and social isolation,
physical and mental infirmities, inadequate transportation, and insufficient evacuation, medical,
and other facilities (e.g., Baylor College of Medicine and American Medical Association, 2006;
Fussell, 2006; Gullette, 2006; Campbell, 2008; Jenkins et al., 2007; Adams et al., 2011;
DeYoung et al., 2016; Krawchenko et al., 2016).
When it comes to casualties, Hurricane Katrina was more an age-selective than raceselective disaster (Bytheway, 2007). The tragedy particularly highlighted the vulnerability of
older adults, who suffered disproportionately and were most affected. Although those aged 60
years and over comprised only 15 percent of New Orleans’ total population before the storm,
about 75 percent of Hurricane Katrina-related deaths were among older adults (Knowles and
Garrison, 2006; Gibson, 2006). Even with this vulnerability, evacuation behavior of older people
remains an understudied research topic (Perry and Lindell, 1996; Gray-Graves et al., 2011).
Limited existing research has shown conflicting findings: some scholars have suggested that the
older people are less likely to comply with evacuation orders (Wilmot and Mei, 2004; Solis et
al., 2010) while others reported that this group is no different or more likely to be compliant than
other age groups (e.g., Aguirre, 1991; Bateman and Edwards, 2002; Lazo et al., 2010; GrayGraves et al., 2011). Although the current literature has reached no consensus on evacuation
compliance among older adults (Perry, 1979; Baker, 1991; Sorensen and Sorensen, 2007), it is
widely agreed that they are at greater risk during evacuation (Morrow, 1999). Successful
evacuation entails ample financial and social resources, but older people possess limited means
to manage the costs of preparing and evacuating for a natural hazard (Zhai and Ikeda, 2006;
Andrey and Jones, 2008; Cutter and Smith, 2009). Moreover, age-related physiological
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degradations could affect warning receipt and mobility (Ngo, 2001; Mayhorn, 2005; Tapsell et
al., 2010), thereby posing additional challenges in the evacuation of older people.
It is imperative to understand the variability of evacuation behavior and complexities
surrounding evacuation decision-making among coastal older residents because our rapidly aging
population and concentration of populations in coastal communities imply new challenges to and
greater needs for evacuation (Cutter et al., 2007). In that regard, this chapter focuses on hurricane
evacuation intention and decision-making among older respondents of Sarasota, Florida. Here, I
address two overarching research concerns. What would lead or impede older individuals to
evacuate in the event of a hurricane? What characterizes the logistics of hurricane evacuation of
older individuals? In the following, I first present the evacuation attitudes and analyze the stated
reasons for different responses to hurricane threats among the older respondents. In particular, I
drill down to the circumstances under which the older respondents would prefer evacuating to
staying put (or vice versa) for an approaching storm. Then I examine several aspects of
evacuation logistics such as evacuation destination, evacuation travel, evacuation kit, and
evacuation departure timing among the older respondents and discuss the implications. I close
with a summary of major findings of these topics and reflection on theoretical linkages and room
for improvement in future disaster management.
5.2 Evacuation Intention and Decision-making among Older People
Research on evacuation behavior has revolved around a central question: “Shall we
leave?” (Drabek, 1983; Sorensen, 1991). To understand the logic of evacuation decisions of the
older respondents, I asked the following question during my interview: In the event of a
hurricane, what would lead you to decide to evacuate? Their responses have unexpectedly made
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me ponder a more fundamental question before investigating the decision-making process of
hurricane evacuation: do older individuals ever intend to leave? My data show that the older
respondents held different attitudes towards hurricane evacuation. Out of the thirty respondents,
twenty-one (70%) were flexible and would evacuate under certain circumstances. In other
words, the majority of the respondents have not formulated a definitive preference as to whether
or not to evacuate in advance of a hurricane's arrival. Two respondents (6.67%) would evacuate
in any instance if a hurricane threatened the area and seven respondents (23.33%) were
determined to stay put under all circumstances. The following presents the stated reasons for
intended response to hurricane threats and explores factors that could influence evacuation
decision-making among the older respondents.
5.2.1 “I don’t go anywhere”
Respondents who said they would not evacuate under any circumstances had many
rationales for staying put. The decision to stay put sometimes was purely a matter of emotion.
One man insisted that he would remain in place although he is minimally prepared for
hurricanes. He has some water and food but declared, “I wouldn’t ever decide to evacuate; I stay
in the house regardless. There's no place like home. I think my home is safer.” The perceived
sense of safety at home is emotional rather than logical because he did not hurricane proof the
roof, doors, or windows. In his case, maintaining contact with the object of attachment (i.e., his
house) became his source of protection and satisfaction. Prior literature has demonstrated an
association among place attachment, home attachment, and tendency to stay under stress (e.g.,
Billig, 2006). Some scholars have further suggested that stronger emotional attachments to
places of residence and material possessions tend to make older people less compliant with
evacuation orders (Arbore, 2007; Henderson et al., 2010).
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In another case, the respondent chose to stay put due to his concern about looting. He
said, “I probably would not evacuate simply because of looting. I would have to stay and look
after what’s going on here. You shoot looters.” However, he proceeded, “Depending on the
severity, I would get my wife out. I would send her but, then again, where do you go? That’s the
problem. That’s the thing. I don’t think I would send her to a school or a church; she is probably
better off with me in a block building.!But if it looks like it gets really bad, I would ask her if she
would leave; I would not force her to leave.” The influence of gender role on evacuation
disparities between members of older households may deserve more attention but it is beyond the
scope of this thesis. Instead, I would like to focus on the latter part of his statement – the
negative impression of evacuation shelters, which has been a common thread in others’
responses. For instance, one respondent said, “I thought of that, the hurricane places. I just don't
like too many people around and all that. I just really don't trust them so much. I think I am
reasonably safe.” Another respondent affirmed the perceived lack of security and physical and
mental comfort associated with staying in shelters and additionally spoke to the concern of reentry into the community after a disaster: “I’ve heard that if you go to a shelter, you have to stay
in there for really a long time before they let you go home. It’s just not pleasant living. You get to
roll out a mattress and, you know, the food would be terrible. It would bother me more to be in
that kind of enclosed space with strangers than to stay at home.”
In contrast to these affect-rich decisions, staying put appears to be a better-informed
choice among some other respondents. One respondent said, “Well I’m not going to leave. I have
a roof that is safe for 145 miles an hour.” Another respondent stated, “I would not evacuate. I
would not go.” His follow-up explanations eloquently clarified why staying put works better for
him:
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The worst thing that would happen as far as I’m concerned is that I would get trapped on
I-75 in my car. I'd rather take my chances in a high rise condo building that's only 7
years old being designed for hurricane resistant. With the hurricane resistant windows
and the sliding doors and the elevation that we're at, it would be no problem, right? I
can't think of a better place to go and certainly once the hurricane hits. I'm not gonna try
to get out to go to a shelter. You’ll get a blanket on the concrete floor, and that's not
where I want to live. They probably would not have toilets available to handle the
crowds. I can't think of any place I can be safer in any place they would provide – if we
could even get there. I think the warning specifically that it will hit Sarasota will come so
late that I could not get out on the airplane. Or the roads would be impossible, and we're
too old to live in a car without food for three days and pulled over somewhere. I’m safer
in my building, period.
This respondent obviously has an expanded and stronger rationale for staying put, demonstrating
more sophisticated thinking about the topic. He considered road congestions and delays,
dwelling type and structural reinforcement, closure of services and facilities, stress and
discomfort in shelter, and infirmities of old age – which together have exercised an integrated
impact on his determination to stay. Surprisingly, the frailties at old age were not mentioned by
any of the other respondents. Again, the tendency to disassociate oneself from the older
population among the older respondents (see the Discussion and Conclusions section in Chapter
3) might account for this phenomenon.
The worries of clogged roads and highways were reiterated by other respondents. For
example, one woman stated, “I'm not evacuating. I mean, if it's the hurricane of the century I still
don't think I’m going to. My niece lives in Orlando and her father, my brother, lives in Ocala.
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She evacuated from Orlando to Ocala because she thought she would be safer and she,
everybody, lots of people on the road, ran out of gas; the traffic was sitting still. It was a
nightmare and she was a young girl.” She added, “I think I'm pretty well off where I am. I'm not
in a mandatory evacuation area … . The mandatory areas, they are low level. Well, that's the red
areas. I'm in a yellow or a green, I'm in three or four, I think, so I'm in a pretty good place.” The
respondent was referring to the county’s hurricane evacuation map (see Figure 5.1) in which
areas are color coded to represent levels of evacuation. The five levels of evacuation span from
Level A (red), which is the first zone evacuated and includes barrier islands and low-lying areas,
to Level E (purple), which is evacuated only for category 4 or 5 hurricanes. Residing in Level C
or D (yellow or green areas) does not mean she is out of harm’s way but, as she suggests, is less
likely to experience storm surge. In her case, the story of the stressful evacuation experience of
close!others first eroded her intent to evacuate, then her location on the evacuation map
weakened her perception of hurricane risks and strengthened her determination to stay put.
Finally, in some cases, evacuation put evacuees into the shifted path of a storm so that
those who had expected to escape threats were unfortunately exposed. One respondent recalled,
“There were a lot of people that left for Charley. A friend of mine left for Charley; went to
Orlando or some place…. The hurricane hit Orlando but didn't hit Sarasota. You can't tell where
they’re going to go; you really can't totally. So it's a crap shoot, my husband would say.”
Therefore, the uncertainty of hurricane movements has increased the respondent’s perceived cost
associated with evacuation and, acknowledging that evacuation does not guarantee safety, has
inhibited her desire to leave for a coming storm.

!

108

Figure'5.1'Sarasota'County'Hurricane'Evacuation'Map'

As seen in the discussion above, traffic concerns and undesirable public shelters turned
out to be the most cited reasons for the refusal to evacuate. In any case, because they would be
sheltering in place, the importance of hurricane preparedness for these respondents cannot be
overemphasized. Generally speaking, individuals are expected to prepare to subsist without
emergency relief and care for at least the first 72 hours after hurricane passage (Russell et al.,
1995; Baker, 2011; Kohn et al., 2012; Levac et al., 2012). Although these respondents thought
they would be “absolutely stay self-sufficient” if they were to stay home, they were unprepared
or underprepared for hurricanes. To complicate this issue, a combination of optimism and
fatalism was present in their answers when they estimated how long their self-sufficient living
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would last. One said, “Well, I don’t know how to predict how many days. I have all the food I
need. As long as the hurricane goes on, as long as the disaster or whatever it is. If there is a
catastrophe, the whole country is in trouble.” Another said, “Well, I don’t think I would have a
problem for quite a while. You know there is a difference when your talking and interviewing
somebody who is young and someone who is old. We have different feelings about where we are
in our lives. If it gets to that point, then sayonara.”
5.2.2 “It’s coming, why stay here?”
Two respondents advocated unconditional evacuation. One respondent said, “I will leave.
Yeah, that’s my best advice to anyone. It’s coming, why stay here? Unless you’re trapped. Well,
you have to be able to leave. I don't believe in staying; that's what I have done in the past.
Electricity, loss of power – you know, all the things that happen in a storm that are unpleasant.”
In Hurricane Dora, the respondent left her oceanfront home and went to the sister-in-law’s
further inland where she grappled with power outages and water damage (see details in Chapter
4). She anchored on this readily available example and assumed any storm would be as
destructive as Hurricane Dora. Moreover, being healthy and risk averse reinforced her decision
to leave. The respondent continued to comment, “If you have ways to get out, get out. I mean,
you might be infirm, can't get out of bed – that's a different story. But don't stay where the
hurricane is likely to hit. That’s what happened to the people that had terrible things happen in
the past. They stay because they think it won’t happen to them. I mean, look at New Orleans. My
god, they were stuck in the Astrodome or whatever it was. They ran out of sanitation facilities
and water and everything else; it was just awful. If those people at all had left… .”
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The situation was more complicated for the other respondent. She said, “I would not stay
at home. I would go to a place that I can be secure in.” Taking into account her past exposure to
and severe loss from Hurricane Andrew (detailed in Chapter 4), I assumed that the heightened
risk perception nurtured her strong desire to get out. However, the respondent failed to specify a
place that she considered secure: “You know, you have an image of where you think the ideal
spot would be and that’s a place that you would try to refine.” This!bewildering answer started to
make more sense when she described her friend’s experience in Hurricane Sandy: “I remember
my girlfriend saying to me, ‘Remember so and so, and so and so.’ She lived right outside of New
York. I said, ‘Girl, let me tell you something: hurricanes are something that aren't designed.
They just happen, and you happen to be in a place where that happens. The storm came and she
said, “I don't know what I'm going to do, the storm is coming. I said, ‘Honey, I just told you that
a storm does not call you up and say where you should go’.” It appears that the respondent was
in a bind: she knew she wanted to leave if a hurricane were to strike but she could not decide
where to go. Level of self-efficacy neatly distinguishes the two respondents. While the former
one believed that “You leave. You figure out where it's not gonna be,” the latter respondent
wondered “Should I go here or there? The storm will come where it wants to come and you don't
have any control.” In addition, this respondent has arthritis and I observed mobility difficulty
during the interview. I inferred that in the event of a hurricane, although she professes an
unequivocal intention to evacuate, she is less likely to leave because of the physical limitations
and an unconfirmed refuge. This latter case spotlights an important issue for older people: the
gap between “wanting to leave” and “being able to leave.”
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5.2.3 Evacuation as a Contingency Option
The majority of the respondents (21 out of 30) said that their evacuation decision would
be contingent upon certain circumstances. In other words, their eventual choice is less
predictable because they have yet to make the stay-or-leave decision. The uncertainty in their
answers reflected the real complexities surrounding the process of evacuation decision-making.
What follows recounts the situations that make evacuation a rational choice. Three prototypes
surfaced as the respondents described what would affect their evacuation decision. In the first
category, many respondents would evacuate depending on the characteristics of the storm. These
respondents would make a personal judgment through hurricane tracking or observation of
environmental cues. In the second category, some respondents would spend less personal effort
to stay informed but would heed evacuation orders and leave if they were told to do. In the much
less commonly mentioned third category, a few would only evacuate if evacuation
companionship was available.
5.2.3.1. Storm Characteristics and Threat Appraisal
Most of the respondents would evacuate based on subjective threat appraisal. They said
they would make personal evacuation decisions according to how severe the storm appears to be.
But different individuals focus on different dimensions of the storm and select different
evacuation thresholds. The first subgroup of the respondents would use storm trajectory as the
criterion. One respondent said, “I would probably depend on the weather reports. They would
give us a location of where the hurricane is and how soon it would reach us and that's when you
would determine if you would get out of here before it hits. As soon as I see the probability
increases to about 50% chance it's going to hit Sarasota, I would just lock my door and be gone
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north.” In contrast, another said, “I’ll leave only if I knew for sure it was 100% going to come
here.” Some others tried to depict the situation from a more verbal than quantitative perspective.
They stressed that they would evacuate “[provided that] the weather reports can convince me
that it's gonna come here to Sarasota” or “when a storm prediction is a directly at me.”
The second subgroup makes evacuation decisions based on the perceived severity of the
storm, which is primarily defined by threats from wind and/or flooding. For example, one said,
“I'm watching the weather there telling you it's so many millibars and the air speed is such and
such. If it’s up around a 140 miles, I would really think about moving.” But the majority of
respondents in this subgroup would not be attentive to weather reports and specific parameters of
a particular storm. They would be looking for environmental cues to determine if they should
leave. One said, “When the trees start moving too fast and bending too far I would definitely be
out of there.” Another said, “From the time water starts coming in, the wind starts pounding in
the window, and the lights go – I think that's time to get out.” However, evacuating after seeing
the arrival of hurricane force winds and flooding might be too late because “you will have a hard
time getting away if you wait until everybody is leaving.”
Although I interviewed individuals about their personal evacuation intentions, people
rarely make decisions about everyday life and emergencies in social isolation (Oakes, 2004;
Eiser et al., 2012). Social milling (Mileti and Sorensen,1990; Mileti and Peek, 2000) occurs
when people evaluate and discuss information collectively with family members, friends, and
others close to them. For example, one man said, “I think I should stay for the reasons that I was
giving you. She [my wife] has the option to go and be safe. Now, whether she would leave the
house or whether she would leave me, I don’t know. But it’s just a question of, you know, in all
likelihood, she’s better off with me than without me. Not the reverse, because, if she left, I would
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be worried about her. If she’s home, I would be worried about her. You have to take the lesser of
the two evils, but that would be a joint decision.” Like all people, older adults rarely make
important decisions without consulting others, including the appraisal of threats to personal
safety. Although discussion of intra-household social milling was limited in my study perhaps
because many respondents live alone, inter-household social milling was more common. Below
are two examples of inter-household social milling. One respondent said, “My daughter, she’s
like, they are listening to the news, her husband especially, I know that they will get in touch with
me to make sure I’m okay for the time being…. What’s that question, ‘How high is the water?’
They say, ‘Mom we're coming to get you before it gets worse’.” Another said, “I call up north to
my kids and tell them what’s happening and my brother probably wouldn't want me to just sit
there.” The three instances noted above demonstrate that the decision to evacuate for some
segments of the older population could be a less independent and more interpersonal as the result
of discussion with spouses, children, siblings, or close others.
5.2.3.2 Message from Authority: Pressure or Advice?
A couple of the respondents told me that they would leave if they were ordered to
evacuate. Unlike those examined in the preceding subsection, this category of the respondents is
less likely to follow the progression of a storm and collect relevant information for decisionmaking. They simply stay tuned for evacuation orders. Obeying authority is this group’s shared
characteristic. For example, one respondent said, “If I was told we had to. I mean, obviously, if it
is mandatory, I do it. It's a hard call because you don't know if when the palm trees are swaying,
you don't know whether just to hunker down in your house and at what point you should leave
your house. I don't know. I don't really know.” However, obedience is not necessarily voluntary.
In a mild case, one woman said: “If the manager of the mobile home park where I live tells you
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to get out, you have to follow it. You have your time to get your things ready. They decide and if
you don't go, they call the police to make you go.” In an extreme case, one man said, “Well if
somebody comes with a gun and says, ‘get out,’ what am I gonna do? I will get out. This is the
only factor that makes me evacuate: totalitarian force.”
His exaggeration and following criticism fully betrayed the mistrust and hostility toward
government. The man continued,
Well, I will tell you that one of the tragedies of the lying governments – and they are
liars; deadly, evil, deliberate liars – they tell you that, no police, no fire trucks, no
ambulances because they are human beings, too. And they cannot send an ambulance to
a place which is devastated. They cannot send a fire truck to a place that is going to be
destroyed. And they are right, so there is no hope. If you have a car, how are you going
to get past all this traffic which is stopped, dead on the highway? You’re finished.
Meanwhile, the hurricane is still coming, you hear, over and over or whatever, but you're
dead. So there’s no hope, no hope whatsoever. By the way, the airplanes are not
traveling. In a hurricane, they don’t work. The buses are just one more vehicle. Like a
car, what’s the difference? But then, that’s what it is. Our government is completely
hopeless. Our government is completely crooked and rotten and they do nothing for the
masses of the public; they work only for the special interests. Because of our government,
we are finished.
In contrast, the other two respondents possessed unquestioning trust in authority, viewing
an evacuation order as “advice” rather than “pressure.” One said, “It depends on how serious
they say the hurricane is – the city or the county, they give you advice about it. If it's a really
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serious one, I need to evacuate. So they open the shelters so when that happens, you know, you
follow the directions.” Another said, “It all depends how the officials are viewing this here and
they will report to us…not making anyone nervous or anything. But I’m sure they would give us
what we should do – definitely what we should do.” Her faith in government surfaced in the early
stage of the interview when she commented on the likelihood of a hurricane hitting Sarasota: “I
think the weather is getting better. Our weather is upgrading maybe due to the environment of
our country, we do not have that much possibility that it's getting worse. I think all the
environment is upgrading and I think I would want to see it getting better; and because of people
working on the environment, I think it is going to be better.”
5.2.3.3 A Need for Affiliation
Evacuation decision of few respondents is largely driven by a strong need for affiliation
with others. In one case, a respondent said, “I would be a lonesome person by myself. I want to
be where other people are feeling the same thing I feel. I want to know we are safe together.
You’re safer anyway in numbers and so I do not want to be alone.” The need to affiliate is also
embodied in the preference of evacuation travel. Another respondent stated, “I would call a
couple of friends and see if they would carpool. I would rather evacuate with someone you know,
whether it be a relative or a friend, than have to evacuate by myself.” Desire to affiliate with
others is part of human nature (Reis and Sprecher, 2009) and the need for affiliation under
conditions of stress (Rofe, 1984) is a demonstration of social influence at work. The two quotes
above suggest that affiliating with others provides emotional and and informational support when
older individuals have to cope with hurricane risks and evacuation stress. While previous studies
have shown that evacuation tends to take longer for larger families because people try to stay
together and evacuate together (Dow and Cutter, 2002; Smith and McCarty, 2009), there is no
!

116

work of which I am aware that has addressed the role a collective evacuation might play in
evacuation compliance of individuals from other types of households. The relationship between
need for affiliation and evacuation among older people – in particular those living alone –
remains an unexplored but promising territory.
5.2.4 Staying Put as a Compromised Alternative
As shown above, most of the older respondents make their evacuation decisions
dependent on the characteristics of the storm or the issuance of an evacuation order. While these
situations serve as “facilitators” of the evacuation response, I wondered if there are “barriers”
that could potentially swing their evacuation intention and make them shelter in place. To that
end, the respondents (excluding those who would stay or leave regardless) were given the
following question: If a strong storm is expected and a mandatory evacuation order is issued, are
there factors that might lead you to remain in place?
Many of the respondents answered “no”: they would leave if it was a strong storm or if it
was an order (and they thought an order implied a strong storm). Still, I heard different opinions.
A few respondents would rather stay put if there was no adequate amount of time to prepare for
evacuation. One said, “I have a chance to leave early, yes. Otherwise, I would just stay home. I
don't like being in traffic, you know, and if you think about it and if you evacuate and you’re in
traffic and everybody is trying to get out at the same time, you are, I think – it’s just crazy.”
Another said, “If I can get out ahead of the storm. If I have enough time, I just pick it so that I
have enough time to travel the distance, recognizing that there’re maybe some slow ups. But in
an early enough time to make it to where I wanna go...I may say to hell with everything, get out,
leave everything behind. It’s all material stuff and if I can go and get a motel or someplace else
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in some area, then that’s the easiest shot.” These respondents would stay put if they could not
leave early to get ahead of the exiting traffic. Again, traffic (which was emphasized by those who
would stay put in whatever conditions) stood out above all other concerns to be a serious issue
for those who are flexible but may change their mind about evacuation based on the amount of
lead time they have to make that decision.
Some other barriers appeared less often but also deserve attention. One respondent
claimed, “If I consider being out in the streets more dangerous than just staying at home, I would
just stay at home and just, you know, endure the rain and the wind and so forth.” In this case,
staying put is a risk-weighted decision. In another instance, a respondent expressed her concern
for her pets. She stated, “Well, just within the last year, we have acquired all of our pets. And as
a matter of fact, I just brought one home last weekend so we have not made any provisions for
them because of the timing. They’re like our children. They make us more likely to stay just
because it’s hard to uproot that many. We would try to stay in our home – it’s kinda hard to take
5 dogs.” Some of the literature has suggested that the more pets a household owns, the higher the
likelihood of household evacuation failure will be (e.g., Seff et al., 2007). Ignoring a mandatory
evacuation order and staying put in a severe storm may sound irrational, but these illustrations
demonstrate that a seemingly impractical decision to outsiders can be well justified given
insiders’ values, beliefs, and tradeoffs.
5.3 The Logistics of Evacuation among Older People
As elucidated in Chapter 4, the dominance of survival actions characterized preparedness
behavior among the older respondents. Given the overwhelming absence of planning
preparedness efforts, the interview opened a window of opportunity for the respondents to
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recognize that in addition to deciding whether to evacuate, they need to consider the logistics
involved in implementing hurricane evacuation. As long as the respondents chose not to shelter
in place, I asked them four questions: 1) If you have to evacuate, where would you go? 2) How
would you travel to your evacuation destination? 3) What would you be likely to take with you?
4) When would you be likely to leave? The following subsections discuss the findings of the four
specific hurricane logistics issues among the older respondents.
5.3.1 Where: Evacuation Destination
As shown in Figure 5.2, all but two respondents knew where to go if they have to
evacuate. The choices of evacuation destinations will be discussed in a descending order of
popularity. First and foremost, more than half of the respondents (52.17%) would like to
evacuate to a family member’s or friend’s house. Among these twelve respondents, close to half
of them named a daughter’s house as their first choice. One said, “Actually, the place I would go
to would be my daughter's house because they were far out of the flood zone. They have a home
up in the other end, up in the northern end of Sarasota County.” Some would travel a bit further
to stay with daughters. For example, one said, “I probably could go to my daughter’s. But she
lives down in Punta Gorda [a city in Charlotte County on Sarasota’s southern border].” Future
research may want to control for geographical travel distance between home and refuge to
understand if some psychological mechanisms have affected older people’s choice of a
daughter’s.
Four respondents (21.74%) would “just drive to escape to somewhere.” For example, one
said, “Well, they show weather maps all the time and they make calculated guesses about where
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they think it would be going – and they could be wrong, so you would go elsewhere. Nothing is
predictable; you will learn that when you’re my age.” house. Another said, “Just follow the
evacuation route and see where it takes you. Then see where they are going to be putting
everybody and I'm sure it's going to be several miles from here. You know, you may end up at a
rest area, you may end up at a park, or maybe another beach somewhere. You don't know, but
you just take your chances.” Scholars have suggested that lacking a well-identified destination
and well-planned evacuation routes decreases the likelihood of evacuation (e.g., Perry et al.,
1981; Bateman and Edwards, 2002; Burnside, 2007; Petrolia et al., 2010). Therefore,
respondents who failed to pin down a specific spot for evacuation and sheltering or a route to get
there could potentially demonstrate a greater intention-behavior discrepancy.
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Three respondents (13.04%) would use a public shelter. Two “chose” it because they had
no alternatives. “Yes, it would be a public shelter. I have no friends with houses that can go to, so
public shelter,” said one respondent. “But I don't see how they [shelters] would work in a
hurricane. But maybe they would; I don't know,” said another respondent casting doubts on his
“choice.” For the third respondent, public shelter is his top choice: “They have different shelters
in the area that belong to the area where we live. Well, I can go to the one in the high school on
Bahia Vista or another one north of there by 10th Street. If I can get away, I will go to a shelter
because it’s safer than any other home; you don't know how safe a home is, a friend’s is, or
whatever, you know?”
One respondent said that she would probably “go down to the clubhouse, probably.” “It’s
such a huge club house. Of course, if everyone in the park went, I don’t know if you would have
a place to lay down,” said the woman. Ironically, if she has to evacuate from her house, the
clubhouse in the community would by no means be an appropriate refuge. In this case, the socalled evacuation was a deliberate pursuit of emotional security rather than physical safety, again
underscoring the need for affiliation among some of the older respondents.
Finally, one respondent would stay in a hotel/motel. This respondent is exceptional not
only in terms of her destination choice but also in her relative financial affluence. Many of the
other older respondents could not afford hotel and related costs for out-of-home
accommodations. As another respondent pointed out, “If you never experience that in your
traveling in a storm, the hotels will get on you a couch. It's supposed to be against the law. What
they do is, normally the hotel or the motel will charge you 50 dollars a night, it's all of a sudden
150 dollars a night…It's just not ethical. But they do it. And not only they do it on hotels: gas
stations! The fuel prices would go up.”
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5.3.2 How: Transportation Mode
The primary means of hurricane evacuation is by personal vehicle (Figure 5.3). However,
having a personal vehicle available does not necessarily ensure a hassle-free evacuation. One
respondent said in reference to his elderly colleagues, “Some’re afraid of all the traffic and they
don’t drive on the main roads now.” In another instance, one respondent spoke at greater length,
“I drive my car down to 42nd Street where my girlfriend lives, and then the bus picks me up and
brings me here [the Friendship Centers]. I won’t drive downtown. A lot of times, people come
right up at your tail end and you can’t see them in the side view mirror. I have no depth
perception or peripheral vision in my right eye. I had retinal reattachment surgery twice; they
said I could drive anywhere I want to, but if I don’t feel comfortable in downtown traffic, I'm not
gonna do it. I’m not taking the chance.” Hence, owning a vehicle and being able to drive it are
different concepts. Such a difference might be amplified in a hurricane evacuation because older
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adults are more likely to experience acute confusion and disorientation when familiar patterns or
environments are disrupted (HelpAge International, 2000).
The ability to drive is at the same time conditioned by external factors such as road
accessibility. One respondent said, “If it's really bad and the roads are flooded, can I drive? See,
I could really walk but walking, if there is water around, it would be very difficult. So that’s the
question: I don't know what I'm going to do.” Another said, “If the roads get flooded, if they tell
me there is flooding going on, I won’t wanna do that because the roads might get sink holes and
they say do not drive in flooded areas so…But in order to get to my destination, I will maybe
double up with someone else who feels more confident.” Under the idea of teaming up with
someone for evacuation is the need for affiliation that appeared earlier in the chapter. To sum up,
the issue of drivability could strike a blow to evacuation among older people – even when they
intend to leave and have their own transport.
Nearly a third of the respondents are totally dependent on other transportation
alternatives. These people usually use public transit for daily commute. For example, one
explained how she travels in everyday life, “We have buses, we call it SCAT Plus, that come
directly to your homes to pick you up at your door. And they will pick you up and take you
home.” The Sarasota County Area Transit (SCAT) Plus is the county’s paratransit service
available to those who are less able to transport themselves to access amenities and resources due
to disabilities, low income, age, and so on (Sarasota County, 2014). From a hazard vulnerability
perspective, the older SCAT Plus riders are especially vulnerable in the event of a hurricane.
While some of them would arrange a pickup by children or leave in vehicles owned by friends
(see Figure 5.3), the viability of other modes of transport remains highly questionable. In one
case, the respondent said, “I’m gonna ride my thumb.” With respect to the evacuation
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transportation mode, it is evident that the older respondents are mixed in capacities and resources
and some of them are in need of evacuation assistance prior to the arrival of a hurricane.
5.3.3 What: Evacuation Kit
A Wordle-generated word cloud (Figure 5.4) displays the items that the respondents
would be likely to take with them in an evacuation. “A changes of clothes” turned out to be most
prominent item, followed by “food.” “Important documents” (e.g., doctor records, insurance
policies, passports, and birth certificates) ranked the third prominent element. Water,
medications, and money tied for the fourth place. Some other items are less popular but
noteworthy. Pets and pet food came as a pair and were mentioned first by all three pet owners.
Sentimental items are also important to some of the respondents (shown as “memorabilia” in
Figure 5.4). One respondent said, “I would take my Bunny Rab [a stuffed animal] that I have on
my bed... My Bunny Rab was given to me by my granddaughter, okay? And she gave it to me in
an Easter basket, and this Bunny Rab has a bow-tie; this bow-tie is the same pattern of my
husband's favorite shirts. So it's my Bunny Rab.”
However, the respondents have not necessarily incorporated what they intend to take with
them in the event of an evacuation into their hurricane preparedness efforts. Table 5.1 shows the
five most-mentioned items to take in the event of a hurricane evacuation and the five mostmentioned items in current hurricane preparedness to see the overlaps and gaps. The older
respondents are strongly advised to extend and refine their present hurricane preparation
practices: assemble extra clothing, important papers, pet food, and items with sentimental value
and put them together with food, water, medications, and cash at an easy access spot. Building an
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evacuation grab-and-go kit helps people avoid scurrying round and facilitates a timely and
effective evacuation.
Two counterposed outliers deserve special attention. When she was asked what she
would be likely to take if she were to evacuate, one respondent said, “Chocolate, some clothing
that I can change into – especially my pajamas and my jeans. Toothbrush – God forbid if I went
without brushing my teeth. Hairbrush, hairspray, lipstick. Well, all that stuff is in my purse; I got
to take my purse with me. Oh, my cell phone, that has got to go with me. Of course, I may not
have any signals. I did that because that’s my phone booth, to keep in touch with friends and call
family, I don’t have a house phones.” However, the intent to keep life as undisrupted as possible
is no more than a fantasy given the words of a second respondent. The survivor of Hurricane
Andrew said sharply, “This is not a good answer, but not a damn thing because what you had
you are used to and you are accustomed to, it’s not going to be the same thing when you get
wherever it is that you have to go.” Disaster experience or lack of experience can drastically
affect knowledge of hurricane hazards and can guide preparation efforts for evacuation in an
unrealistically optimistic or excessively pessimistic way.
5.3.4 When: Timing of Evacuation Departure
The timing of evacuation departure refers to an instant in time when the respondents
would engage in the act of leaving. However, the older respondents mostly thought they had
answered the question earlier in the interview when they laid out the situations leading to an
evacuation decision. Most of the respondents failed to understand that there is a lapse of time
between the time when an evacuation decision is made and the time when the decision is
executed. As a result, I received many redundant answers, e.g., they would evacuate given the
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severity of impact from the storm or upon the issuance of an evacuation order. Nevertheless, I
obtained some useful insights from those who tried to provide me with an answer.
Several respondents stressed that they would leave early to avoid delays caused by long
lines. For example, one said, “I certainly would leave a couple of hours at least before
anything’s going to strike. Well, they usually give you an interval, you know, so you can
anticipate about the time the storm will hit, and they are pretty accurate with that. You have to
leave early depending upon the wind and location; there are so many factors. And you have to
anticipate what the traffic will be if you have to drive.” Another said, “You know, like I said, at
the time of a hurricane, there is always a rush and always traffic jams, and so forth. If we really
thought there was gonna be a 5 or a 4, we would probably leave a week ahead if we really felt
they were serious.”
A few other respondents touched on the importance of light. One said, “I am very
fortunate I can drive; many many people that I know can't drive at night now. So, in a storm,
usually it gets dark because of the clouds and the storm, and people are unable to drive so
they’re stuck, and I'm not stuck in that sense.” Another said, “If I had a choice, I would leave
during the daytime. I don't want to be driving in the evening in the dark, especially if there is
going to be a gridlock. I would prefer earlier, you know.” People prefer to leave during daylight
hours (Baker, 2000) and so do the older respondents. Driving in the dark can be an outstanding
concern because the older populations are more likely to have a difficult time discriminating
between similarly colored objects and adapting to darkness (e.g., Jackson et al., 1999).
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5.4 Discussion and Conclusions
Extensive literature has engaged with disaster evacuation (Baker, 1991; Sorensen and
Sorensen, 2007), but questions regarding evacuation behavior among older adults remain open
(Gray-Graves et al., 2011) and a limited number of studies have yielded mixed findings of age
effect on evacuation (Baker, 1991; Huang et al., 2015). In this chapter, I focused on older
residents of Sarasota, Florida and explored several topics surrounding their hypothetical
evacuation perceptions and behaviors under hurricane threat. It should be noted that I did not
attempt to investigate whether older people are more willing to evacuate than other age groups or
which older individuals are more likely to evacuate. Instead, I was more intrigued by what might
account for their intended response to hurricane risks and what their evacuation decision-making
process might involve. Drawing upon their statements, I teased out the circumstances or factors
that would encourage or discourage an evacuation decision among the older respondents. Also, I
examined several general aspects of logistics for hurricane evacuation (i.e., the activities and
resources needed for the action to take place) and filtered additional barriers to the
implementation of evacuation even given the motivation to evacuate. In the following, I revisit
some important findings and discuss how they accord with contemporary literature and inform
emergency management policies.
5.4.1 Reaching an Evacuation Decision
5.4.1.1 A Predetermined Choice
Evacuation decisions among my respondents are not always spontaneous and situational.
Some of them have predetermined their decisions and are firm about their choices of staying or
leaving for an approaching storm. Among the seven respondents determined to stay home to ride
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out the storm under all circumstances, they unanimously perceive their homes to be safer than
the alternatives and claim the ability to be self-sufficient. For the most part, this belief in the
safety of their homes is not well justified. The desire of these respondents to stay home causes
them to perceive their homes as safe, not the other way round. A possible explanation for the
affect-driven decision of sheltering-in-place is that home attachment tends to keep older people
from abandoning their homes to the storm (Elder et al. 2007). In other cases, the respondents cite
traffic volume as well as the stereotypes and stigmas associated with public shelters to defend
their decisions of riding out the storm at home. Overall, those who would stay regardless of
circumstances are subject to affect heuristics (see Section 3.4.4.2 in Chapter 3) and typify the
tendency of choosing by liking or disliking (Frederick, 2002; Gilovich et al., 2002).
In contrast, two respondents who would immediately evacuate in any case are primarily
governed by availability heuristics (see Section 3.4.3 in Chapter). Because examples of hurricane
risks remain salient and readily available given their personal exposure to and loss from past
events, they tend to view similar threats as more probable and severe. This kind of perceptual
bias might lead to an overreaction even when only a minor storm is projected.
5.4.1.2 A Contingent Choice
The great majority of the respondents (21 out of 30) would decide on whether or not to
evacuate based on certain situations. From their perspective, staying put and leaving are not
mutually exclusive, predetermined alternatives. There are certain circumstances under which an
evacuation decision becomes favored or not. In terms of the “facilitators” of evacuation, storm
characteristics emerged as the most common theme, followed by the voice of authority.
Overwhelmingly, these older respondents would make situational evacuation decisions
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contingent on the characteristics of the storm. A few respondents follow weather reports closely
and make decisions when they perceived the hurricane to be a threat. One man said, “I've got the
phone. I've got NOAA apps with my phone, with emergency alerts. I've got two weather channels
that I monitored. I watched the routes of hurricanes as they come in, you know, and see what
direction they're gonna go. You know, I'm a news junky, I just can't stay off the news channels
and weather channels.” This “hurricane-savvy” population was highly underrepresented in my
sample.
Most of the respondents simply observe storm conditions through the manifestation in
wind and/or flood damage. It is noteworthy that environmental cues go through personalized risk
assessment to construct different levels of perceived risk. For example, while one respondent
would evacuate when “things would start to be blowing around,” another would not leave until
“the windows started cracking.” This disparity corresponds well to previous findings that
subjective assessment of risk is a more influential factor on evacuation compared to objectively
estimated risk (e.g., Aguirre, 2000; Baker, 2000; Whitehead et al., 2000). Indeed, more
respondents use heavy winds or rain, which are simple and relevant, to make inferences about
the severity of the threats. Self-protective actions like evacuation under hurricane threats is
heavily motivated by intuitive risk judgments (Slovic, 1987; Lindell et al., 2005; Peacock et al.,
2005). When perceived risk level and personal vulnerability do not align well with evaluations of
public officials, evacuation failures may occur (Baker et al., 2009). Hence, being sensitive to the
ways that older individuals understand and interpret hurricane threats and effectively
communicating risks to them is key to successful elder evacuation and vulnerability reduction.
Apart from the dependence on storm characteristics and personal appraisal of hurricane
threats, some respondents make the call about whether to leave based solely on official
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evacuation orders. On the one hand, this group of the respondents are passive and dependent. On
the other hand, they demonstrate the importance of authority. These respondents said that they
would certainly leave if a mandatory evacuation was issued. Researchers have suggested that
individuals take appropriate action when they believe that the risk is real and the warning applies
to them (Sorensen, 2000) and mandatory orders often evoke greater underlying perceptions of
threat (Dow and Cutter, 2000; DeYoung et al., 2016). In this sense, no matter if storm
characteristics or messaging by authorities are the stated reasons for a contingent evacuation,
heightened risk perception is the common ground that would motivate the older respondents to
take action. These findings provide qualitative evidence for the influence of some of Baker’s
(1991) factors in hurricane evacuation (i.e., risk perception, official warning, and storm
characteristics).
Nevertheless, under certain circumstances, staying put is the preferred option for some of
the respondents, even when a strong storm is expected and an evacuation order is issued. One
example of a barrier to evacuation is if they lacked enough time to prepare and leave. The
amount of time that the respondents have before an evacuation is closely connected to another
concern that might prevent them from leaving: the perceived stress of driving in evacuation
traffic. Yet another instance that might alter the intention to evacuate is the ownership of pets.
An emerging body of work has shown that pet owners are less likely to evacuate than those
without pets and the more animals they have, the less likely they are to evacuate (Heath et al.,
2001; Whitehead et al., 2000; Whitehead, 2003; Edmonds and Cutter, 2008). However, the
limited number of pet owners in the sample has hindered a thorough examination of pet-related
evacuation failure here. Pets are seen as desirable by many of the respondents but the majority
have lost their pets or could not have pets due to financial constraints. One said, “My cat just
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passed away last week. She was 18. Yes, that was hard. Actually where I live, you’re not
supposed to have pets and I think every other house has pets. Oh well. I think it’s ironic because
I think it’s better for seniors to have a pet – it’s good for them mentally. I get annoyed with my
apartment when they carry on about that. Everybody ignores it anyhow.” Another said, “I have a
fish, his name is Benjamin. My daughter got him for me because I couldn't have a cat or a dog. I
have to pay 500 dollars more for rent if I have pets.” These quotes tangentially hint at the
importance of emergency accommodations for older pet owners and their animals during
evacuation.
In short, the older respondents demonstrated a variety of evacuation attitudes and
considered different circumstances when making evacuation decisions. Given the dynamics and
complexities surrounding evacuation decision-making for older individuals, disaster researchers
and emergency managers should acknowledge that the older population is a heterogeneous group
and try to understand how and why they perceive hurricane threats differently, what the
competing needs and negotiations/compromises are that older people struggle with when
deciding to evacuate, who among them are willing to evacuate but are not be able to do so, and
what kinds of evacuation assistance and interventions older people need to change their behavior
and reduce their vulnerability.
5.4.2 Implementing an Evacuation Action
I examined the logistics for hurricane evacuation (evacuation destination, evacuation
transportation mode, evacuation kit, and timing of evacuation departure) among those
respondents who would evacuate regardless or evacuate if necessary. While studies on household
evacuation logistics has been limited, research results have consistently suggested that most
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evacuees stay in the homes of friends and relatives or in commercial facilities rather than in
public shelters (Lindell et al., 2011). My findings partially supported this pattern because most of
the respondents indicated that they would go to a family member’s or friend’s house and only a
few would consider a public evacuation shelter. But my findings also challenged the documented
trend: only one of the 30 respondents would use a commercial facility (i.e., hotel/motel) and
more would “drive to escape to somewhere.” The scarcity of social and financial resources
among some of the older population is perhaps responsible for these divergent answers.
In terms of the transport mode for evacuation, most of the respondents have cars and took
it for granted that they would travel in their personal vehicle for evacuation. However, problems
might arise because not everyone is able to drive confidently in heavy traffic, in the dark, or in
rising water. The idea of drivability might not be visible if a quantitative survey instrument was
used to collect data about vehicle use in evacuation. As demonstrated here, a qualitative inquiry
allows respondents to elaborate and reflect on their answers, thereby accentuating the difference
between resources (i.e., personal vehicle) and capabilities (i.e., driving). While the lack of
financial and transportation means makes people less likely to evacuate (e.g., Wolshon et al.,
2001), some evacuation failures among older adults could result from the inability to use a
personal vehicle in a stressful situation even they have the means.
What the respondents would like to take with them if they evacuate turns out to be
generic. When comparing what they have implemented for hurricane preparedness to what they
would carry with them in hurricane evacuation, however, there proves to be a mismatch between
the two with room for improvement: although changes of clothes, important papers, pets, and pet
food were frequently mentioned items, the respondents have yet to incorporate them into their
current hurricane preparedness kit. Considering that older adults respond more slowly than
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younger counterparts during emergencies (Drabek, 1999), the time between evacuation decision
and evacuation action is critical. Advance preparations for evacuation should be advocated to
older people so that they can grab all they need at once and leave quickly.
Finally, the older respondents failed to clarify a point in time at which they would
evacuate. Perhaps this failure is in part caused by the hurricane history of Sarasota County,
which resulted in most of the respondents having no significant hurricane experience. It might be
difficult for them to be explicit about their timing of departure for a hypothetical evacuation,
whereas it might have been straightforward for the respondents to recall the time they left for an
evacuation they had experienced. Despite that problem, information on other aspects of the
logistics of hurricane evacuation among the respondents provided useful insights. More research
is needed on what happens between the time an evacuation decision is made and the time an
evacuation is implemented (Lindell et al., 2011) to better understand old people’s evacuation
behavior.
5.4.3 Limitations and Concluding Thoughts
The work presented in this chapter has at least two notable limitations. First, the
relatively small sample size and the specific context of the research require caution in
generalizing the findings to the broader older population, other locations, and other hazards.
Second, how well-intended behavior for a hypothetical storm predicts actual behavior in a real
storm warrants more research. While a few case studies have suggested some degree of
correspondence between hypothetical and revealed evacuation decisions with the same
respondents (Whitehead, 2005; Kang et al., 2007), much more evidence is needed about the
predictive validity of evacuation expectations (Huang et al., in press). Despite these two
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drawbacks, the richness of the qualitative interview data demonstrated the variability in
evacuation intention and complexities of evacuation decision-making among the older
respondents. The decision to evacuate is shaped by a set of interactive influences (Stein et al.,
2010; Cutter et al., 2011) and potentially mediated by logistical issues. Older residents of
Sarasota, Florida are more likely to evacuate when they perceive the risk to be severe and
personal and less likely to evacuate when faced with traffic concerns and driving complications.
The study is expected to expand the scholarly understanding of evacuation and to inform
better planning and policies for older adults in disaster management. Both researchers and
practitioners should appreciate the complexities and sometimes the messiness of evacuation
decision-making (Gladwin et al., 2001) among older people. Understanding how their responses
and choices are enabled or limited by perceived severity of threat, perceived self-efficacy,
perceived financial cost of evacuation, perceived safety of their homes, and the time they have to
make last-minute preparations would help the academic and policy communities envision
different types of evacuation assistance to older people that minimize evacuation failure.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSIONS
6.1 Overview
This dissertation targeted year-round older residents of Sarasota County, Florida, and
explored their perception of hurricane risks (Chapter 3), extent and level of hurricane
preparedness (Chapter 4), and hurricane evacuation intention and decision-making (Chapter 5).
Utilizing in-depth interviews, I engaged older individuals at risk from potential hurricane hazards
in the research process and obtained individual-level data inclusive of their voices and values.
Drawing upon the transcribed narratives, this study not only clarified how older residents of
Sarasota perceive hurricane risks, practice hurricane preparedness, and make hurricane
evacuation decisions, but also teased out both the manifest and latent reasons that might have
accounted for their low risk perception, poor hurricane preparedness, and uncertain evacuation
behavior in the event of a hurricane. This final chapter, Chapter 6, summarizes the dissertation’s
principal findings from Chapters 3 to 5 as well as the emergent cross-cutting issues, presents the
implications for policy and practice, discusses the contribution and limitations of the study, and
closes with opportunities for future research.
6.2 Recapitulation of Major Findings
6.2.1 Perception of Hurricane Risks
Chapter 3 touched on the older respondents’ impressions of hurricane hazards and
revolved primarily around their perceptions of hurricane risks. It generated several important
findings. In general, the older respondents’ knowledge of hurricane threats aligned with expert
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descriptions of hurricane hazards, although the level of sophistication varied. High winds and
rising water were most mentioned by the respondents when they explained the things that came
to mind when they thought about hurricanes. Some respondents detailed hurricane-induced
damage and disruption and demonstrated a greater understanding of a hurricane’s cascading
effects on population and society. It is also important to note that emotional reaction was another
key feature of their answers. They (mostly the female respondents) suggested feelings such as
fright, upset, and panic, thereby implying that some of the older population may have a low
threshold for stress tolerance. In fact, researchers have mixed opinions about older people’s
psychological vulnerability to natural hazards: while some have suggested that older adults are
“inoculated” from emotional distress (e.g., Norris and Murrell, 1988), others have found that
older adults are less psychologically resilient (e.g., Oriol, 1999).
The respondents predominantly perceived low hurricane risks. To be more specific, the
overwhelming belief was that Sarasota County would be unlikely to experience a hurricane of
any strength in both the short and long term. Should a hurricane strike, the respondents thought
they would receive minor to moderate damage unless the county experienced a Hurricane Sandyor Katrina-like event. The reasoning behind their risk judgment suggested the possibility that
older people are subject to a set of cognitive heuristics and biases (e.g., availability, anchoring,
and affect heuristics) just like the general population. However, as cognitive abilities decrease
with increasing age (Mayhorn, 2005; Ngo, 2001), the influences of these mental shortcuts on risk
perception and decision-making may become more pronounced.
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6.2.2 Hurricane Preparedness and Readiness
Chapter 4 focused on hurricane preparedness by investigating the extent and level of
survival, structural, and planning preparedness by the older respondents. Precautionary actions
for the purpose of survival monopolized their preparedness efforts. Even within the survival
hurricane preparedness category, most of the respondents kept their efforts at a basic level by
only preparing extra water, food, and medications. Apart from these generic preparedness items,
which could apply to any kind of emergency, hurricane-specific preparedness behavior was not
well developed among the respondents. The main reasons responsible for the gaps in their
current hurricane preparedness differed depending on the type of preparedness under
consideration. Complacency (based on their low risk perception) was the biggest hurdle to
overcome for the respondents to practice better survival preparedness. As noted above, the older
respondents do understand the threats associated with hurricane hazards. Nonetheless, they do
not perceive hurricane risks to be local/personal and relevant, and are thus not motivated to
prepare for hurricanes. Structural preparedness turned out to be more laborious and expensive,
which explained why the majority (especially the female respondents) did not complete this type
of preparedness even though some wished they could have done so. Planning preparedness
practices were almost absent among the respondents. A typical preparedness element such as an
evacuation plan had been overwhelmingly neglected due to the respondents’ lack of awareness.
6.2.3 Hurricane Evacuation Intention and Decision-making
Chapter 5 centered upon the intentions, decision-making, and logistics regarding
hurricane evacuation among the respondents. With respect to their evacuation intention, a small
proportion of the respondents would evacuate in almost any instance that a hurricane threatened
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the area. In contrast, a larger number of respondents was determined to stay home to ride out the
storm under all circumstances. Oftentimes because they preferred to stay home, these older
individuals perceived their homes safer, not the other way round. Lack of perceived security and
comfort associated with driving in the evacuation traffic and living in the public evacuation
shelters contributed to the firm attitude about remaining in place. In contrast to this more
recalcitrant group, the majority of the respondents exhibited flexibility and would make
spontaneous and situational choices for staying versus leaving.
With respect to their evacuation decision-making, the respondents would decide to leave
when a threat was perceived. For a few respondents, the need to leave would exclusively be
evoked by an official evacuation order. But, for most respondents, the process of evacuation
decision-making would involve a personal threat appraisal based on the characteristics of the
storm. However, how the respondents made the appraisal and what specific information they
anchored differed from respondent to respondent. A few would closely follow the hurricane
updates on radio or TV and initiate an evacuation once the threshold of staying was exceeded
(e.g., the predicted probability of a direct hit would reach a certain percentage or the winds
would reach a certain speed). A greater proportion of the respondents would be less actively
searching for hurricane information via the media; they would instead simply look for
environmental cues and leave when they observed severe winds and/or the beginning of water
damage.
With respect to the logistics of hurricane evacuation, an important issue surfaced when
the respondents addressed how they would travel to their evacuation refuge. The majority own
private vehicles and would drive to a family member’s or friend’s house; a few would drive to an
evacuation shelter, or undetermined destination out of harm’s way. However, giving it further
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thought, this intuitive travel mode appeared infeasible for some respondents: the drivability in a
storm remained unclear, so they decided they would not feel comfortable or confident driving in
heavy traffic and through flooded roads. This concern casts light on the dynamics and
complexities surrounding evacuation decision-making, highlighting the gap between “wanting to
leave” and “being able to leave” for older people.
6.3 Emergent Cross-cutting Themes
6.3.1 Optimism
The perceptions of hurricane risk among the older respondents were biased toward
(spatial) optimism. The views that “I am better off than the average person” and “things are
better here than there” were pervasive. Most respondents believed that Sarasota County would be
less likely to experience a hurricane than nearby Gulf Coast places to the north and south, and
the Gulf Coast would be less likely to experience a hurricane than the Atlantic Coast. In terms of
the perceived consequence of a given hurricane, the respondents believed that they would not
suffer as much damage as other Sarasota County residents, the county would not suffer as much
damage as other nearby counties, and the Gulf Coast would not suffer as much damage as the
Atlantic Coast.
Their optimism was also embodied in the respondents’ overestimations of hurricane
readiness. Most of the respondents believed that they were hurricane-prepared despite the limited
amount and narrowness of their preparedness practices. The discrepancy between actual and
perceived hurricane readiness suggested different individual interpretations of the meanings of
being prepared. Some claimed hurricane readiness as a feeling whereas others asserted that they
were ready for hurricanes because they were prepared for whatever life would bring. In addition,
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some reported readiness primarily based on the belief that they were mentally ready and
emotionally able to deal with a hurricane whereas others conceived social connectedness as a
proxy for hurricane readiness. Despite these optimistically biased evaluations, the conceptual or
cognitive routes taken by the respondents provide new insights and suggest additional pathways
to greater preparedness by integrating the psychological and relational components into physical
practices.
6.3.2 Social Networks
The importance of social networks was demonstrated by some respondents’ (1) low
perceived vulnerability to hurricane hazards, (2) concerns about hurricane preparedness, and (3)
decisions on evacuation destination and transportation mode. First, some respondents believed
that they would be less affected if a hurricane struck the county because of the practical support
and emotional care offered by their children. Second, some respondents were concerned about
preparing for hurricanes after the loss of loved ones. In these cases, their spouses (oftentimes
husbands) used to be responsible for important preparedness practices, especially structural
preparedness such as putting plywood over windows and doors or tying down items that are not
easily movable. Many widowed female respondents live alone and far from their children
suggesting that hurricane preparedness degrades and vulnerability increases with age owing to
decreased family support. Lastly, as noted above, although the majority would evacuate to a
family member’s or friend’s house, some respondents would have no choice other than a public
shelter because of their limited social ties. Moreover, some respondents would lack appropriate
means of evacuation transportation for longer distance travel. Note that financial capital can
compensate for the lack of social capital or vice versa to produce more flexibility.
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6.3.3 Feelings of Self-efficacy !
The respondents’ level of self-efficacy affected how they perceived hurricane risks,
practiced hurricane preparedness, and planned for hurricane evacuation. Some respondents
believed that they had no control over the environment; they refused to rate the likelihood of a
hurricane hitting Sarasota because they would never attempt to predict Mother Nature. The low
perceived self-efficacy and lack of control gave the respondents little incentive to practice
hurricane preparedness because they perceived the preparedness effort to be useless for reducing
vulnerability or producing other protective outcomes. Vulnerability to hurricane hazards was
thus viewed as a matter of chance rather than a matter of choice. Feelings of self-efficacy also
influenced the respondents’ evacuation intention and decision-making. Those with feelings of
high self-efficacy were more confident in processing hurricane information and carrying out an
evacuation if needed; those with feelings of low self-efficacy either felt less motivated to leave
or were committed to evacuating without paying attention to a storm’s characteristics.
6.4 Implications for Policy and Practice
This study generates several important implications for emergency managers and other
local government officials. The first useful insight concerns emotion. Because older people may
be more prone to using the affect heuristic in risk judgment and decision-making, emergency
managers should address the emotional component in risk communication to this group. As one
respondent commented, “The younger generation has no fear. When you get older, you have lots
of fear…” Emergency managers should also acknowledge gendered difference in emotions and
avoid unfeeling language when communicating risk to older women, especially widows, who
may be particularly emotionally fragile. Moreover, to make risk communication more strategic
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and effective, emergency managers are encouraged to work with psychologists and
gerontologists to better understand how cognitive heuristics and biases may affect the old
differently from the young in understanding and responding to risk.
Expectations by emergency managers that older individuals will follow hurricane
preparedness and evacuation recommendations may be misplaced. There are many things that
are of potential harm to people when they enter later life (e.g., diabetes, risk of cardiovascular
disease, etc.). Far down the list of concerns is to get killed or injured by a hurricane. As one
respondent said, “At my age, you worry about things you can control, not things you can’t.”
Instead of making sure that older residents receive a copy of the annual “Hurricane Guide”
distributed by the local newspaper in Sarasota, a more practical and valuable intervention would
be building a support network for older people and disseminating a list of contact information
and letting them know who can help with assembling food, water, medications, and other
consumables, putting up shutters or boarding up windows, and transferring them to a safe place
when their need arises.
Another important lesson for emergency managers is to provide transportation
alternatives to minimize older people’s evacuation intention-behavior gap. Oftentimes people
with personal vehicles are assumed to be self-reliant, so evacuation assistance targets the public
transit users. However, some older individuals may have trouble driving in stressful situations
even if they use personal vehicles for daily transportation. Emergency managers should therefore
identify and assist this subgroup of the older population to make sure their evacuation needs are
accommodated. Currently, the county uses Sarasota County Area Transit (SCAT), SCAT Plus,
and school buses to transport the registered population of special needs individuals (e.g., the
infirmed and disabled) to shelters in emergencies. Emergency managers should consider opening
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the service to older individuals who expect driving challenges in evacuation. In addition, some
older individuals are more likely to drive to evacuate if companionship is available, so
emergency managers could help advocate the idea of older individuals carpooling with others for
evacuation. This idea might be a good bottom-up practice that complements traditional top-down
evacuation assistance.
Emergency managers also need to understand that older people’s evacuation choice in the
event of a hurricane is risk-weighed: if older individuals perceive that evacuating will cause
more personal discomfort or harm than staying in place, they will be more likely to ignore a
mandatory evacuation order and decide to remain in place. This uncertainty in the evacuation
behavior of older individuals calls for a wider and deeper understanding of their perceptions and
motivations in response to hurricanes. In addition, the older respondents showed great
independence and subjectivity in their evacuation decision-making, implying that older people
may be difficult to nudge using existing hurricane warning systems. Given the tradeoffs older
individuals may face in making an evacuation decision as well as the difficulties they may
experience in implementing an evacuation plan, it is recommended that emergency managers not
only learn more about the older population through formal education but also involve them
directly in the preparedness and evacuation planning process to work out the solutions
collaboratively. In short, emergency mangers need to appreciate the internal variability among
older residents and develop need-based policies to enhance their risk perception, preparedness,
and evacuation compliance.
Emergency managers may also need to address the challenge stemming from the
tendency for older individuals not to see themselves as “old.” Indeed, although the older
respondents in this study realized that older people have different concerns or needs for hurricane
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preparedness and evacuation due to decreasing strength, mobility, and financial and social
resources, they did not consider these limitations to be their problems because they did not think
of themselves as old. Therefore, rather than telling older people that they need to be better
prepared because they are old, emergency managers may want to emphasize a life-span
perspective. Although the respondents distanced themselves from the older population, they did
understand that they were “older.” Therefore, a different framing that focuses on how hurricane
preparedness and evacuation planning changes over the life course and why older people should
prepare differently to the way they prepared when they were younger might be more effective.
With age come not only disadvantages but also advantages. The older respondents
suggested that the wisdom, knowledge, and experience of older people were untapped resources
for the county’s decision-makers. In a youth-oriented culture, if emergency managers want older
individuals to adopt sound preparedness practices and make well-informed evacuation decisions,
it is important to create enabling environments that empower older residents to engage in
planning and decision-making processes.
6.5 Conclusions
6.5.1 Contribution
This dissertation targeted older residents of Sarasota County, Florida and employed
qualitative interviews to address the “how” and “why” questions surrounding their hurricane risk
perception, preparedness, and evacuation behavior. The study filled a gap in the sparse literature
on elder preparedness for and response to disaster. Methodologically, the qualitative inquiry
extended disaster research beyond the commonly used quantitative methods and highlighted the
value of considering the older people’s individual experiences and subjective values when trying

!

145

to understand their choices and decision-making for natural hazard risks. For example, the results
suggest that older individuals may feel more comfortable using verbal phrases rather than
numerical estimates to describe the perceived likelihood and consequence of hurricane damage,
so researchers using quantitatively based surveys should develop their questionnaires with this
age-sensitivity in mind. Nonetheless, the results also demonstrated that qualitative information
alone can lead investigators astray if taken at face value. For instance, some older respondents
mistakenly claimed first-hand hurricane experience although they were actually distant from the
storm centers. A more quantitatively based map analysis cleared up these mistaken impressions.
As the U.S. older population continues to grow in size and diversify in characteristics, my
research aims to advance our understanding of elder vulnerability to natural hazards and help
inform risk reduction policies that are sensitized to the needs of this group. Specifically, this
research is expected to alert emergency managers to the low perceived hurricane risk, the gap
between the perceived and actual hurricane preparedness, and the complexities surrounding the
evacuation decision-making of older individuals in order to help these managers develop welltailored strategies to increase local older people’s resilience to hurricanes and other natural
hazards.
6.5.2 Limitations and Future Work
This study has limitations. First, given my sample population and the physical domain
where the interviews took place, i.e., a center for independent, gregarious, active older
individuals, the findings might not accurately represent older individuals who also live
independently but are more isolated or less active. Hence, I cannot generalize the findings from
the thin and self-selected sample (30 older respondents) to the broader older population but can
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only raise the possibility that the findings might apply to other older people. Nevertheless, the
study highlights that older people are highly diverse and heightens the need for additional
research to fully understand the distributions of perceptions of and responses to natural hazard
risks among older people. Second, the timing of the interview in juxtaposition to the nature of the
hurricane season might have affected the respondents’ answers. The 2014 hurricane season was
virtually over, and that season was average in terms of hurricane activity and well below average
in terms of impacts, with no landfalls in Florida or the Gulf Coast. Consequently, the respondents
may have been less likely to attend to hurricane risk and put emphasis on hurricane preparedness
and evacuation.
Moving forward, to help me further interpret and generalize the qualitative findings of
this dissertation, I will develop a survey instrument using the insight from the interviews. With
the help of Sarasota Emergency Operations Service, at the beginning of the 2017 hurricane
season I plan to deliver a mixed-mode survey combining web and paper surveys to a
significantly larger number of older residents that may differ in their socio-demographic
characteristics. Two other important steps I plan to undertake in the longer range will be to
investigate 1) how older people’s perceived risks align with actual risks they face by comparing
their views to the views of professionals, and 2) how older people compare with other cohorts of
society at large in terms of their perceptions of and behavioral responses to hurricane risks. It is
imperative to understand how older people are similar to or different from other age groups of
the general population and, based on those findings, to analyze whether or not disaster planning
for the general public will work for the older population. If not, I plan to engage members of the
older population in the disaster planning process in order to develop preparedness and evacuation
plans that they would be able and willing to adopt in times of disaster.!
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