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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, there have been several calls on 
development practitioners to, as a matter of principle, 
include disaster risk reduction (DRR) or emergency 
mitigation strategies in their development plans and 
processes (Wisner et al., 2004; Hilhorst and Bankoff, 
2008). This is due to the increasing recognition of the 
complex multi-risk nature of communities where the 
‘opportunity cost’ of a stand-alone intervention is too 
high for the community to afford it without recourse 
to external funding. More importantly, the recognition 
also reflects the fact that the gravity of the impact of 
disasters can prevent governments from attaining their 

developmental targets, including the quest to alleviate 
excruciating poverty.

These calls come at a time when most govern-
ments tend to take the conventional approach to risk 
assessment in a ‘natural disaster’ silo and therefore 
concentrate their resources mainly on technical solu-
tions. Governments generally fail to recognise how 
local capacities can affect DRR strategies, or how to 
empower the people to gain control over the determi-
nants of hazards that confront them (GAR, 2009). The 
reality is that communities live in a complex multi-
risk environment where the ‘opportunity cost’ of 
standalone interventions is too high for them to adopt 
such options without recourse to external support. 
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This gap in literature defeats the purpose of DRR 
strategies, which seek to build resilience, reduce vul-
nerability and create capacities for adapting to and 
coping with natural disasters.

Some unexpected events such as flooding affect 
not only the local economy (i.e., taxing local resourc-
es), but also the regional, national and sometimes 
even the global community. Yet, the dominant risk 
profile is one of small-scale recurrent disasters, which 
do not normally attract external funding. Such situa-
tions evoke pertinent questions that cannot be glossed 
over in our bid to develop an efficient DRR frame-
work: How well do people in a community under-
stand the potential risks confronting them? How well 
are they prepared in terms of their resources and ca-
pacities to handle those emergencies? What resource  
does the community lack and what does it already 
have? Are there any established modalities for foster-
ing understanding between communities and risk 
managers? Understanding these questions holds the 
key to our appreciation of the vulnerability level of a 
community, which is also contingent on their percep-
tion and knowledge of risk.

According to Hilhorst and Bankoff (2008), peo-
ple’s ideas about risk and their practices in relation to 
disasters constitute the sextant and compass with 
which they measure and chart the landscape of vul-
nerability. They argue that perception is not knowl-
edge, nor does knowledge necessarily translate into 
action. Yet, perception is important in understanding 
why they exhibit a certain behaviour. Hilhorst (2008) 
categorises people’s perception into three social do-
mains of knowledge that correspond to science, gov-
ernance or local customs, emphasizing that all three 
are equally valuable in understanding what makes 
people vulnerable and how they can set about amelio-
rating that condition.

By inference, reducing disaster risk and its ad-
versarial impact demands a comprehensive human-
centered risk assessment approach, complete with ca-
pability and vulnerability evaluations. This is because 
vulnerability is embedded in complex social relations 
and processes and should be understood within its lo-
cal context (i.e., what makes certain people vulnera-
ble). Such an approach minimises not only societal 
vulnerabilities by avoiding (prevention) or limiting 
(mitigation and preparedness) the adverse impact of 
hazards, but it also aids in prioritizing them (Kulatun-

ga et al., 2010). Such a risk assessment seeks to re-
duce loss and prevent the escalation of risk in a com-
munity through proper distribution and concentration 
of resources.

Guided by these dynamics and attributes of vul-
nerability, this paper evaluates community risk assess-
ment (CRA) as one of the bottom-up, community-led 
approaches to DRR.  Following these introductory re-
marks, the next section provides an overview of DRR 
as a concept, highlighting the challenges in its con-
ceptualization and implementation. The paper then in-
terrogates the virtues of qualitative research, examin-
ing specifically how communities can become 
involved in DRR, and provides guidelines for en-
hanced community participation. The paper concludes 
by making recommendations for policy consideration 
with the intent of fostering greater consultation, col-
laboration and partnership among key stakeholders in 
future DRR approaches.

2.   AN OVERVIEW OF DISASTER RISK 
REDUCTION (DRR)

A disaster is generally a risk magnified or an ex-
treme event that overwhelms the capacity of the af-
fected community to protect lives and livelihoods, re-
quiring external help in dealing with the losses (Wis-
ner et al., 2004; UNISDR, 2009). It arises from 
hazards and typically, it is its impact on human life 
that distinguishes it from hazards. Thus, hazards need 
to be managed in order to reduce their impact on hu-
man lives and the ways of doing so are varied and 
evolve over time. The earliest and still predominant 
approach in managing hazards is for agencies to pro-
vide relief to victims once a disaster occurs. Although 
such rescue assistance is vital for saving lives, it 
nonetheless makes some level of loss almost inevita-
ble. Apart from undue delays, relying on external sup-
port is not desirable for at-risk communities, particu-
larly when the communities themselves have some in-
situ capacity to deal with the threat.

The need for a fundamental paradigm shift has 
become more imperative in recent years as society in-
creasingly pays a higher price for poor development 
choices. The introduction of neoliberal policies such 
as privatization, trade liberalization and increasing 
globalization, to some extent made preventive ap-
proaches, which sought to reduce the very founda-
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tions of disaster-risks, redundant. This development, 
coupled with the threat of future climate change, 
makes the call for an altered approach extremely ur-
gent.  Rather than waiting to respond to an event 
(post-hoc reactiveness), disaster managers are being 
urged to adopt risk reduction strategies including ca-
pacity building for resilience to address not only di-
saster impacts but also the factors that turn a hazard 
into a realised disaster. It is hoped that this will reduce 
the need for resources for post-disaster response ac-
tivities and influence future development agendas 
(UNISDR, 2009).

Generally, DRR refers to the practice of reducing 
disaster risks through systematic efforts to analyse 
and reduce the causal factors (Blaikie et al., 1994). To 
a great extent, reducing exposure to hazards, lessen-
ing vulnerability of people and property, managing 
land and the environment wisely, and improving pre-
paredness for adverse events are all different facets of 
ensuring efficient DRR for sustainable development 
(White et al., 2004; Gaillard and Maceda, 2009). Yet 
in most countries in the developing world in particu-
lar, national DRR policies and institutional mecha-
nisms to pursue this agenda remain at various degrees 
of completeness (AU/NEPAD, 2004). Thus, their ef-
fectiveness in stemming the tide of increasing vulner-
ability to and impact of disasters is limited. This calls 
for a strategic approach to improving and enhancing 
the effectiveness and efficiency of DRR since in order 
for development activities to be sustainable, they must 
reduce risk; the alternative being that unsound devel-
opment policies increase disaster risk - and disaster 
losses.

Principally, DRR activities involve every part of 
society, the government, and the private sector. They 
continue even after a disaster, increasing resilience for 
future disastrous events. This presents the reason why 
the Hyogo Framework for Action (2005-2015), the 
United Nations’ blueprint for DRR, endorses the im-
portance of mainstreaming DRR measures within ur-
ban planning and development, a point reiterated by 
former UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan who elo-
quently noted that “…we must shift from a culture of 
reaction to a culture of prevention…it is more hu-
mane… also much cheaper…” (1999).

This approach becomes imperative in Ghana, 
where poverty discrepancy and the skewed provision 
of infrastructure services are not uncommon. In Accra 

(the National capital of Ghana) the median household 
income for the entire city is $ 8.86 per day, while the 
highest income areas - Airport Residential, Roman 
Ridge, Cantoments and Airport West- have an average 
household income of $ 294 per day. The very poor ar-
eas have an average household income of $ 3.5 per 
day (CHF International, 2010). In such situations, di-
sasters become a symptom of incomplete, inappropri-
ate or inequitable development. Indeed, Joseph Deiss 
(2011)1 rightly articulates this relationship, suggesting 
that, “by wiping out major development gains, such 
as school buildings, hospitals and energy grids, disas-
ters perpetuate a cycle of under-development, poverty 
and disempowerment”. In this regard, sustainable 
DRR initiatives must explicitly identify local associa-
tions, unions, NGOs, religious bodies, etc., to partici-
pate in the assessment of disaster risks, early warning 
systems, enhancement of community resilience ca-
pacity, reduction of hazards and risks, and prepared-
ness strategies and activities.

2.1.   Interrogating Models for Disaster Risk 
Reduction

According to the UN Secretary-General, "the 
more governments, UN agencies, organizations, busi-
nesses and civil society understand risk and vulnera-
bility, the better equipped they will be to mitigate di-
sasters when they strike and save more lives"-- Ban 
Ki-moon2. This comment underscores the fact that 
DRR is about choices and is “everyone's business”. It 
shows that approaches to DRR are varied, as there are 
multiplicities of risk factors. It is a conceptual frame-
work intended to systematically avoid (prevent) and 
limit (prepare/mitigate) disaster losses in lives and the 
social, economic and environmental assets of commu-
nities (InfoResources, 2009). DRR must be undertak-
en well before disaster can strike, shifting the focus 
away from responding to disaster to prevention, pre-
paredness and mitigation activities.

Since 2005, the cornerstone of DRR has been the 
Hyogo Declaration with the overarching goal of 
building resilient communities by 2015. In this re-
gard, there are two possible approaches. The top-
down approach involves decision-making by “ex-
perts”. Disregarding community opinion and 
consensus-seeking, the decision-makers seek refuge 
in technology-based models, imposing programmes 
on people who are expected to benefit from such deci-
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sions. This approach generally leads to dependency 
and lethargy among ‘the local people’. It focuses on 
monitoring techniques like sophisticated hazard map-
ping, the implementation of buffer zones and physical 
mitigation measures such as flood barriers (Luna, 
2007).

Such an approach fails to take into consideration 
the socio-cultural beliefs and livelihood patterns of 
the affected society, generally resulting in inappropri-
ate interventions that are destined to fail. The litera-
ture is replete with instances that illustrate how failure 
to seek local knowledge and consent has led to the 
failure of otherwise well-intended policies. A case in 
point is the failure of the Kwabenya Landfill Project 
in Accra, Ghana (see Oteng-Ababio, 2011; Owusu et 
al., 2011). The project was one of the development as-
sistance programmes implemented by the UK Depart-
ment for International Development (DFID) in 1991. 
Even when the metropolitan assembly failed to meet 
the DFID funding conditionalities, the World Bank 
granted the assembly $ 96 million support for the pro-
posed engineered landfill in 2011. The feasibility 
studies, project design and initial preparatory work 
costing over US$ 2 million were completed in 2002. 
Although a well-intentioned project which, if success-
ful, would have improved solid waste management in 
the city, failure to consult, involve and plan with the 
community stalled the project.

Another failed government intervention was the 
Keta Sea Defense Project. The Keta Lagoon3 is a 
large body of fresh water separated from the salt wa-
ters of the Gulf of Guinea by a narrow strip of land. 
This isthmus experiences severe and continuous ero-
sion and a large portion of residential and public in-
frastructure in Keta was lost to the sea. Should the 
isthmus be breached by the sea, drastic changes in sa-
linity levels and flow within the lagoon would occur, 
with quite catastrophic consequences not only for lo-
cal agriculture and the fishing industry, but also for 
those who live in Keta and the surrounding area. This 
informed government decision to build a sea defence 
wall to protect and stabilise the shoreline from Keta 
to Hlorve. The project failed to consider the possible 
down-drift transfer of the problem, thereby consign-
ing communities like Kedzi, Horvi, Vodza, etc., to 
perpetual tidal waves and continued coastal erosion 
(Keta Municipality, 2012).

Recent research (Allen, 2006; Oteng-Ababio, 

2012) has challenged the dominance of the top-down 
approach to DRR. Allen (2006) for example extols the 
virtues of the bottom-up approach, which has as its 
objective community empowerment and the transfer 
of ideas from the “bottom to the top”. He believes that 
such an approach ensures that policies and technolo-
gies answer to the needs of the community and create 
awareness about local risks and self-protection. An 
effective approach among vulnerable local communi-
ties is to ensure that those vulnerable to disasters are 
not seen as passive victims, but key (active) actors in 
dealing with the threat and thus increasing their own 
resilience.

This is because a community at risk has inherent 
skills, knowledge and experience that can be built on 
for DRR. Their indigenous knowledge holds in-depth 
understanding, based on their familiarity and engage-
ment with the surrounding geography, natural envi-
ronment and local affairs. The bottom-up approach 
provides an opportunity for the community-at-risk to 
contribute and increase their commitment and belong-
ingness to DRR activities. Suffice it to state that 
though a community may be living in a fragile area, 
its members’ understanding and familiarity with the 
locality, developed through the day-to-day engage-
ment with the surrounding geography, can be a great 
asset.  The local people, according to UNISDR 
(2006), must be engaged in all aspects of the DRR 
process, including the identification, analysis, plan-
ning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation, in 
order to reduce their vulnerabilities and enhance their 
capacities. This provides them with the opportunity to 
participate in DRR activities, a practice rightly articu-
lated by Hauser (2004): 'We must never merely pro-
vide people with programs which have little or noth-
ing to do with their own pre-occupations, doubts, 
hopes, and fears... It is not our role to speak to people 
about our own view of the world, nor to attempt to 
impose that view on them, but rather to dialogue with 
the people about their view and ours'.

Potter et al. (1999) also argue that direct commu-
nity involvement ensures that information about risks 
and hazards is communicated in a manner and lan-
guage that is accessible to all, and that such participa-
tion generates community ownership, which is vital 
for sustainable, long-term achievements. They see the 
process as a way of mobilising community resources, 
both human and material, to achieve effective risk re-
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duction. The inclusion of local government officials 
from the early planning stages bestows some authority 
to the final plan and ensures sustainability. The ap-
proach ensures the co-production of knowledge rather 
than the primarily extractive research approach often 
employed in knowledge gathering (Cargo and Mercer, 
2008).

It ensures that the community is not only a bene-
ficiary but also one of the main actors employing data 
collection methods designed for people of different 
educational backgrounds, which encourages commu-
nity participation and acceptability. Community-level 
participation also develops local capacity, building 
self-esteem and confidence, knowledge, and team-
work of the entire community, helping “outsiders” 
(experts, consultants, government officials, etc.) to 
better understand the community’s development ac-
tivities. In this way programmes will achieve practical 
and more effective results, while community life will 
become more stable and hopefully, sustainable..

The foregoing is not intended to downplay or 
pretend to be oblivious to the challenges in the bot-
tom-up approaches. In some cases, certain cultural 
beliefs and livelihood patterns tend to increase the 
vulnerability of some communities towards disasters. 
The fishing community of Faana near Accra for ex-
ample has been subjected to persistent sea erosion, yet 
the residents have refused to re-locate due to their tra-
ditional beliefs (Oteng-Ababio et al., 2011). In some 
instances, poor economic conditions can also compro-
mise technological improvements, even with commu-
nity participation.  This requires striking a balance be-
tween DRR activities and community-based measures 
through a proactive and systematic engagement with 
affected communities, broadening community under-
standing of DRR measures rather than blindly accept-
ing them. Ultimately, any community-based risk as-
sessment that integrates community knowledge and 
scientific knowledge is most appropriate in DRR.

3.   EXPLORING THE VIRTUES OF 
QUALITATIVE METHODS FOR DRR 
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

Generally, qualitative research is a form of scien-
tific inquiry that spans different disciplines, fields, 
and subject matter and comprises many varied ap-
proaches (Crabtree and Miller, 1999). It can be used 

to understand complex social processes, capture es-
sential aspects of a phenomenon from the perspective 
of study participants and uncover beliefs, values, and 
motivations that underlie individual actions (Denzin 
and Lincoln, 2000). The methodology, which is nor-
mally exploratory in nature, seeks to generate novel 
insights using inductive (starting with observations 
and developing hypotheses) rather than deductive 
(starting with extant hypotheses and testing them with 
observations) approaches.

In other words, qualitative research, which de-
scribes the complexity, breadth, or range of occur-
rences, stands in contrast to quantitative methods, 
which count occurrences (e.g. estimates prevalence, 
frequency, magnitude, incidence). Qualitative re-
search seeks to hypothesise about a phenomenon, its 
precursors and consequences, while quantitative re-
search seeks to test hypotheses statistically. Moreover, 
quantitative research is performed in randomised or 
nonrandomised experimental and natural settings and 
generates numeric data through standardised process-
es and instruments with predetermined response cate-
gories, unlike the former, which occurs in a natural 
(rather than experimental) setting and produces text-
based data through open-ended discussions and obser-
vations.

Engaging with both types of methods is increas-
ingly recognised as valuable, as capitalizing on the 
respective strengths of each approach ensures verifi-
cation of findings and helps to generate more compre-
hensive, complementary and robust data (Denzin and 
Lincoln, 2000). Significantly, the two can be used 
concurrently or sequentially, and emphasis may be 
placed on either component or equal weight given to 
both. In using CRA in a DRR study, preliminary 
quantitative ‘surprising or inconsistent’ data are gen-
erated that are later examined into greater depth with 
a follow-up qualitative component.

3.1.   The Tenets of Community Risk 
Assessment in DRR Research

The term community in this paper is understood 
as a group of people with common needs or sharing 
common interests and living within a geographically 
defined area (i.e., a community has both social and 
geographical dimensions) (Rifkin et al., 1988). It is 
also understood that these individuals may have vary-
ing perceptions of disaster risk depending on their so-
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cial class, education, age, gender, etc. Yet, the adop-
tion of CRA enables the community to unite and 
analyse its eminent threats, particularly in urban spac-
es where residents are often not only environmentally 
challenged, but also economically overstretched 
(Smith and Petley, 2009).

Community risk assessment is a communication 
between the researcher[s] and participants, driven by 
the participants to profile a community and collect 
general background information about the community 
and its hazards. Through the process, a community is 
able to identify, assess, analyse and rank its disaster 
risks and hazards, investigate its vulnerability levels 
and its capacity, as well as determine those who are 
most vulnerable. The community will have a better 
understanding of local development circumstances 
and the likely impact of disaster impact. Community 
members will also understand their capacity in coping 
with and potentially reducing disaster risks, and foster 
better relationships between the community and relat-
ed stakeholders.

The approach is one of the methods that have 
evolved over the last few years that engage communi-
ties developmentally and use highly participatory ap-
proaches (Holloway and Roomaney, 2008). Termino-
logically, the approach may have different names and 
acronyms, yet they all use many of the same tools, in-
cluding the ability of the local community to appreci-
ate climate change and other global issues. In prac-
tice, the approach involves hazards, vulnerability, 
capacity assessment and interrogation of people’s per-
ceptions of risk (CISC, undated). Hazard assessment 
is the process through which community members 
identify and analyse the hazards or threats that may 
potentially affect them, while vulnerability assess-
ment enables them to analyse the factors of risks (root 
causes) that underlie their vulnerability. Capacity as-
sessment involves the identification of community 
coping strategies for disaster preparedness, mitigation 
and/or emergency response. An important component 
of DRR is improving the community’s perception of 
risk. This will bring to the fore their various concep-
tions with respect to the risks related to different fac-
tors (social, economic, demographic, and cultural) 
that affect their lives.

A range of tools can be adopted to increase 
stakeholder participation or engage the community in 
risk assessment; these include informing the commu-

nity, soliciting their inputs and organizing participato-
ry planning. Informing members of the community 
can be done through the use of flyers, news articles 
and published meeting notes, while soliciting their in-
puts can be done through the use of mail-in-surveys 
or meeting with key community representatives. Par-
ticipatory planning involves organizing public meet-
ings, charrettes and visioning workshops. Most of 
these tools involve group work, preferably with 
trained facilitators. This affords the community an op-
portunity to appreciate the nature and scale of the 
risks it faces, to determine what is needed to reduce 
the risk, including new local initiatives, outside re-
sources and technical expertise. Significantly, proper 
procedural planning is imperative for any CRA; it mi-
nimises risk and substantially reduces loss. It helps in 
implementing appropriate mitigation strategies, which 
distinguish disaster preparedness from pure relief 
work, and also allows bodies like the Town Develop-
ment Committees to integrate these strategies into 
their development plans.

CRA gathers information related to the liveli-
hoods of the community, their coping capacity, local 
risk and hazards. Studies by Blaikie et al (1994) and 
Pelling and Wisner (2008) indicate that in recent years 
the modus operandi of most practitioners in DRR has 
shifted to identifying and evaluating root causes of 
vulnerability rather than analysing disasters in isola-
tion. Ultimately, CRA aids in the identification of sci-
entific knowledge that could be lacking within a com-
munity and places the would-be victims in the lead 
role in actively planning, designing, implementing 
and evaluating activities. This is important since cop-
ing capacity, level of vulnerability and requirements 
vary from one community to another and according to 
gender, livelihood patterns, age, etc. (UN, 2009).

3.1.1. Increasing Stakeholder Participation
Theoretically, CRA is a tool that facilitates the 

identification of vulnerable groups in a community 
and evaluates the available local capacities that might 
help increase their resilience. It particularly ensures 
that traditional societies and cultures are not margin-
alised but rather made an integral part of the develop-
ment process. The critical issue is how to achieve an 
acceptable framework and guidelines on how to en-
gage the community.
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3.1.2.   Preparatory Work and Community 
Education Stage

The operationalization of CRA can be divided 
into three main stages (see Table 1): a preparatory (in-
formation) stage, the actual assessment (solicit input) 
stage and the collation of assessment results (partici-
patory planning) stage. The assessment is premised 
on the fact that risk is not just concerned with the 
present or the future but is intimately also a product 
of the past as articulated by Oliver-Smith (1979; p 
96): “a disaster is a historical event – and the after-
math of disaster is the process of coming to terms 
with history”. Hilhorst and Bankoff (2008) suggest, 
‘Why disasters happen is a political question, yet un-
derstanding how it occurs is a social and historical 
one’. By inference, it can be argued that the present 
condition has historical contexts that may transform a 
hazard into a calamity and determine whether people 
have the resilience to withstand its effect or are ren-
dered vulnerable to its consequences.

The preparatory stage involves the identification 
and profiling of the community at risk. The activities 
may include public meetings, which are scheduled at 
times that are convenient for community participants, 
and may also mean holding meetings during the eve-

nings or other times outside of typical business hours. 
This can be done at the request of a vulnerable com-
munity, or by agencies in disaster management that 
can identify vulnerable communities using set criteria 
(e.g., most disaster prone area; most vulnerable to a 
particular hazard; least served by the government; 
possibility of replication or spread effects to other 
communities).

Agbogbloshie, the biggest informal settlement in 
Ghana with a population of about 89,000 (Housing 
the Masses, 2010) has, for example, attracted much 
academic attention, not only because of its critical 
role in the urban economy (Grant and Oteng-Ababio, 
2012), but also because of its lack of basic infrastruc-
tural services due to its “so-called” informal status 
(Melara et al., 2013). From Table 1, the potential 
ways to inform the community include notices dis-
played in stores and in churches, as well as door-to-
door personal invitations.

The objective at this stage is to become familiar 
with the community in order to understand their live-
lihood patterns and the nature of local hazards (Kula-
tunga et al., 2010). This also involves establishing 
contact with key stakeholders, an important prelimi-
nary step in any planning process, and includes intro-

 emoctuo detcepxE sloot tnemevlovni ytinummoC seitivitca niaM 
Phase 1 
Preparatory 
work and 
community 
education  

 Scoping the risk context and 
the feasibility of risk 
reduction initiatives. 

 Establishing enabling local 
stakeholder and institutional 
arrangements 

 Do background research on 
the settlement’s risk and 
development profile. 

 Making clear administrative 
and logistics arrangements 
with key stakeholders 

Informing (educating) the community  
- Through the newspaper, television, radio, community 
website/newsletter, libraries, stores, churches, and 
other public locations 
- Depository in public place 
-Flyers/meeting announcement, inserted in 
water/electricity bill 
- Telephone calls/direct mailing to NGOs, CBOs  
- Door-to-door personal invitation 
Provide community fact sheets/citizen briefs 
- Should be clear, concise (in lay-man’s terms) 
- Provide basic information  
- Provide contact information and additional resources 

 Clarity and agreement on settlement(s) to be 
supported. 

 Identification and engagement of key 
stakeholders from the settlement and local 
government. 

 Consolidated information on the settlement’s 
development (including maps, aerial photos 
and reports) 

Phase 2 
Participatory 
risk 
assessment 
(soliciting 
community 
input) 

 Conduct a risk assessment 
that is participatory, 
inclusive and robust 

Community meeting  
- Open participation  
- Adequate meeting facility (size, handicapped,    
   accessible, audio/visual) 
- Well-chosen meeting time and duration 
- Sensitivity towards minorities (translation) 
- Facilitation if necessary  
- Understand dynamics within community  
- Build trust among facilitators and community 
Workshops/training sessions  
- Tailored to the information needs of community  
- Keep audience awake and engaged  
- Relaxed atmosphere and time for networking  
- Hands-on segments 

 A useful and robust CRA 
 Shared understanding and agreement on the 

settlements risk profile 

Phase 3 
Visioning and 
participatory 
planning   

 Write up the report and 
communicate the findings to 
the community. 

- Strategic planning process 
- Design charrettes, community meetings 
- Involve all stakeholders 
- Provide sense of ownership/pride 
- Potential to unite community and provide full    
  community support for a project  

 Commitment by key stakeholders to jointly 
reduce identified risks. 

 A written and disseminated report for key 
stakeholders. 

 Results will be inputs for risk reduction 
planning and provides indicators for 
monitoring and evaluation of changes in 
vulnerability and capacity of the community.   

Table 1. Methodological Approach to Community Risk Assessment (CRA) 

Source: Adapted from Holloway and Roomaney (2008),
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ductory meetings and contacts with government orga-
nizations (including those in disaster management 
fields), and with related stakeholders such as the Red 
Cross members of the local community, including 
community-based and vulnerable groups.

This initial stage involves providing secondary 
(quantitative), site-specific data that will provide the 
community with adequate background information, 
help in the identification of the relevant issues and fa-
cilitate their participation or provide input to decision-
making. The basic elements of such a community 
profile include the socio-economic information, live-
lihood activities and spatial characteristics, and where 
possible, the area historical data, disaster history, de-
velopment and research reports as well as census data. 
Such information can be obtained from libraries, gov-
ernment sources, research centres and other secondary 
data sources (reports, maps), and should be presented 
in a format that community representatives can under-
stand.

At this stage, the requisite human resources and 
structures as well as logistics planning for the assess-
ment are organised and developed. An assessment 
team is established with the participation of the local 
people who are subsequently trained in the skills to 
work with the community (how to organise a commu-
nity meeting, facilitate group discussions, facilitation) 
and knowledge of participatory risk assessment tools. 
For the initial community familiarization interactions, 
it is generally helpful to use more than one format – 
using verbal presentation accompanied by written 
handouts, and if necessary, the services of a translator. 
This educational component may be accomplished by 
using several of a variety of activities, including in-
formational meetings, community day or ‘fair’ to 
bring together different age groups and/or the adop-
tion of visual aids – maps, pictures or conceptual 
drawings.

3.1.3. Participatory Risk Assessment Stage
The second phase in a CRA process is a field-

based assessment of hazards, local vulnerability, com-
munity capacity and people’s perceptions of risks. 
This information is collected in community work-
shops employing participatory methods as well as in-
terviews and focus group discussions with community 
members. As already noted, such communication is a 
two-way process where the researcher or facilitator 

provides information to the community and vice ver-
sa. The main objective of the community dialogue is 
to gather data that will facilitate planning to reduce 
the magnitude of hazards, exposure and sensitivity to 
hazards and increase the community’s coping capacity 
and assets. Table 2 presents the different participatory 
mapping tools used for community-based disaster risk 
reduction (Twigg, 2004; Benson et al., 2007).

Data is collected by employing appropriate as-
sessment tools with the active participation of the lo-
cal residents and other key stakeholders. For example, 
conducting a familiarization tour, or a ‘Transect Walk’ 
to possibly locate, confirm and acquaint oneself with 
the geography of a community; its natural resources 
and hazards; and its land use patterns, and to under-
stand its problems, is a particularly essential exercise. 
It helps identify the coping strategies of community 
members, which in most cases, they themselves may 
take for granted and fail to acknowledge. The service 
of a trained facilitator is paramount in this process, 
which also enables the identification of ‘hidden’ com-
munity assets.

It is important to carry out additional FGDs with 
residents and opinion leaders to gather the informa-
tion on the locality, the people, common hazards and 
the community’s livelihoods, as well as gain insight 
into their existing preparedness, coping strategies and 
institutional arrangements. The goal of such focus 
group discussions (FGDs) is to encourage frank, open 
and spontaneous discussions, and this is one of the 
cardinal features of qualitative methods: the research 
team moves back and forth between the data collec-
tion and data analysis process to allow new avenues 
of inquiry to develop as additional data is/are collect-
ed.

Generally, the goal of such community interac-
tions is to encourage frank, open and spontaneous 
discussions. In some cases, the information from both 
secondary (quantitative) sources and community-pro-
filing sessions (qualitative) may be ordered into cate-
gories and placed in a matrix (see Table 3). It is possi-
ble to complete a separate matrix for each identified 
hazard, and this can be used to test the impact of a de-
velopment initiative on community vulnerability and 
capacity and for monitoring during implementation. 
Suffice it to re-echo that, “informed consent of com-
munities can pave the way for fruitful discussions so 
that a well-conducted CRA builds a shared under-
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standing of local risks and coping strategies. It can 
strengthen cooperation and trust among participants, 
which is as important as generating reliable assess-
ment results, especially in settlements where residents 
do not know each other well or where there has been 

limited cooperation between residents and local au-
thorities” (Holloway and Roomaney, 2008: 44).

3.1.4. Visioning and Planning Stage
The last phase of the CRA methodological ap-

Table 2. Main characteristics of the different forms of participatory mapping used for disaster risk reduction

Source: Cadag, and Gaillard (2012)

Table 3. An Example of Vulnerability and Capacity Matrix



30

M. Oteng- Ababio

proach involves the collation of assessment results 
and sharing with the community through public meet-
ings and visioning workshops. In other words, the re-
port is shared among communities, local government 
agencies and other stakeholders. Community meet-
ings are organised to keep stakeholders informed of 
the results and to get feedback to aid policy planning 
and implementation. Although desirable, it is imprac-
tical for all community members to attend a CRA 
workshop or report back meeting because of socio-
cultural practices. For example, in a male-dominated 
Muslim society in northern Ghana, it is socially unac-
ceptable for married women to openly engage their 
husbands in public discourse. Thus, the timing, choice 
of venue and composition of feedback sessions are 
important.

Findings of a risk assessment can inform appro-
priate and acceptable risk reduction planning, provid-
ing indicators for monitoring and evaluation of 
changes in community vulnerability and capacity. The 
information collected is also used to prepare hazard 
maps showing common hazards, their magnitude and 
likelihood of occurrence. Such maps are generally 
powerful instruments that give visual expression to 
realities that are perceived, desired or considered use-
ful (Chambers, 2008). However, some participatory 
mapping, normally conducted under the guidance of 
‘experts’, tends to be unduly influenced by the ‘ex-
perts’ views’, therefore overshadowing and even re-
placing indigenous conceptions or local knowledge 
(Crooke and Kothari, 2001). Ultimately, one of the 
benefits in the CRA process, apart from involving lo-
cal emergency services (an invaluable source of 
knowledge), is in obliging planners to consider natu-
ral and human-made hazards and infrequent threats 
that are all too often ignored.

4.   MANIFESTING CRA IN PRACTICE - THE 
REALITIES AND THE DILEMMA

In recent years, the Ghanaian economy has been 
impacted by numerous natural and man-made disas-
ters, differing in scale, magnitude and prevalence (see 
Oteng-Ababio, 2012; 2013a,b). With many local com-
munities struggling in conditions of poverty, the gov-
ernment and its development partners are challenged 
to address widespread vulnerability and investigate 
specific hazards, constrained by locational, financial 

capacity limitations. Disaster managers are encour-
aged to guard against adopting a simplistic notion of 
vulnerability but rather to appreciate its dynamism 
and fluidity. DRR must be prioritised on both national 
and local level, and must make conscious efforts to 
produce and implement DRR planning that treats 
problems holistically.

This article has highlighted the fact that, if used 
effectively and purposefully, CRA can effectively re-
duce the losses associated with disasters. It is evident 
that the challenge for disaster practitioners and devel-
opment organisations is to ensure that institutions and 
policies benefit communities - the most often forgot-
ten in disaster and development plans – responding to 
situations, vulnerabilities and capacities at the local 
scale. Kulatunga et al. (2010) suggest that a CRA re-
quires the active participation of all local stakeholders 
in order to reach consensus on/about risk reduction 
strategies that are owned by the communities them-
selves. Community participation in risk reduction re-
duces the gap between the local authority and those at 
risk. As a result of its participatory nature, CRA pro-
vides a platform for the socially deprived to share 
their knowledge on specific hazards and to recom-
mend options to reduce vulnerabilities.

This discussion has stressed the relationship be-
tween poverty and disasters that should inform na-
tional level planning for both risk reduction and de-
velopment objectives. Governments need to develop 
policies, institutions and mechanisms to address the 
needs of the poorest to effectively reduce disaster 
risk. For example, with regard to Agbogbloshie, a set-
tlement in Accra (Ghana), due to its “illegal” status, 
residents are denied urban sanitation services, com-
pelling them to discharge their waste (solid and liq-
uid) into the nearby Korle Lagoon. Described as the 
most polluted water body in West Africa (Boadi and 
Kuitunen, 2003), the lagoon has been dammed in 
parts/places by urban farmers who harvest water to ir-
rigate their vegetable farms (Oteng-Ababio, 2013b). 
This poses the risk of a future public health disaster.

The approach has been experimented several 
times in Asia and the Pacific where poverty and 
chronic hunger persist, with around 635 million peo-
ple living on less than one dollar a day. Examples in-
clude setting priorities for the development of a re-
search agenda for water management in Khon Kaen 
Province, Thailand (Caldwell et al., 2002), sustainable 



31

THE REALITY AND DILEMMA IN USING COMMUNITY RISK ASSESSMENT AS A DISASTER RISK REDUCTION TOOL IN GHANA

agriculture development in the uplands of West Su-
matra, Indonesia (Dendi and Shivakoti, 2003), or the 
application of participatory technology development 
to improving crop-based pig production systems in 
Vietnam (Peters et al., 2005). These approaches rec-
ognise that the poor themselves are the key agents for 
their transformation.

National strategies that address environmental 
hazards and livelihood practices should consider the 
implications of future developments, such as infra-
structure construction, population settlement and nat-
ural resource use for the likelihood of disasters. By 
identifying and prioritizing hazards, thereby develop-
ing risk reduction strategies, a CRA helps to provide 
critical information for the local community, its lead-
ers and authorities to optimise existing capacity to 
successfully reduce disaster risk and identify the need 
for support. A successful CRA can also facilitate com-
munity development and capacity enhancement activ-
ities.

Although the main objective of CRA is to identi-
fy local hazards and the vulnerability of the people, 
evidence suggests that these are not generally the pri-
orities of most communities at risk (Hossain, 2009). 
Rather, most communities are concerned with mainte-
nance of their day-to-day livelihoods, considering 
natural hazards and vulnerabilities as inevitable fac-
tors that they must adapt to. The low economic status 
of some communities can be a barrier in getting their 
commitment and participation in CRA activities, par-
ticularly with participants engaged in daily income 
activities (Hossain, 2009).

Another challenge to conducting CRA is the hu-
man resource or capacity constraint. For example, 
trained facilitators are needed to coordinate and facili-
tate the activities in a true participatory manner and to 
ensure maximum outcome. Garnering the support of, 
and representation from different groups is important 
for the success of any CRA project, but poses socio-
cultural challenges among different social and ethnic 
groups. Adequate representation across these different 
groups challenges the CRA process.

Some socio-cultural attitudes also hamper the 
success of CRA activities, especially where communi-
ties are divided in terms of their income status, reli-
gion or race. Elite classes do not normally and easily 
accept the joint participation of the ‘under privileged’ 
(Hossain, 2009), while Islam, for example, discourag-

es the dominance of women within the household. 
Women are therefore reluctant to participate in work-
shops with their husbands. Such tendencies create bi-
ases and impact negatively on research outcomes.

Van Aalst et al. (2008) assert that a CRA cannot 
adequately assess all aspects of hazards or vulnerabil-
ities of the community, especially when it involves 
some technicalities. The hazard risk from buildings 
prone to an earthquake, for example, requires special-
ised knowledge about the structural stability of the 
building, which in all probability, cannot be evaluated 
by the community alone. A CRA must therefore often 
include the opinions of experts external to the com-
munity. The outcomes of CRA are empirical descrip-
tions of mainly human actions, which are subject to 
ambivalences, and preferences that are not necessarily 
ordered and heuristic to guarantee the universal appli-
cability of conclusions. Some communities, as in the 
case of Faana, for example, believe that natural haz-
ards and vulnerabilities cannot be avoided and accept 
them as fatalism (see Oteng-Ababio et al., 2011). It is 
thus important to understand the dynamic nature of 
disaster risks, drawing on local knowledge gleaned 
through CRA activities.

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

“Disaster risk reduction is everybody’s business” 
requiring everybody’s effort to deal effectively with  
it remain proactive and prevent the occurrence of di-
saster (Holloway and Roomoney, 2008). This paper 
has shown that one way of achieving the overarching 
objective of DRR is to involve all stakeholders 
through CRA in identifying community needs, ‘en-
hancing risk reduction and coping skills’ and building 
the resilience of residents at risk, rather than trying to 
implement and enforce exogenous policies and prac-
tices. This paper has offered a pathway to understand-
ing what makes people vulnerable and how that con-
dition is related to disasters, and by extension, 
development. With empirically based community-
generated information, the resultant policy interven-
tions can be tailored to specific disaster hazards and 
risks applicable to specific vulnerable communities.

CRA is a pragmatic attempt not only to empower 
the community to take a leading role in risk reduction 
processes but also to provide officials and the key 
stakeholders with a tool that will enable them under-
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stand and address the factors contributing to their vul-
nerability. Meaningful community involvement is also 
beneficial in improving information flow, facilitating 
community understanding of local government, al-
lowing for community advocacy for collaboration, 
minimizing conflicts and promoting environmental 
justice. The paper however acknowledges some of the 
shortcomings of CRA – extensive use of human re-
sources, the need for trained facilitators, and cultural 
attitudes of socially deprived communities (Kulatunga 
et al., 2010). It is hoped that integrating appropriate 
scientific knowledge and principles will invariably 
generate local knowledge that will inspire and better 
equip the communities to alleviate the negative im-
pact of disasters.

The paper does not dispute the virtues of quanti-
tative methods, which until recently had been the pre-
ferred option for disaster risk research. It perhaps re-
inforces the statement attributed to Albert Einstein 
that; ‘not everything that can be counted counts, and 
not everything that counts can be counted'. To ensure 
better planning and the implementation of appropriate 
DRR strategies in the future, top-down (which is of 
recent history in DRR) and bottom-up approaches 
should be mutually reinforcing (Stallings, 2006).

Significantly, in adopting CRA, stakeholders 
must be open and honest from the beginning with re-
gard to what issues they will or will not be able to ad-
dress. If the limits are not very clear, the community 
may experience disappointment and disillusionment 
when the process identifies issues that cannot be ad-
dressed. It is also important to develop a common un-
derstanding of “community risk assessment” among 
all those involved. If community members understand 
their participation to mean one thing while city man-
agers, for example, hold different views, effective 
participation may be seriously compromised. Above 
all, city authorities, planners and policy makers need 
to repeatedly recognise and acknowledge the need to 
build capacity for all stakeholders for informed deci-
sion-making.

A significant challenge posed by the CRA ap-
proach to DRR, which perhaps demands further re-
search, is how lessons learned from diverse communi-
ty-based adaptation initiatives may be shared across 
different regions, contexts and local realities of scale. 
How can highly contextual local change processes in-
form generic national or sub-national policies and 

processes that can be implemented in all localities? 
While local knowledge is increasingly acknowledged 
to be critical to development, the difference between 
formal and informal knowledge systems remains a 
source of conflict. CRA planning will predominantly 
take place at the local level. Yet, in order for scaling-
up to happen, there is a need to develop the appropri-
ate institutional mechanism (scaffoldings), to facili-
tate dialogue between practice and policy, without 
increasing bureaucratic processes. The process of 
scaling up will require significant investments in in-
stitution building and staff capacity development, re-
quiring significant time and resources.

NOTE

1 Sixty-fifth General Assembly Informal Thematic De-
bate (General Assembly First Debate on Reducing Di-
saster Risk; 9th February, 2011.

2 General Assembly first debate on reducing disaster risk 
held on 9th February 2011.

3 The stretch of land between Keta and Kedzi was erod-
ing at a rate of from 4 to 8 m/year, and by the end of 
1998, was less than 50 m wide in some places (Ap-
peaning Addo, 2011).
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