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7.1 Introduction

In this PhD research, governance processes in the context of disasters were analyzed. 
It started out with an explanation of the widening scope of disaster studies, as the 
understanding grows that disasters encompass a broad array of both natural- and human-
induced disasters. Moreover, the definition of disasters is no longer limited to sudden or 
abrupt disaster events, but includes also more gradual processes that are in themselves – or 
that eventually lead to – disasters. However, research on disasters remains predominantly 
conducted from a single discipline, which underlines the still limited understanding of 
disasters. This approach usually leads to a relevant, but sectoral and domain-specific, 
insight into a specific aspect of disasters. A monodisciplinary perspective reinforces the 
dichotomy between the natural-technical and human-social side of disaster research. 
To allow an integral view on disasters and their governance, this PhD research used a 
social-ecological systems perspective (Folke et al., 2005; Parra and Moulaert, 2016). It 
built on the assumption that natural and societal dynamics and processes are in constant 
interaction with each other, and that nature-society relationships have the ability to both 
create disasters and to foster improved governance transitions. An integral approach 
helps to ‘jump’ between analytical and practical domains, and to create an ‘umbrella-view’ 
from which decisions can be made, which enable instead of constrain full post-disaster 
resilience and sustainability (Dahlberg et al., 2016). More concretely, this kind of approach 
can help to limit the risk of making decisions that increase the resilience of certain societal 
subsystems, but in reality constrain the resilience and sustainability of the society as a 
whole.

The research question guiding this PhD research, was: “What is the role of governance in 
steering transitions towards more resilient and sustainable social-ecological systems in the 
face of disasters?” By applying a social-ecological systems perspective to the study of 
disasters, the research aimed at furthering the understanding of disaster governance. 
Through this enriched understanding, insights were obtained regarding the potential of 
post-disaster transitions to stimulate enhanced resilience and sustainability. 

This PhD thesis is based on both theoretical and empirical research. Theoretically, the 
analysis linked the concepts social-ecological systems, governance, disasters, institutions, 
resilience and sustainability. The thesis built on the conceptual starting point that disasters 
occur through and because of the (negative) interactions between nature and societies: 
a natural threat – or: hazard – only transforms into a disaster when (vulnerable) societies 
are impacted by the hazard (Wisner et al., 2004). This conceptual starting point also 
implies that the actual triggering of a disaster, as well as the ways in which vulnerability 
of certain societal groups is developed, is co-constructed by combined natural and 
socio-institutional processes (Cutter et al., 2008; Gaillard, 2010). The thesis contributes 
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to social-ecological systems thinking and disasters by focusing on the social side of the 
systems. Yet, it keeps a close eye to the biophysical and environmental aspects. It does 
so by investigating the role of governance in the (re)production of disasters. The thesis 
positions governance as an integral part of social-ecological systems, since governance 
processes both shape and are shaped by natural processes. In parallel, disasters also both 
shape and are shaped by governance. The role of governance is explored by zooming in 
into the level of collective action and institutions, which were distinguished into public, 
private and civil society institutions and the hybrids between them. 

Beside the disruptive and destructive character of disasters to the built, natural and social 
environments, they also bring institutional problems into the open. These institutional 
realities, or ‘mistakes’, are often part of a status quo which is in the interest of some actors in 
society. Societal systems that function well in normal situations can actually contain these 
mistakes which appear to be obstructive for changes and improvements of governance 
in post-disaster situations. Disasters highlight these – for some actors – inconvenient 
realities that are hidden in normal situations. This power of disasters can influence the 
wish of societies to use disasters also as an opportunity for change. As such, disasters 
can be triggers for transitions towards enhanced resilience and sustainability (Blackburn, 
2018; Pelling, 2011).

The potential of governance to trigger post-disaster transitions was studied in this PhD 
research in three cases of places that are affected by different kinds of disasters. First, 
earthquakes in the city and wider region of Christchurch in New Zealand in 2010 and 
2011 were examined. Second, an analysis was conducted of the outbreak of the ISA virus 
that caused a widespread disaster on the island of Chiloé, Chile, roughly between 2008 
and 2012. Third, the earthquakes caused by gas extraction in the province of Groningen, 
the Netherlands, were explored. The research adopted a qualitative research approach 
consisting of three fieldwork periods in the respective countries. The triangulation of the 
insights from the three disaster cases contributed to an enriched understanding of the 
role of governance in creating and dealing with disasters, and in stimulating post-disaster 
transitions.

This final chapter presents the main findings and discusses them in relation to a broader 
academic debate on disasters, disaster governance and disaster recovery. Overall, two 
major conclusions can be drawn. First, disasters have the potential to uncover (fragile) social 
realities that are hidden in normal, stable or ‘disaster free’ situations (sub RQ 1 & 2). Social 
factors that contribute to the creation of a disaster expose these hidden social realities 
and deficiencies in society. These realities might benefit a select group of actors, but tend 
to reinforce the status quo often to the detriment of opportunities for development of 
other actors. This conclusion consists of the observation that disasters impact societies 
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in an uneven way (see section 7.2.1). Yet, governance responses are often predetermined 
and untailored to the specific needs of a particular social group or territory. Moreover, as 
observed in the three cases studied in this research, politics are inherent to post-disaster 
governance and have an influence on maintaining and restoring societal trust (see section 
7.2.2). Second, although disasters are disruptive events that are dramatic for many people, 
they present societies as well with an opportunity to rebuild ‘back better’. As such, disasters 
can also be a trigger for transitions towards enhanced resilience and sustainability (sub 
RQ 3-5). Many post-disaster places express the intention to ‘use the disaster situation’ as 
an opportunity for improvement, yet the case-studies analyzed in this PhD research show 
how learning and materializing the ‘bouncing-forward’ ambition remains a big challenge 
(see section 7.3.1). Nevertheless, all three cases showed as well forms of governance that 
can serve as a fertile ground from which transitions can grow (see section 7.3.2).

After an elaboration on these four main conclusions (see chapters 7.2 and 7.3), chapter 7.4 
reflects on the research approach and theories, and discusses its limitations. Building on 
these limitations, considerations for further research are described. The chapter finishes 
with recommendations for disaster practice and policy (chapter 7.5). 

7.2 The power of disasters to uncover inconvenient realities…

7.2.1 The heterogeneity of disasters 
Disasters are heterogeneous from two main points of view, related to both the disaster 
event and the impact. First, the heterogeneity refers to the (cause of the) disaster event. 
During the last decades, the academic understanding of disasters developed from a 
theological towards a cultural and sociological perspective. Where disasters were for a 
long time believed to be acts of God, they became increasingly understood as acts of 
nature and recently as acts of humans (Furedi, 2007). This PhD research argues that the 
interaction between the natural and societal environments leads to, or is responsible for, 
disasters. Disasters are seen as socio-natural constructs that disrupt the lives of many 
people. For fully grasping how the natural and social elements are interwoven, the use of 
the social-ecological systems perspective proved to be useful. Chapter 2 showed how the 
entanglement between societies and their natural environment leads to the unfolding of 
disasters: the case of Christchurch highlights that the societal side of the recovery process 
is constantly shaped by natural processes. Specifically, the nature, scale and location of the 
earthquakes in Christchurch were all different than what was expected and planned for. 
Also, the island of Chiloé is a concrete illustration of the mutual dependencies of different 
elements in a social-ecological system. The interrelationships between intertwined 
dynamics bridging ecosystems and society challenged the governance of the ISA disaster. 
The use of a social-ecological systems perspective in the case-studies led to the conclusion 
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that the particular type of shock event influences the various ways in which societies are 
affected.

The entangled social and natural aspects might also increase the complexity and diversity 
of disasters. As discussed in chapters 1, 5 and 6, disasters can have various forms: they 
can be induced by nature or humans, can have an abrupt onset or gradual unfolding, 
and can have impacts for people, technology, economy and/or nature, among others. The 
heterogeneous forms of disasters can also trigger the question what the actual disaster is. 
As discussed in chapter 5, the question can be raised whether Groningen is preparing for a 
disaster – a big earthquake – to occur, or whether the disaster is already and still ongoing. 
Consequently, the interrelationships between nature and society, as well as the increasing 
connectivity in societies, make that disasters are becoming increasingly complex. This 
complexity leads to the difficulty in uncovering the actual causes of disasters (Lechner et 
al., 2016). Although knowledge and technology for preventing and reducing the impacts 
of disasters are growing, the mixture of factors that might lead to disasters obstructs 
their forecasting and prevention. The increasing complexity of disasters emphasizes the 
importance to include multiple social, economic, institutional, technological and physical 
dimensions into the understanding of disasters. 

The variety of ways in which disasters impact societies is a second element of the 
heterogeneity of disasters. Throughout this PhD research, it is mentioned that disasters 
impact societies in an uneven way. Chapter 3 and 5 show how the ‘social creation of disasters’ 
is manifested and disentangle various characteristics of these social creation processes. 
In the case of Christchurch, people in different neighborhoods had different needs and 
wishes, since they were differently impacted by the earthquakes. The actors leading the 
post-disaster governance response did not capture this plurality of post-disaster needs 
and realities, resulting in considerable tensions. Besides these uneven physical impacts 
of disasters, the case of Groningen shows the differences in perceptions hold by those 
affected by disasters. This uneven impact can have several causes. For instance, chapter 
5 showed the unevenness in vulnerability, resulting from differences in socio-economic 
status, access to resources, gender, age, et cetera. These social vulnerabilities are often 
reinforced and reproduced by the geographical location where people live (Cutter et al., 
2008; Maes et al., 2018; Wisner et al., 2004). The vulnerability of particular areas, due to 
a higher exposure to potential risks, stays often silent in normal times, but is uncovered 
during times of disaster.

Summarizing, the heterogeneity of disasters is the result of both the cause and the 
consequences of a disaster. Furthermore, the governance response to a disaster also 
influences the uneven impact of a disaster and tends to not listen to the differences in 
post-disaster needs and wishes of various actors in society. The unevenly spread impact 
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of disasters asks for a governance response that is tailored to the characteristics and needs 
of the specific time, location and situation of social groups after a disaster (see chapter 2). 
Hybrid post-disaster governance can consequently be a means to enable an adequate 
post-disaster governance response. 

7.2.2 Disaster governance: Hybrid, multilevel and political 
The case-studies of Christchurch, Chiloé and Groningen shed light on governance, in 
general, and on disaster governance processes, in particular. Governance was analyzed 
by zooming in into the level of institutions to capture the roles of different public, private 
and civil society actors and mixes between them. One of the main arguments discussed 
in disaster literature is the importance to include the local level and social engagement 
in disaster (recovery) processes (Aldrich, 2012; OECD, 2013). This significance of including 
social engagement in governance processes is also observed in the case-studies of this 
research. In this regard, governance strategies pursued by governments and other relevant 
actors are sometimes deliberately used to advance more neoliberal forms of governance. 
More concretely, governance strategies can be used as a way to camouflage the devolving 
of public responsibilities to the private sector and civil society (Chandler, 2014; Davoudi, 
2016; Manyena, 2006). Despite this criticism, a call for public participation was observed in 
this research. The case of Christchurch showed that people want to have a say in the way in 
which their city is reconstructed. Moreover, they want to make the best of the transitional 
recovery period in order to keep their ties and place-attachment to their city. In Chiloé, it 
is mainly the local government and NGOs that claimed enhanced spaces of participation 
during the post-ISA period. The local level, ranging from the local government to the local 
communities and NGOs, have knowledge about the salmon farming situation. They want 
to share and mobilize this knowledge collectively, as a means to improve the current 
governance systems – alongside the biotechnological upgrade that took place. In the case 
of Groningen, the discourse around the gas extraction changed drastically from pride to 
anger. Reasons for participation here are mainly oriented towards a wish to have a say in 
the damage assessment of properties, policies for the future of the region and decision-
making over the gas extraction. A growing sentiment of distrust in the government, in 
the Groningen case, accompanies the previous reasons for participation expressed by the 
interviewees of this study.

The importance of the local level is emphasized in the different chapters of this PhD thesis. 
As discussed in the previous section, however, the uneven impact of disasters makes 
homogeneous governance responses to disasters inappropriate. This applies as well to 
‘one-size-fits-all’ approaches to include public participation in post-disaster governance. As 
observed in the cases of Christchurch and Groningen, people in some situations might ask 
for a leading role of the government, whereas other situations might call for participation 
and even shared modes of collaboration. Post-disaster governance should, therefore, be 
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hybrid and able to take on flexible forms according to specific time and place needs. The 
maturation of multi-level governance systems with the ability to take on hybrid forms 
could provide a valuable contribution to capture and address the needs and expectations 
of people. Multi-level governance refers here to multi-level interactions (Melo Zurita et al., 
2015) in which the multiple levels refer to multi-actor, multi-temporal and multi-spatial 
elements. A move towards hybrid, tailored, place-specific and multi-hazard approaches, 
rather than ‘one-size-fits-all’ top-down (and/or techno-centered) solutions, could allow for 
a better grasp of multiple realities that exist in different time periods and geographical 
areas after a disaster. Moreover, it would contribute to avoiding the situation whereby 
short-term decisions constrain longer-term sustainability aspirations. 

Politics is a core dimension of the governance of disasters. As discussed in chapter 5, 
disaster politics influence the framing of disasters, the recognition of the scope of the 
problematics, and debates around who can be held responsible for a disaster, among 
many others (Blackburn, 2018; Heijmans, 2013). In addition, whether a situation is 
recognized and officially labelled as a disaster (or not) is a highly political decision. Certain 
actors might have an interest in not labelling a situation as a disaster, for instance to avoid 
generating panic, to continue doing business-as-usual, to avoid damage claims, and/or 
because of pride to avoid international assistance. The earthquakes in Groningen are not 
generally and publicly classified as a disaster, mainly due to the interminglement between 
public and private interests regarding the gas extraction and the profits generated by 
this industry. The rigid endurance and unwillingness – or impossibility – to change the 
entangled institutional set-up, having the NAM as a core actor, blocks a transition towards 
an improved governance system that can seriously deal with the current problems. 
Democratically-elected politicians are the ones in power to make decisions on, for the case 
of Groningen, the level of gas extraction. Nevertheless, when this power is questioned 
and governments are blamed for intermingling economic and corporate interests with 
the interests for the safety of the population, situations of distrust are difficult to avoid. 

Theories show that trust in institutions is likely to be highest when decision-making 
processes are democratic, transparent and inclusive (Wachinger et al., 2013). However, 
many people and local governments in all three cases blame the central government 
and involved private companies for operating in a non-transparent, non-participatory 
and short-term way. People in Christchurch felt disempowered and were frustrated 
by a situation in which their ambition to be engaged was not met and their input not 
included. Moreover, frustration and distrust grew because the political color of the central 
government ministry that interfered in the local context was different to the one in the 
local level. The cases of Chiloé and Groningen also manifest the relationship between trust, 
politics and public participation. The political history of Chile leads to lower levels of trust 
in the government, in general. After the ISA-outbreak, this distrust was only confirmed, 
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as the ISA-disaster showed once more the power of (the salmon) companies to influence 
policy and regulations. In Groningen, the entangled relationship between the Dutch state 
and the NAM triggered questions and doubts about the (hidden) interests of the involved 
parties. In this respect, people in Chile and the Netherlands argue that economic interests 
are prioritized at the expense of social and environmental interests. In countries such as 
New Zealand and the Netherlands, where trust in public institutions is relatively high, it 
is a huge risk, and hard – if not impossible – endeavor to regain trust in governance once 
it is lost. 

Governance can, therefore, be regarded as a double-edged sword: it can be a means to 
facilitate multi-level interactions and post-disaster transitions towards more resilient and 
sustainable societies, on the one hand. Yet, governance mismatches and mistakes in the 
institutional set-up can also be the cause and/or factor exacerbating a disaster, on the 
other hand. Moreover, disasters can lead to the uncovering of social realities, which can be 
inconvenient for some actors, particularly for the ones who have an interest in maintaining 
the status quo of institutional arrangements. This observation is particularly manifested 
in the cases of Chiloé and Groningen: both the ISA disaster in Chiloé and the earthquakes 
in Groningen revealed an overreliance on the exploitation of a natural resource for the 
sake of economic gains. Moreover, these cases highlight the risk of ‘blindly’ believing in 
a technocratic discourse which pays very little attention to people and the environment. 

7.3… but also the trigger of chances for resilience and sustainability

7.3.1 When resilience turns into inflexibility and rigidity 
This PhD research analyzed disasters by focusing on the various dimensions through 
which hazards can grow into disasters. Hazards can either develop into disasters due to 
their impact on (vulnerable) communities and/or can be exacerbated due to inappropriate 
governance responses. Moreover, the type of governance and institutional set-up can 
also play a role in the creation of a disaster (see chapter 5). These findings relate to the 
increasing understanding that disasters are ‘socially created’ (Homan, 2003). Despite the 
disastrous impact, learning processes can arise in post-disaster situations. In this thesis, 
learning was researched as part of resilience. In addition, adaptation and transformation 
are said to be key elements of resilience (Pelling, 2011). Chapters 3 and 4 analyzed these 
various aspects of resilience. Chapter 3 started out with the question why societies do not 
(seem to) learn from past disasters, since learning from disasters is not as straightforward 
as is often expected. 
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A first reason explaining why learning is limited relates to the fact that knowledge and 
experiences are insufficiently shared and linked between actors and institutions at different 
levels. This was observed in Christchurch, where learning processes did take place, yet 
these were isolated and not further transmitted through multi-level engagement to more 
systemic learning (Capello and Faggian, 2005; Lechner et al., 2016; Melo Zurita et al., 2015). 
There were insufficient interactions connecting the local level with higher levels, even 
though the bottom-up initiatives in the recovery processes of the city proved to be very 
important to increase social resilience. The bridging and scaling-up of the experiences and 
knowledge of different actors interacting at different levels, appeared to be essential for 
creating synergies that are capable to transform individual learning into learning of wider 
governance systems. In this respect, an adequate balance between top-down steering 
and bottom-up initiatives seems fundamental to open up for improvements in the short-
term that are also good for the long-term.

Second, disasters are not regarded as possibilities for change per se. Some post-disaster 
places express the wish to rebuild back to the pre-disaster situation – if this were possible 
at all (Kaika, 2017) – and others might experience disasters so often that these events 
become normalized. People in places that are year in year out impacted by a disaster 
usually have a high awareness of the risks they face. This often leads to a high acceptance 
of the risks as well (Birkmann and Von Teichman, 2010). When disasters hit social groups 
with high risk awareness and acceptance amongst its population, there is often a limited 
capacity or shared belief to use the opportunity that a disaster situation brings as a trigger 
for chance and improvement. Instead, social groups in these contexts usually want to get 
back to the pre-disaster situation as soon as possible.

A third reason explaining limited learning is related to the observation that learning often 
occurs within one societal subsystem and stays isolated in certain domains. In the case of 
Chile, the ISA-disaster led to biotechnological learning and adaptation within the salmon 
industry. Yet, paradoxically, widespread governance changes and a more profound 
transformation were hindered by this overreliance on technology. Alternatives to combat 
the virus ended up by reproducing the still-prevailing technological approach. The 
reliance on bioscience and technology was an inadequate attempt to deal with a more 
profound and complex social-ecological problem. As such, biotechnological and social-
ecological resilience in the case of Chile do not go hand in hand. On the contrary, systems 
are made artificially resilient by only stimulating biotechnical learning and adaptation. The 
same observation applies to the case of Groningen, showing how resilience can turn into 
rigidity and inflexibility. The very extensive technological, but limited social knowledge, 
contributed to the rigidity and resistance of some parts of the system and hindered a 
more positive transformation of the governance system. An uncritical overreliance 
on technology, which is related to the political aspect of resilience, seems to be used 
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as an alibi to continue business-as-usual. In these cases, where resilience only refers to 
absorption, coping and adaptation, ‘bouncing-back’ might be the result. For actually 
triggering transitions towards improved resilience and sustainability of the whole social-
ecological system, resilience needs to embrace the three elements of learning, adaptation 
and transformation (Davoudi, 2016; Pelling, 2011). 

7.3.2 Institutionally embedding initiatives for resilience and sustainability
Widespread enhancement of the governance system towards more resilience and 
sustainability is only possible if learning goes hand in hand with adaptation and 
transformation. However, as discussed in the previous section, resilience in the context 
of disasters is often lacking an integral understanding and implementation. Although 
resilience and sustainability in all their forms should be complementary to each other, 
certain elements of for instance resilience might lead to a hindrance of wider resilience 
and sustainability. Subsequently, the question can be asked whether resilience is always 
sustainable (Lockie, 2016; Zolli, 2012 – cited in Davoudi, 2018). To analyze how post-
disaster transitions can be fostered, this PhD research delved into different manifestations 
of governance and ‘socially innovative’ initiatives, and their influence on resilience and 
sustainability. 

In all three cases, a divergence in the interests of the various levels of government, 
private sector and civil society actors could be observed. These ranged from interests in 
the continuation of an extractive industry for economic reasons, to concerns about the 
natural environment, and to anger and fear among people nurturing safety interests (see 
chapters 2 until 5). These opposing interests reflect the three dimensions of sustainability 
– social, environmental and economic – that would need to coincide to allow for 
sustainable development. In reality, however, these dimensions (still) often seem to 
conflict. For instance, the intense use of antibiotics and other chemicals to prevent the 
outbreak of new diseases and to be able to continue with the production of salmon in 
Chile, is a concrete example of how an opportunistic faith in technology is insufficient to 
stimulate genuine resilience and sustainability. 

Nevertheless, the post-disaster situations analyzed in this research showed innovative 
forms of governance as well. These can be regarded as sites of experimentation and might 
lead to enhanced governance (Capello and Faggian, 2005; Mehmood and Parra, 2013). In 
the case of Christchurch, the frustration of people about the government in combination 
with a wish for greater engagement in the recovery process, stimulated the flourishing 
of self-organized initiatives in both the pre-existing community groups and newly 
established grassroots organizations. These civil society initiatives were very valuable 
for helping to adapt to the new reality, to relaunch the local economy, and to build the 
ground for transformation and from which learning and consequently resilience can grow. 
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In Chiloé, subsequently, a participatory platform (La Mesa del Salmon – the Salmon Table) 
was installed after the ISA-outbreak. This Salmon Table consisted of representatives from 
the (central) state and the salmon companies, and discussed and negotiated about new 
regulations for salmon production. The new and temporary institution was formal and did 
not have a representation from people or the local government, but it did start a multi-
actor dialogue. In Groningen, finally, similar kinds of governance arrangements could be 
observed. The National Coördinator Groningen (NCG) was set-up as part of the ministry to 
locally coordinate the actions of the different governments. Moreover, several civil society 
groups were created that obtained quite an official and formal role in the processes to 
deal with the earthquakes.

These examples of (local) initiatives and governance practices can be regarded as first 
steps towards post-disaster transitions aiming at resilience and sustainability. Although 
processes of knowledge building can be widespread among a variety of actors in society, 
they are not able to lead to a more mature systemic learning and enhanced resilience 
when these processes are isolated and not shared or scaled-up. To facilitate this scaling-
up of learning and innovative arrangements, a governance system that supports the 
representation of a local institutional level would help. The development of a more just 
governance system, including local institutions, would be an important step to allow a 
transition to a more sustainable and fully resilient system (Lockie, 2016). 

The creation of a governance system representing the local level refers to the more formal 
institutional embedding of (local) initiatives, governance processes and socially innovative 
practices within the governance system. Whereas disasters tend to shake societies and 
trigger transitions, it proves to be difficult to capture and use this momentum to embed 
the experiences into institutional structures. Related to the classification of the elements 
in society that lead to a disaster, as presented in chapters 1 and 6, having well-developed 
institutions does not necessarily mean that these institutions are the right ones. Only 
having well-developed institutions is thus not enough if these institutions, technical 
expertise and preparedness are not the most optimal for a specific kind of disaster. In 
addition, there can be a lot of technical expertise about a certain type of disaster in a 
particular area, but when a disaster hits another area, it is not that straightforward that the 
expertise is also present in another area. These aspects make that certain institutions can 
contribute to the growth of a disaster in the first place, and that they need to transform to 
become adequate for an appropriate governance response, in the second place. 
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7.4 Reflection and suggestions for further research

7.4.1 Reflection on research approach
This PhD research used a qualitative approach to obtain insights into the experiences, 
realities and views of different actors in disaster governance processes. The in-depth 
analysis of governance in three cases was built on a mix of methods and grounded in 
theory. Case-study research appeared to be highly valuable for achieving an integral 
understanding of the impacts of a disaster. The research consisted of fieldwork in New 
Zealand, Chile and the Netherlands, including activities to engage in the local context to 
get an understanding of local realities in the cases. Due to these international research 
stays, the case-studies were conducted in a certain period of time, and consequently 
influenced by the developments and dynamics of that particular time frame. 

Each case-study consisted of document analysis, participant observation and in-depth 
interviews. This variety of methods proved to be useful for obtaining first-hand insights 
in the experiences of various actors, but also to personally observe the opinions in public 
meetings and other gatherings. Moreover, document analysis was a must for getting 
an understanding of the situation prior to conducting interviews. For instance, the 
interviewees referred often to the plans and policies made in each case for recovery and 
to new laws and regulations. An analysis of these documents, combined with the insights 
obtained through the interviews, made it possible to reflect on the ways in which post-
disaster transitions are desired and subsequently enacted.

The three cases were explored in different time phases after and during the disaster. In 
Christchurch, fieldwork was done one and a half, and three years after the earthquakes; 
in Chiloé, six and almost seven years after the ISA-disaster; and in Groningen, during 
the continuously occurring earthquakes. These different time phases after and during a 
disaster informed, on the one hand, the research in such a way that it was possible to 
present conclusions about the different realities and experiences in different time phases 
after a disaster. On the other hand, however, the three cases were not analyzed in a similar 
time after the disaster. This might have implications for the findings, as the emphasis in 
the conclusions on one case might be different than the ones for the other case.

7.4.2 Theoretical reflection and further research
Despite the ambition to conduct and present a complete research on the topic of disaster 
governance, this research also has some limitations. First, the three cases studied are 
located in relatively well-developed countries according to international development 
standards, yet with contextual – mainly cultural and institutional – differences. The main 
findings on the role of governance in fostering post-disaster transitions might therefore 
not be applicable to less-developed countries. For instance, this research draws on the 
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assumption that it is important, and also possible, to include public participation in (post-)
disaster governance processes (Melo Zurita et al., 2015; Newig and Fritsch, 2009). However, 
in many other countries in the world, social engagement is not possible and/or standard 
in planning processes. A suggestion for further research would therefore be to conduct 
case-studies on disaster governance in less-developed countries. It would be interesting 
to find out whether the conclusion about the importance of the local level and of sharing 
of governance roles would still be applicable.

A second consideration is related to the scope of this research. In the introduction and 
motivation for this PhD research, it was argued that disasters should be studied in their 
integrality, referring to the full spectrum of natural, technical, social, economic, and 
cultural causes and consequences of disasters, among others. This research therefore 
used a social-ecological systems approach (Folke et al., 2005); it studied social-ecological 
systems from both natural and human aspects, and technical and social perspectives. 
It should be noted, however, that this research also mainly studied one side: the social 
side. For instance, this research argues that natural characteristics of a disaster influence 
the societal and governance response, but the analysis is focused on the governance 
response. Also, conclusions are drawn about post-disaster transitions towards enhanced 
resilience and sustainability from a social and governance perspective. To further enrich 
the integral understanding of disasters, it would be interesting and valuable to conduct 
research on the impact of disasters on other domains, for instance on the economic and/
or technological development of a country.

Third, following from the used social-ecological systems perspective, disasters related 
to nature-society interrelations are studied. Moreover, the definition of disasters used 
in this research refers to disasters that occur through and because of these nature-
society interrelationships. One of the findings of this research is about the difference 
in risk perception and acceptance between nature- and human-induced disasters; risk 
perception and acceptance for ‘natural’ disasters are in general higher than for human-
induced disasters. Although this was a sound finding of this research and it is also 
grounded in existing literature, it would be interesting to explore this finding in relation 
to other types of disasters, such as terrorism, cybercrime, fires, et cetera (Kieffer, 2013). A 
suggestion for further research is therefore to study disasters beyond the nature-society 
definition. 

In this research, the concepts of resilience and sustainability were used as main analytical 
tools to structure the analysis of post-disaster governance processes. Given the focus of 
this research on possible transitions that disasters can trigger, resilience and sustainability 
are studied as aims and guiding compasses for ‘rebuilding (back) better’ (Lockie, 2016; 
Manyena et al., 2011). Elements of resilience that are studied in the three cases are learning, 
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adaptation and transformation. Findings related to transitions towards more sustainable 
energy, social innovation and the sustainable use of resources are placed referring to 
the concept of sustainability. As such, the research was focused on disentangling what 
resilience and sustainability mean for various actors in society (Zolli, 2012 – cited in 
Davoudi, 2018). Yet, no hard numbers can be presented about the differences between 
pre- and post-disaster levels of resilience and sustainability – if this were possible at all. 
Moreover, it is sometimes debated whether concepts such as resilience and sustainability 
can be used as guiding compasses and can actually be implemented, or if they are just 
‘fancy words’ that echo in the linguistics of policy (Lockie, 2016; Kaika, 2017). A fourth 
suggestion for research would consequently be to further the understanding of resilience 
and sustainability and of their enabling and constraining factors.

Fifth, this research draws explicitly on the concept of governance. It understands governance 
as the wide array of decision-making, collaboration and negotiation roles in processes 
related to disasters. Moreover, governance was approached as a political-institutional, 
process-oriented, and power- and culture-sensitive concept (Davoudi, 2018). As such, 
governance is more all-encompassing than government. As this shift from government to 
governance is widely acknowledged in existing theoretical debates (Swyngedouw, 2005; 
Tierney, 2012), it was possible to use the concept of governance analytically to grasp the 
roles of market and civil society actors besides government actors. In addition, this thesis 
draws on the assumption that this multi-level and multi-actor sharing of governance 
roles is important, which enforces a normative use of the concept of governance as 
well. Moreover, the triangulation of the three cases draws on a general overview of the 
development and disaster preparedness of countries: well-developed (socio-political) 
institutions, (technical) expertise, place and type of disaster. The argument distilled from 
this analysis is that well-developed (socio-political) institutions and (technical) expertise 
are not a guarantee for societal resilience per se, especially not when they are not suited 
for a certain kind of disaster, or when the disaster occurs in an untypical place. However, 
the general overview, including the level of development of countries, can be criticized 
for being based on a too narrow definition of development of institutions. Nevertheless, 
for ease of investigation, governance is analyzed by zooming in into the roles of various 
institutions in disaster processes. Further research should provide more specific insights 
into path-dependencies, power dynamics, emotions, et cetera, that can have an influence 
on disaster governance.
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7.5 Policy recommendations 

This PhD research on disaster governance presents insights in the ways in which people 
in different countries in the world deal with (the aftermath of ) disasters. Building on the 
interdisciplinary and integral character of the research, several recommendations for 
policy and practice can be made. 

One of the main findings relates to the non-homogenous and uneven ways in which 
disasters impact societies. Although it seems straightforward that some areas, especially 
those that host vulnerable and lower socio-economic societal groups, are hit harder by 
disasters than less vulnerable areas, approaches and strategies to disaster response are 
often insufficiently differentiated. The inequalities in the scope of impact of a disaster 
among different social groups and areas often leads to a situation in which governance 
approaches do not match the real-life living situations of people. A first recommendation 
for policy is, therefore, to acknowledge the differences in impact of a disaster in different 
places, neighborhoods and groups, and to subsequently tailor governance responses to 
more specific needs. In practice, this would entail to have a general and shared view on 
disaster governance that applies to the overall disaster situation, which can be translated 
into more specific strategies and processes tailored to particular places and/or people. 
This recommendation applies to, for instance, both the forms of communication in 
governance, and the content about which decisions are to be made. 

Ultimately, four forms of governance can be distilled from the findings obtained in 
this research and linked to existing theory, shown in figure 7.1: control, coordination, 
cooperation and collaboration. These forms relate to both the size of the role of different 
actors and to the kind of role. Control refers to low freedom for the private sector and civil 
society and much power to the state to decide on governance processes and actions, and 
for instance on redistribution measures. Collaboration entails the real working together 
and sharing of responsibilities between the state, the private sector and the civil society. 
Cooperation means that the state has a leading role, but there is cooperation with the 
private sector and the civil society. Finally, coordination refers to a style of governance 
in which the state coordinates between, and perhaps facilitates, the activities and roles 
and responsibilities of other state actors, the private sector or the civil society. Different 
disaster situations and categories to the social creation of disasters ask for different, 
and sometimes, hybrid forms of governance. Moreover, different phases of the disaster 
recovery process demand a different form of governance. To be specific, in dealing with 
vulnerabilities of people, a governance style positioned between collaboration and 
coordination would suit best. On the other hand, an approach to deal with direct human-
induced characteristics – in the case of Groningen with solving the problematics caused 
by the gas extraction – would rather call for a governance approach positioned between 
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control and cooperation. In longer-term processes to collectively stimulate transitions 
towards greater resilience and sustainability, subsequently, a bigger role for the private 
sector and civil society might be desired, and a facilitating role for the government, as 
these larger goals require the involvement of all of society. This calls for a governance 
approach between collaboration and coordination. Applying this categorization to all 
kinds of disasters would aid in creating and gaining a better understanding of disaster 
governance systems according to societal needs and wishes.

Figure 7.1: Styles of governance of disasters (source: author)

Second, this PhD research highlighted the differences in governance systems in normal and 
disaster situations. Normal situations ask for different forms of governance than disaster 
situations. In situations of stress and crisis, ‘normal’ life is often altered or complemented 
by special-purpose institutions to be able to deal with the disaster situation. However, it is 
not necessarily straightforward to determine when a situation is a disaster or not, and the 
consequent declaration of a disaster can sometimes be ambiguous. Some people might 
perceive a situation as a disaster whereas others do (almost) not experience any disruption 
of their lives. This observation also relates to the differences and influence of scale; the 
levels on which impacts are experienced are often not the same as the level in which 
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decisions are taken. In disaster cases, this might translate to a situation in which a national 
government has the responsibility and power to designate a situation as a disaster, but 
when the impacts of a disaster are only felt on a local level and are not recognized as 
disastrous, the labelling of the situation as a disaster might not occur or occur too late. As 
long as a situation is not designated as a disaster, no specific governance arrangements 
are put in place. Yet, particular governance arrangements might be needed to respond to 
the challenges that a disaster brings. A recommendation for policy that can be drawn from 
this conclusion, is that processes of designating a situation as a crisis or disaster would be 
more adequate when they are done in a combined bottom-up and top-down way. This 
would do more justice to an acknowledgement of the perceptions, realities and problems 
of people, and would encourage the design of more optimal governance systems. 
Moreover, a sharing of governance roles would help to make political underpinnings 
and interests in labelling a situation as a disaster transparent or at least well-considered. 
Further research should be conducted to obtain insights into this role of politics in the 
motivations to designate a situation as a disaster or not.

Third, after a disaster, societies often want to rebuild and get back to a situation of 
business-as-usual as soon as possible. Post-disaster learning does not seem to occur 
on a large scale; neither among well-developed social groups, nor in more vulnerable 
populations. Often, learning does take place, but stays limited to certain groups instead 
of being transferred to other actors and institutions. Opportunities for learning after a 
disaster are consequently only rarely embraced. To facilitate learning, it is important that 
all knowledge and experiences of different actors are considered in recovery processes. A 
recommendation for policy and practice is, therefore, to facilitate and enable the linking 
and bridging of learning experiences between different levels. To be specific, this linking 
and bridging can for instance be realized through informal and formal participatory 
meetings between (central) governments, businesses and local people. Besides this 
facilitation of linking learning processes between different institutional levels, it is 
important to learn from other cases. Although there are contextual differences between 
regions and countries, post-disaster places often seem to want to ‘reinvent the wheel’, 
whereas other places have already experienced similar problems. This international 
learning should also be facilitated through international collaboration and policy-making.

Disasters are increasingly studied from a social sciences perspective besides the natural 
and technical perspectives. This is very important and promising, as both social and 
technical issues, and combinations between them, should be better understood to 
prevent disasters. A fourth recommendation for disaster practitioners is, therefore, to 
approach disasters in a multidisciplinary instead of a monodisciplinary way. The natural 
characteristics of a disaster influence the social unfolding and acceptance of a disaster, 
and, conversely, human influences on nature can lead to (more complex) disasters. 
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Moreover, whether a disaster is induced by nature or by humans matters for societal risk 
perception and acceptance. Consequently, disasters should be approached and dealt with 
in an integral way, to include all aspects of disasters and their mutual influences in disaster 
governance. Multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches enable furthermore 
integral besides domain-specific collaboration, as well as a bridge between science and 
policy. For instance, academic insights about emergency management can inform policies 
for planning, architecture, et cetera, and vice versa. 

The fifth and last recommendation relates to the aims expressed in post-disaster places 
to rebuild more resilient and sustainable. These two concepts are increasingly used to 
complement each other; to foster post-disaster transitions towards societies that are able 
to withstand shocks, adapt to new situations and transform into enhanced societies, and 
to function in such a way that it does not comprise the ability of future societies to develop. 
However, in reality, the different elements of resilience and pillars of sustainability are 
sometimes in conflict. A dominance of technological resilience, for instance, can lead to 
a hindrance of social resilience. Similarly, a focus on the economic pillar of sustainability, 
might be to the detriment of environmental sustainability. The recommendation here 
is, therefore, to foster and use the concepts of resilience and sustainability as guiding 
compasses in their entireness. When transitions are not fully resilient or sustainable, 
these ambitions might rather oppose instead of complement each other. In addition, 
governance systems should facilitate and encourage these resilience and sustainability 
transitions. It is important that governments and politicians do not forget that they are 
the ones that have the power and are democratically elected to make these decisions 
in an inclusive way, in order to foster post-disaster transitions towards fully resilient and 
sustainable societies.
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