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Abstract

Background: Using the adjective “natural” with “disaster” can result
in neglecting human-made vulnerabilities. In Iran, applying the “natural
disaster” term is almost common in all disaster management settings.
The present study is aimed to explore the aspects/dimensions of the
“disasters are not natural” approach in the context of Iran and then
suggest implications for the health system in regard to the findings.
Methods: The current research is a qualitative study utilizing
conventional content analysis. 19 participants were purposively
selected, and data were gathered through in-depth semi-structured
interviews. Data analysis occurred concurrently with data collection,
following the content analysis method outlined by Graneheim and
Lundman.

Results: Human roles and interventions theme, as well as five
categories and 16 subcategories, were extracted from data. The
categories include environmental degradation (e.g., deforestation/
desertification), economic vulnerability (e.g., poverty and economic
difficulties), political/governance vulnerability (e.g., reactive approach
to disasters), socio-cultural barriers (e.g., religious beliefs), and
vulnerability of disaster management infrastructure (e.g., insufficient
educational resources and programs).

Conclusion: This study highlights the human roles in disasters and
the critical need for re-consideration of applying the “natural disasters”
term. Using “disasters” instead of “natural disasters” can be facilitated
through the increase in community-based programs and interventions
such as education and training, public awareness, and exercises.
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Dimensions of the “Disasters Are Not Natural” Approach in Iran

Introduction

The occurrence of disasters is rising across the
world. Disasters have killed millions of people and
caused injuries, traumas, loss of livelihoods, and
displacement over the last decades (1). Disasters
attributed to natural hazards caused 15,028 deaths,
affected approximately 100 million people, and
imposed almost 190 billion US$ in economic losses
globally in 2020 (2). The most important question is,
what if the disasters are not natural, and all negative
effects and destruction of disasters do not have to
happen?

Disaster risk is defined as “potential loss of life,
injury, or destroyed or damaged assets which could
occur to a system, society, or community in a specific
period, determined probabilistically as a function
of hazard, exposure, vulnerability, and capacity”
(3). Thus, a disaster is the combination of hazards,
vulnerabilities, and capacities, which vary in each
setting. A hazard is defined as “a process, phenomenon
or human activity that may cause loss of life, injury
or other health impacts, property damage, social and
economic disruption or environmental degradation,”
and natural hazards are related to natural processes
and phenomena (3). Natural hazards, as Chaudhary
et al declare, are triggers for natural disasters and are
classified as geological, hydrological, meteorological,
climatological, biological, and extraterrestrial hazards
(4). Yet, can we claim that disasters are natural, too,
just because the hazards are natural?

Vulnerability, as another component of disaster
risk, is attributed to “the conditions determined
by physical, social, economic, and environmental
factors or processes which increase the susceptibility
of an individual, a community, assets, or systems to
the impacts of hazards” (3). Vulnerability is the key
element directly associated with disaster severity and
magnitude. On the other hand, capacity addresses all
available strengths and resources within a society
to reduce disaster risks and improve resilience.
Considering the concepts of vulnerability and
capacity, the human roles and interventions in disaster
occurrence are undeniable (5).

Differences in vulnerability and capacity levels
between affected countries determine the extent to
which they are damaged or destroyed by disasters.
For instance, although high-income and low- and
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middle-income countries are subject to the same
natural hazards, most of the 3.3 million deaths
reported in the last 40 years occurred in poor countries.
This means that the higher the level of vulnerability,
the greater the number of victims. Likewise, the
difference in the death toll in Haiti and the Dominican
Republic, which shared the same storms and islands,
revealed that disasters are not natural but man-made
events (6).

“Disasters are not natural” approach
References to ‘natural’ disasters imply that disasters
are independent of vulnerability; however, they are
not. Vulnerability is a product of political and social
processes created by human beings. Poverty and
injustice, unplanned urbanization, and marginalization
in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, class, and religion
have created vulnerable communities to disasters
(7). Hence, natural hazards do not drive disasters;
rather, human-made vulnerabilities do. That is, a
severe earthquake, flood, or storm will not generate a
disaster if it occurs far from a populated area. Ismail-
Zadeh argues that floods are the Acts of God, but the
damage and destruction resulting from floods are
acts of human beings (8). Insufficient disaster risk
reduction and prevention, inadequate investment
in preparedness, and especially, early warnings, as
well as community resilience and development,
are considered human roles in creating disasters.
Accordingly, a disaster is the consequence of our
decisions, and that is why the notion that “disasters
are not natural” has emerged as an approach (9).

The ways disasters are created can influence
disaster risk perception in the community since
they show how disasters are associated with human
population
growth, and global warming. Thus, applying the
term ‘“natural” to “disaster” suggests that human
decisions and interventions do not matter due to the
natural source of disasters (10). Therefore, the term
“natural disaster” was mentioned as a misnomer over
40 years ago. Blaming nature for disaster destruction
and placing the responsibility for the damage on
the natural origin of disasters or “acts of God” are
reflected in the expression “natural disasters” (11).
Using the adjective “natural” with “disaster” results
in neglecting human-made vulnerability and avoiding

interventions such as urbanization,
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responsibility for failures in developing capacities
and resilience in regions prone to natural hazards
(12). Thus, “disasters are not natural” has increasingly
been recognized as a fact in the disaster risk reduction
literature and frameworks. Regarding the “disasters
are not natural” approach, similar terms are used as
shown in table 1.

The importance of the “disasters are not
natural” approach in the Iranian context

Iran is known as a highly hazard-prone country
where different disasters affect people’s lives and
livelihoods. The major disasters that have frequently
occurred in Iran are earthquakes, floods, and droughts
(13). For instance, the Rudbar-Manjil earthquake in
1990 and the Bam earthquake in 2013 killed about
35,000 and 41,000 people, respectively (14).

In Iran, the level of disaster preparedness among
households was reported as 9.3 out of 100 in 2015,
which is low (15). The INFORM Risk Index, as an
open-source risk assessment for disasters, reported
that Iran’s disaster risk in 2024 has been classified
as high risk (5.4 out of 10). Iran’s risk profile shows
scores of 7.3, 4.8, and 4.5 for hazard and exposure,
vulnerability,
respectively (16).

Disasters have frequently affected Iranian people
and imposed health consequences and physical
destruction so far. In Iran, the use of the term “natural
disaster” is common in almost all disaster management
publications and settings due to the culture that regards
disasters as a natural consequence of a given hazard.
This highlights the importance of initiating a common
disaster discourse that embraces a way of thinking
to detach the “natural”
phrase. The only natural component of disaster risk is

and lack of coping capacities,

from the “natural disaster”

Table 1. Different terminologies reflecting the “disasters are
not natural” approach

There is no such thing as a

No natural disasters .
natural disaster

Disasters avoided Un-natural disasters

Disasters as human made

Disaster by choice
events

Vulnerability by choice Capacity by choice

the hazard, and the differences between countries can
be attributed to varying levels of their own physical
and socio-economic vulnerabilities, which, in turn,
depend on human-made decisions (17).

Despite the growing global attention to the misnomer
of “natural disasters,” there is a significant lack of
context-specific research addressing how this concept
is understood and applied in countries like Iran.
Furthermore, replacing the term ‘“natural disaster”
with “disaster” can help the public recognize their
roles in disasters and encourage them to take steps
toward preparedness and mitigation measures using
lessons learned from previous disasters. Therefore,
the present study aims to explore the aspects/
dimensions of the “disasters are not natural” approach
in the context of Iran. Since the health system can
play important roles in reducing vulnerability and
improving capacity in Iran, several implications based
on the dimensions of the “disasters are not natural”
approach have been suggested at the end.

Materials and Methods

Study design

This study was conducted using a qualitative research
approach with conventional content analysis (18). It
adhered to the guidelines outlined in the Consolidated
Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ)
checklist. The research was performed between
November 2023 and September 2024.

Setting

Iran is a country located in the Middle East, spanning
approximately 1.65 million square kilometers with
more than 80 million inhabitants. Iran is highly prone
to natural hazards, primarily due to its geographical
and climatic conditions. For instance, the country is
situated on several major tectonic plates, making it
susceptible to earthquakes. Additionally, populations
are frequently affected by other disasters such as
floods, droughts, and landslides, exacerbated by
climate change and environmental degradation (19).

Participants

In this study, the participants were the experts who
benefited from the enriched academic and field
experiences in disaster risk reduction management. A
total of 19 participants were selected using a purposive
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Dimensions of the “Disasters Are Not Natural” Approach in Iran

sampling method. Interviewing relevant experts
offered a broader perspective on the research topic
and allowed for different perceptions and a deeper
understanding of the “No Natural Disasters” concept.
The inclusion criteria for selecting the participants
were to have at least a related bachelor’s degree and
a minimum of one year of research or educational
experience in areas such as health in disasters and
emergencies, crisis management, disaster sociology,
drought/flood management,
psychology, health policy, and climate change.
The exclusion criterion was a lack of interest in
participating in our study. The number of participants
was determined based on the principle of data
saturation, which was reached after 19 interviews.
The age of the participants was between 25 and 66
years, mostly between 46 and 66 years. Of all the
participants, 79% were female, and the remaining
were male. The educational level ranged from
bachelor to PhD. Furthermore, the work experiences
of the most participants were between 16 and 26
years (Table 2).

seismology, disaster

Data collection

Data collection was
depth semi-structured interviews. Initially, three
unstructured interviews were conducted to identify
the general concepts. Then, 16 semi-structured

carried out through in-

face-to-face interviews were performed using an
interview guide. These interviews took place in a

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of the participants

Variables N %
Male 15 79
Gender
Female 4 21
25-45 9 47
Age (year)
46-66 10 58
5-15 7 37
Work experience (year) 16-26 10 53
> 26 2 10
Bachelor 1 5)
Educational level Master 3 16
Ph.D 15 79
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quiet and comfortable environment to ensure that
the participants could communicate at ease. Each
interview began with open-ended questions, followed
by more specific inquiries to delve deeper into the
discussion. For instance, experts were asked, “Based
on your perception, what does the phrase ‘no natural
disaster’ mean?” or “What dimensions do you believe
are essential to understanding the ‘no natural disaster’
approach?”

A well-trained member of the research team (AT) in
qualitative data collection conducted the interviews.
All the interviews were pre-scheduled, and the
locations were selected according to the participants’
preferences. The interviews were audio-taped after
the participant’s consent, and to ensure data accuracy,
immediately
afterward. All the interviews were conducted in

each interview was transcribed

Persian and lasted between 25 to 45 min.

Data analysis

Data analysis was conducted concurrently with
the data collection, employing the content analysis
method based on the five-step approach of Graneheim
and Lundman (18). First, each recorded interview
was transcribed verbatim. The transcript was then
carefully reviewed multiple times to identify sentences
that reflected the participants’ experiences, which
were marked as the meaning units. These meaning
units were subsequently condensed and abstracted
into codes. In the next step, the codes were organized
into subcategories based on their similarities and
Finally,
classified to make the main categories. This iterative
five-step process was applied to all the interviews
until the main categories were finalized.

Quotes which exemplify findings were presented
in italics with the participant number shown in
parentheses. Information that might identify the
interviewee was excluded, in an effort to ensure the
confidentiality.

differences. similar subcategories were

Trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of the study was achieved
using four strategies: credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability (20). To ensure
data credibility, the authors employed techniques
such as prolonged engagement with the research
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process, triangulation, peer checks, and negative case
analysis (20,21). Data triangulation involves utilizing
different sources and methods to improve data quality,
including interviews and field observations. Peer
debriefing allowed researchers to test their insights
and tackle difficult questions. Negative case analysis
was applied when the collected data contradicted
the researcher’s expectations, enhancing the study’s
credibility. Dependability was evaluated through
an audit trail, stepwise replication, code-recode
strategies, and peer review. Documentation of the
study process and consideration of the researcher’s
background and interest in the topic were performed
to achieve confirmability (20). This research ensures
dependability by providing detailed information for
other researchers to replicate and build upon the
study. Transferability was achieved by offering a
thorough description of all study phases, including
design, setting, participant selection, data collection,

Table 3. Characteristics of interview participants

PID Gender Age range Education level
P1 Male 54 PhD
P2 Female 55 PhD
P3 Male 33 Master
P4 Male 36 PhD
P5 Female 60 PhD
P6 Male 62 PhD
P7 Male 42 PhD
P8 Male 58 PhD
P9 Male 55 PhD
P10 Male 38 Master
P11 Female 34 Master
P12 Male 59 PhD
P13 Male 45 PhD
P14 Male 51 PhD
P15 Female 37 PhD
P16 Male 25 Bachelor
P17 Male 54 PhD
P18 Male 56 PhD
P19 Male 66 PhD

and analysis.

Results

For transparency and contextual understanding,
general demographic and professional characteristics
of all the interview participants are presented in table
3. One theme, human roles and interventions, as well
as five categories and 16 subcategories, were extracted
from the research data. This theme includes the
categories of environmental degradation, economic
vulnerability,
socio-cultural barriers, and vulnerability of disaster
management infrastructure (Table 4). All the
categories and subcategories are explained as follows:

political/governance  vulnerability,

Environmental degradation
Environmental
activities, was reported to be a significant factor
contributing to increasing vulnerability and disasters.

degradation, driven by human

Field of expertise Work experience

(Years)
Crisis management 19
Health in disasters and emergencies 21
Environmental management 8
Health in disasters and emergencies 5
Disaster sociology 28
Seismology 27
Health policy 15
Health in disasters and emergencies 26
Crisis management 23
Environmental health & climate change 9
Crisis management 7
Disaster economics 22
Health in disasters and emergencies 14
Health in disasters and emergencies 16
Disaster psychology 6
Environmental engineering 5
Health in disasters and emergencies 19
Health in disasters and emergencies 21
Seismology 83
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Table 4. Categories, sub-categories and selected codes extracted from the interviews
Theme Categories Sub-categories Selected codes

- Destruction of forest ecosystems
- Reduction of forest plant species

Deforestation/
c . - Wide Forest fires
i) desertification
= - Change of forest land use
g
0 - Increasing plastic waste in urban areas
© Improper waste - Lack of effective recycling systems
é disposal - Unsanitary disposal of waste
i
o
= - Dependence of power plants on diesel fuel
|

- Lack of using renewable solar energy

Greenhouse gas emission . .
- Lack of using renewable wind energy

- Scarcity in budgeting for implementing DRR programs
- Poverty impacts the implementation of DRR measures

Poverty and economic difficulties
Y - Lack of access to adequate education for the poor

- Insufficient access to resources for low-income families
- Inequality in the distribution of public services

Improper distribution of resources
- Reduced access of rural people to urban resources

- Insufficient funding for flood preparedness
- Insufficient investment in transportation infrastructure
- Insufficient private sector investment in safe construction

Economic vulnerability

Insufficient investment

- Insufficient pro-active disaster planning
- Weak preparation to adequately respond to the public needs

Reactive approach to disasters L .
- Provision of resources without accurate needs assessment

- Insufficient comprehensive disaster management policies
- Lack of legal framework for DRR
- Weakness in DRR monitoring

Human interventions and roles

Insufficient DRR governance

- Insufficient attention to local needs
Insufficient policies for a - Inadequate participatory policies
community-based approach - Inadequate local training programs

Political/governance vulnerability

- Less access to food in disaster-prone areas
Insufficient attention to groups with - Failure to consider women’s needs
special needs - Lack of access to adequate shelter for the poor

- Adverse religious beliefs impact DRR perception
- Community reliance on their faith

Religious beliefs - . .
9 - Role of religious leaders in disaster management education

- Failure to comply with safety protocols

&
2
—
— g - Insufficient awareness about the most frequents hazards
§§ = Insufficient disaster risk awareness - Insufficient attention to disaster prevention training
= —
== 2 and perception - Insufficient dissemination of correct disaster response
== > . .
= O information
1
m fe)
= o o q q
= 8 - Individual roles in climate change
= Preferring individual interests over - Hoarding of food resources
= collective interests - Hoarding of medicine
=
=
&
=
10
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Contd. table 4.

Insufficient educational resources
and programs

Weak infrastructure of disaster risk
communication and information

Vulnerability of disaster
management infrastructure

Weakness of management/
monitoring organizations

Lack of community awareness regarding the negative
consequences of destroying natural ecosystems can
result in consequences such as degradation. Three key
areas of human intervention contributing to this issue
were highlighted by some interviewees: deforestation/
desertification, improper waste management, and
greenhouse gas emissions. “Environmental degrad-
ation not only heightens disaster risk but also
undermines community resilience. Awareness and
proactive measures are essential to mitigate the
impacts of human activities on our ecosystems”
(P17).

Deforestation/desertification

According to the experiences of the participants,
forests play an important role in mitigating the effects
of climate change and mitigating climate related
disasters, such as floods and droughts. In addition to
deforestation and changing the use of forest areas,
human actions were deemed to have led to damaging
the forest ecosystems and the destruction of plant
species and animal habitats. Trees are being cut
down due to excessive consumption of wood, the
development of agricultural lands into the forests, and
wildfires can be examples of human interventions in
this area. One interviewee exemplified this by stating:
“The destruction of natural ecosystems severely
affects biodiversity, as we are witnessing a decrease
in plant species due to excessive harvesting, as well as
deliberate fires that have destroyed wildlife habitats”
(P3).

Improper waste disposal
Improper waste disposal can result in environmental

- Insufficient flood prevention training in schools
- Inadequate flood prevention training in universities
- Insufficient drought adaptation training for farmers

- Weak access to disaster information
- Weakness in early warning systems
- Problems in communication between related institutions

- Low transparency in decision
- making of related organization

- Insufficient effective systems for establishing preventive laws

degradation. The increase in waste types and lack of
their separation at source, the unsanitary burial of
infectious/chemical waste in the suburbs, as well as
the insufficient number of recycling systems in cities
and villages were referred to as examples of human
actions that can increase the vulnerability to disasters.
For instance, the epidemics, especially after disasters,
is very likely a result of improper waste management
and environmental health.

“Unsanitary burial of waste and dumping of
industrial wastewater into rivers threatens the health
of the environment and society” (P14).

Greenhouse gas emission

Greenhouse gases have increased significantly as a
result of human activities and have caused global
warming. For instance, the use of fossil fuels and
ignoring renewable energies, such as solar energy,
can be mentioned. Excessive use of personal vehicles
contributes to the emission of greenhouse gases and
global warming in Iran. Severe droughts and floods as
the destructive disasters in Iran, are the consequences
of global warming. In addition, insufficient rules and
authority to monitor and control the industries and
sectors that produce greenhouse gases also reflect the
role of humans in future disasters in Iran.

“The dependence of our power plants on fossil fuels
has severely affected air pollution and the production
of toxic gases. Also, the increase in pollution caused
by heavy car traffic, especially in large cities, has
created serious air pollution challenges” (P7).

Economic vulnerability

Given the increasing poverty and economic
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Dimensions of the “Disasters Are Not Natural” Approach in Iran

inequalities in society, disaster preparedness and risk
reduction measures are not a high priority for poor
people. Several interviewees argued that urban slums,
construction on riverbanks or mountain slopes, and
lack of financial resources are the reflections of poverty
in Iran’s community. In addition, unemployment and
economic instability impose more pressure on people
and make them vulnerable to the hazards.
“Economic vulnerability exacerbates the impact of
disasters, as the poorest communities often lack the
resources for effective preparedness. Addressing
poverty and inequality is crucial for building
resilience against hazards” (P12).

Poverty and economic difficulties

Poverty plays an important role in increasing the
population’s exposure to disasters. Poor and low-
income people allocate their limited financial
resources to their basic needs rather than following
preparedness and disaster risk reduction measures.
Economic instability affects the unemployment
rates and marginalization, intensifying people’s
vulnerability to disasters. For example, building non-
resistant and insecure houses in hazard-prone regions,
as well as inadequate access to educational resources
and information on disaster risk reduction, are mostly
reported in low-income and poor regions.

“Economic instability and rising unemployment rates
in vulnerable communities have a significant impact
on people's ability to meet basic needs and implement
disaster risk reduction programs. Also, lack of access
to adequate education for the poor exacerbates these
problems” (P4).

Improper distribution of resources

Inadequate access of low-income families to resources
and unfair distribution of wealth in the country were
mentioned as one of the key factors of vulnerability
to disasters. Thus, ineffective policymaking and lack
of transparency in the distribution and allocation of
resources at national and local levels can be addressed.
Insufficient access to welfare and health care facilities,
especially in rural areas and small cities, is another
example of improper distribution of resources in
society. On the other hand, the post-disaster recovery
in poor and marginalized communities is almost
done without focusing on disaster risk reduction and

Volume 9 m Number 1 m Winter 2026

resilience measures due to the lack of resources.
“Improper distribution of resources creates a cycle
of vulnerability, where marginalized communities are
left without access to essential services and support.
Effective policymaking and transparency are vital to
ensure equitable recovery and resilience in the face of
disasters” (P3).

Insufficient investment
Intervieweesraisedtheideathatinsufficientinvestment
in disaster risk reduction and prevention is important
in worsening disaster vulnerabilities. Insufficient
budget allocation for disaster preparedness measures,
including planning, early warning systems, training,
exercises, and relief equipment, as well as the old
ineffective water, electricity, and gas infrastructures,
can turn a disaster into a catastrophe. Although we
know that floods, earthquakes, and droughts are
the most common disasters in Iran, investments for
preventing these disasters need to be considered.

“In the field of disaster preparedness, there is a
clear lack of financial resources. For example,
transportation infrastructure and early warning
systems require more attention and investment.
Also, the lack of attention to securing buildings and
renewing the air fleet has caused great losses to
society” (P11).

Political/governance vulnerability

The country’s policymakers and legislators play
a crucial role in building capacity or exacerbating
vulnerability to disasters. Policymaking focused
on a reactive approach to disaster management and
the lack of disaster risk governance, as well as an
insufficient focus on a community-based approach,
can result in vulnerability to disasters.

“Effective governance and proactive policymaking
are essential to transform vulnerability into resilience
against disasters” (P1).

Reactive approach to disasters

Adopting a response-based and reactive approach to
disasters leads to inadequate disaster prevention and
preparedness measures, and hence the deaths of many
people at the time of disasters. On the other hand, the
organizations involved in the response phase suffer
from a lack of coordination and duplicate work due



Sohrabizadeh S, et al

to the weak preparedness and reactive approach of
decision-makers to disasters. In addition, the pro-
active approach to disasters can facilitate the resource
allocation for effective disaster management and also
increase the community’s trust in the government’s
roles and interventions for disaster risk reduction.
Thus, a pro-active approach to disasters encourages
the lessons learnt in previous disasters to save lives
and structures by not repeating the same experiences.
“In the face of disasters, our focus is more on
responding to crises than preventing them. This
approach may prevent society from responding quickly
and effectively when an incident occurs. In addition,
coordination between different institutions is crucial
in such situations, but sometimes this coordination
is lacking. It seems that peoples trust in government
institutions is also affected in these situations, which
can create additional challenges” (P2).

Insufficient DRR governance

The lack of disaster risk reduction (DRR) governance
in the country was mentioned as a vulnerability in the
field of policy-making, legislation, and supervision.
According to the experiences of participants,
insufficient focus on risk reduction policies at
all stages of the disaster management cycle, with
inadequate legal framework for the implementation
and supervision of disaster risk reduction measures,
are among the most important challenges of disaster
management in Iran. Insufficient training and the
lack of risk reduction and mitigation culture at the
government and national disaster management level,
along with the lack of policy-making and planning for
public awareness, can be considered other important
issues in DRR governance. The lack of internal and
external coordination and cooperation among disaster
management organizations can reflect the DRR
governance vulnerability.

“In our country, disaster management policies and
programs have not been well addressed. For this
reason, different institutions are moving in different
directions,
crisis management. In addition, there are very few
educational programs to raise awareness among the
community, which is why people are not sufficiently
prepared to face disasters” (P9).

and this hurts the effectiveness of

Lack of policies for community-based
approach

Community-based approach to disaster management
and community participation in  reducing
vulnerability and improving capacity are other
important dimensions of policymaking in this area.
The inadequacy of policies related to community
participation and involvement in planning, decision-
making, and performing disaster management
interventions was implied as a vulnerability in this
area. The lack of policymaking and planning focused
on the use of indigenous knowledge and community
experiences for disaster risk reduction and
prevention is another dimension of not considering
community-based approaches to disasters. The need
for community-based educational programs and the
use of community initiatives for effective disaster
preparedness and response needs to be evident in the
country’s disaster management policies.

“If public forums are not held to discuss local risks,
people may not be aware of the risks and may not be
able to act well in times of crisis. Transparency in
local decision-making and consideration of people's

experiences can help improve the situation” (P4).

Insufficient attention to groups with special
needs

Based on the participants’ experiences, the current
policies and programs in Iran do not meet the needs
of vulnerable groups in disasters. Vulnerable groups
are people with special needs, including the poor
and marginalized, the elderly, children, people with
disabilities, pregnant women, and people with chronic
diseases. They need to be specifically considered in
disaster preparedness and risk reduction plans. The
examples are providing their access to shelter and
other basic facilities such as clean water, food and
sanitation, evacuation, relief packages, health and
rehabilitation facilities.

“In many villages, health services are not provided
well during disasters, and this can lead to serious
problems for vulnerable people. Since evacuation
sites are not specifically designated for certain
groups, these people face serious challenges during
a crisis” (P19).
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Socio-cultural barriers

The socio-cultural context is another important factor
that can affect disaster vulnerability and capacity.
Therefore, the role of social and cultural factors is
prominent in the “no natural disasters” approach. The
subcategories of religious beliefs, insufficient disaster
risk awareness, and perception, as well as preferring
individual interests over collective interests, are
explained as follows:

“Socio-cultural factors profoundly influence disaster
vulnerability, as collective action and awareness are
crucial for effective risk reduction” (P18).

Religious beliefs

Based on the participants’ experiences, the religious
beliefs of the community members influence the
reduction or increase in vulnerability to disasters.
Religious belief, which underestimates the role of
humans in the occurrence of disasters and explains
them as a punishment from God, plays an important
role in denying the community responsibility
for disaster prevention and mitigation. Religious
interpretations of disasters by some religious leaders
and their inconsistency with the importance of
preparedness and mitigation measures affect the
perception of disaster risk in the community. On the
other hand, the impact of spiritual support provided by
trained experts, as well as the role of religious beliefs
in promoting DRR measures in the community,
especially the rural ones, is significant. This view was
articulated by one of the interviewees:

“In times of crisis, many people rely on their faith,
and this can act as a source of comfort and hope.
Clergy can also play a significant role in disaster
management education. Unfortunately, sometimes
incorrect religious interpretations of disasters can
lead to fear and confusion in the community” (P13).

Lack ofdisasterrisk awareness and perception
Lack of DRR perception can be considered as one
of the barriers to promote a proactive approach to
disasters in the community. The public needs to know
about their roles in reducing the damage caused
by disasters through community-based education
campaigns, the media, and relevant organizations.
Insufficient access of the public to knowledge and
information related to disaster preparedness and risk
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reduction can be considered as another barrier to the
public DRR perception.

“Lack of educational campaigns and media coverage
about disaster risks and preparedness contributes
to a decrease in public awareness. Also, a lack of
awareness of construction laws and regulations
can lead to greater vulnerability to disasters. The
influence of local culture on risk reduction behaviors
should also not be ignored” (P10).

Prefering individual interests over collective interests
Preferring individual interests over collective
interests was described as one of the cultural barriers
for promoting disaster risk reduction measures. The
examples include neglecting the building codes and
the use of qualified materials during construction,
ignoring health protocols during pandemics, human
actions in the increase of air pollution as well as
hoarding food and medicine after disasters.

“Lack of cooperation in evacuation or hoarding of
resources can lead to greater vulnerability of the
community. Also, selfish behaviors and failure to
comply with protocols weaken the sense of solidarity

and exacerbate the crisis” (P8).

Vulnerability of disaster management
infrastructure
Disaster management infrastructures play an

important role in promoting disaster prevention and
risk reduction measures. Accordingly, educational
resources and programs, disaster risk communication
and information infrastructure, as well as management/
monitoring organizations in Iran, can help reduce
vulnerabilities and strengthen disaster risk reduction.
“Robust disaster management
essential for effective prevention and risk reduction,
empowering communities to respond to hazards more
effectively” (P7).

infrastructure is

Insufficient educational and
programs

Insufficient educational programs and events, along
with inadequate resources and equipment at the
community level exacerbate vulnerability to disasters.
Conducting education and training in schools,
universities, and other similar organizations, and
informing people about possible disasters and their

consequences, need to be considered. Furthermore,

resources
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people with special needs require specific education
and training for disaster risk reduction and
preparedness.

“The lack of preventive education in schools and
the lack of exercises related to disaster management
leave students and families uninformed about local
hazards. Also, the lack of specialized human resources
and special training programs for people with
special needs hinders the creation of the necessary
preparedness in the community” (P15).

Weak disaster risk communication and
information infrastructure

Disaster communication and information systems
are important in all stages of disaster management
and currently need to be strengthened in Iran. For
instance, designing and implementing a community-
based early warning system needs to be considered
in hazard-prone regions. Establishing disaster risk
awareness and information networks, especially in
remote areas as well as applying the local community’s
facilities and knowledge have been ignored. In
addition, the migrants and foreigners who live in Iran
need to be informed about disaster preparedness and
risk reduction.

“Lack of access to accurate information and
weaknesses in early warning systems leave people
unaware of crises, and this lack of awareness can
lead to poor decision-making and increased risks to
life and property. When people are not aware of a
potential hazard, they are unlikely to be able to take
preventive measures, which can have irreparable
consequences for society” (P16).

Weakness  of
organizations

According to the participants’ experiences, the
weak performance of organizations responsible for
planning, implementing, and monitoring disaster risk
reduction and prevention measures is evident. The
lack of documenting and collecting valid information
for decision-making, along with inadequate
communication between
leads to duplicate work before and after disasters.
Monitoring
vulnerabilities and capacities as well as assessing the
DRR and preparedness measures performed by the

management/monitoring

related organizations,

and assessment of communities’

related organizations, are insufficient.

“The lack of transparency in government decision-
making and the lack of effective monitoring systems
lead to distrust among the public and reduce their
cooperation in times of crisis. Furthermore, if
executive officials do not receive the necessary
training, their ability to manage crises is severely
affected” (P6).

Discussion

Since the term “natural disasters” is regularly applied
inacademic disaster literature, exploring the “disasters
are not natural” approach was focused on, using the
experiences and perceptions of disaster researchers
and scholars in Iran. To the authors’ knowledge, few
context-based studies specifically focused on the
“disasters are not natural” expression and its various
dimensions. In the current qualitative research,
one main theme of human roles and interventions
was explored, which consists of five categories:
environmental degradation, economic vulnerability,
political/governance
barriers, and the vulnerability of disaster management
infrastructure, as well as 16 sub-categories.

Human roles and interventions were found to be
important triggers for turning natural hazards into
disasters. That is, the combination of human actions

vulnerability, socio-cultural

and natural hazards can create a destructive disaster
(22). Similarly, Kelman mentioned that people
create the conditions for disaster occurrence, and
thus, disasters are about people’s daily lives and
experiences (23). Therefore, the different types of
vulnerabilities caused by human actions have resulted
in devastating disasters so far (24). Accordingly,
the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction
(SFDRR) highlighted the importance of vulnerability
reduction and capacity improvement for effective
The SFDRR
priorities for action (e.g., understanding Disaster Risk
(DR), strengthening DR governance, investing in DR
for resilience, and enhancing disaster preparedness for
effective response and “Build Back Better”) underline
the human roles in disasters. For example, the disaster
recovery phase provides a privileged opportunity for
integrating DRR measures into affected communities
(3). Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which
were adopted as a global partnership for the peace

disaster risk reduction worldwide.
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and prosperity of the planet, are other examples of
human roles in creating a world without disasters and
catastrophes (3).

While part of the academic community argues that
the term “natural disasters” is a misnomer, and the
findings demonstrated the important aspects of the
“disasters are not natural” approach in Iran, a few
participants stated that they will apply the “natural
disaster” expression since “natural” determines the
type of disaster. They questioned why we need to
remove “natural” from “natural disaster” since it
refers to the natural element of disasters. Although
their thoughts were not analyzed and considered as
the findings, it can show the possible reason for using
the “natural disaster” term by academic experts. That
is, they believed in human roles and interventions in
disasters but applied the “natural disaster” expression
to highlight its type. Similarly, scholars advocating
the use of “natural disaster” implied that there is no
proof to confirm the negative effects of applying this
expression (12).

Environmental degradation was identified as one of
the human actions in making disasters an unnatural
phenomenon.  The degradation
examples pointed out by the interviewees included
deforestation/desertification,
disposal, and greenhouse gas emissions, which were
also key drivers of climate change and disasters.
Similarly, some authors argue that human-induced
environmental changes, particularly deforestation and
land-use changes, increase the intensity and frequency
(25). Furthermore,
deforestation has been recognized as a significant
contributor to desertification and biodiversity loss
(26), which exacerbates vulnerability, as highlighted
in the study. Moreover, the production of greenhouse
gases through human activities, particularly fossil
fuel consumption, is widely acknowledged as a
primary driver of global warming, leading to more
frequent and intense droughts and floods (27). Thus,
environmental degradation confirms the urgency of
adopting DRR and sustainable development actions to
mitigate the impacts of disasters and climate change.
In the current study, economic vulnerability was
identified as one of the human factors that make
the population more vulnerable to disasters. Human
decisions place them in catastrophic situations that

environmental

improper waste

of climate-related disasters
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are not natural but triggered by human interventions
(28). Regarding economic vulnerability, Stonich
emphasized that the poor are the most vulnerable to
environmental risks since they often live in hazard-
prone areas and have fewer resources to prepare for or
recover from disasters (29). Economic vulnerability
has been identified as a barrier to disaster prevention
and recovery, as people with insufficient resources
have less intention to invest in disaster risk reduction
measures (30). Furthermore, inadequate investment in
disaster risk reduction infrastructure and preparedness
can delay recovery and amplify the consequences of
disasters (31). Thus, economic vulnerability highlights
the necessity of addressing poverty and equitable
resource distribution to empower populations living
in hazard-prone regions.

The political/governance vulnerability reflects a
reactive approach to disasters, demonstrating the
human aspect of disasters. The United Nations Office
for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) highlights the
need for a shift from reactive to proactive disaster
management (32). Reactive approaches tend to
focus on response rather than prevention, leading
to a lack of preparedness, inadequate coordination,
and inefficient use of resources during disasters.
In accordance with the findings, Mukherji et al
argued that weak governance structures and poor
institutional coordination hinder effective disaster
response and recovery (33). Inadequate community-
based approach policies are an important human
action issue raised by participants and can show
the importance of local knowledge and community
involvement in disaster management. Disaster risk
reduction is more effective when local communities
are actively engaged in planning, decision-making,
and response efforts (34). In particular, groups with
special needs face higher levels of exposure to risks
and have less access to resources during the response
and recovery phases (35). Therefore, political and
governance vulnerabilities suggest a shift from
reactive to proactive, community-driven disaster
management policies.

The interviewees exemplified socio-cultural barriers
by referring to religious beliefs, a lack of disaster risk
awareness, and prioritizing individual interests over
collective interests. The effects of religious beliefs
on people’s actions regarding disaster risk reduction
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have been reported in several studies (36,37). The
concept of the Act of God implies that people have
sinned and need to compensate for their mistakes (38).
Therefore, disaster, as the “Act of God” addresses
the population’s inability to prevent disasters and
can encourage the use of the term “natural disasters”
in the community. In other words, we need to start
questioning whether disasters are acts of God or acts
of humans in our community. Regarding the lack
of awareness and perception of disaster risk, other
studies emphasized the importance of education
and public awareness in building resilience (39).
For instance, it was reported that communities with
higher levels of risk awareness are more likely to
adopt effective disaster preparedness measures (40).
Hence, socio-cultural barriers call for robust public
awareness campaigns for disseminating the “disasters
are not natural” approach and inclusive disaster risk
reduction education.
Thevulnerabilityofdisastermanagementinfrastructure
was consistently identified as an important part of the
“disasters are not natural” approach in Iran. Similarly,
Deelstra et al emphasized that weak infrastructure in
disaster-prone regions hampers effective information
dissemination, undermines response capacity, and
postpones recovery efforts (41). The finding regarding
weak disaster communication systems is supported
by several studies indicating that the lack of proper
disaster communication infrastructure contributes to
confusion and increased fatalities during disasters
(42,43). Furthermore, the functions of disaster
management systems need to be regularly monitored
and assessed at different local and national levels.
Monitoring and assessment are necessary actions for
identifying gaps and improving disaster risk reduction
measures in disaster-related organizations (44). Thus,
infrastructural weaknesses point to the importance
of investing in disaster communication systems,
educational resources, and assessment/monitoring
to ensure the performance of disaster risk reduction
measures.

Finally, the findings support the importance of human
drivers of disasters and the misnomer of “natural
disasters” term since each disaster is social problem
and social construct. Different types of vulnerabilities
made by human actions and interventions confirm
the necessity of taking “natural” out of the “natural

disasters” expression as well as the importance of
disseminating the “disasters are not natural” approach
in Iran’s community. However, the present study
limitation includes its specific context, which may
limit the generalizability of the findings to other
settings. Furthermore, the participants were the
academic experts/professors and researchers and the
public and community members were not included
for the data collection.

Conclusion and implications for the health
system

This study highlighted the critical human roles and
actions in the creation of disasters and underscores
the urgent need to reconsider the application of the
term “natural disasters.” Similar to the “No Natural
Disasters” campaign on Twitter, the community
requires a virtual platform, social media, and other
public awareness tools to disseminate the message
that “disasters are not natural” to all Iranian citizens.
The health system plays a key role in disaster risk
management and in reducing the consequences of
disasters caused by both natural and technological
hazards, which reflects the importance of
vulnerability reduction to make disasters unnatural
(45). Furthermore, protecting people’s health
from disasters is a social, economic, and political
imperative that demonstrates the importance of
disaster risk reduction measures (46).

In Iran, the Primary Health Care (PHC) network has
been established as the core tool for healthcare delivery
across the country. The PHC network promotes the
provision of adequate context-specific healthcare
services using its decentralized structure distributed
in both rural and urban regions (47). Thus, the current
structures, resources, and processes of the healthcare
system in Iran can facilitate the mainstreaming of the
“disasters are not natural” approach among Iranian
populations living in rural and urban districts. The
following implications have been suggested based
on the dimensions of the “disasters are not natural”
approach in the context of Iran:

- Health system can play a central role for raising
public awareness in regard to preventing the
environmental degradation such as deforestration,
waste disposal and green gas emission. The relevant
eudcational and training programs can be designed
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and regurarly performed by the healthcare providers
in rural and urban regions.

- Since the health system is an important structure
for implementing disaster risk reduction (DRR) in
communities, it can highlight the DRR governance
and management in parliament and governmental
bodies. A disaster risk reduction program within
health system should be integrated into a national
framework and tailored to the specific needs and
context of the community. In addition, pro-active
approach to disasters and prioritizing the community-
based interventions conducted with local people
are the examples of DRR policy-making related
to the health system. Vulnerable groups need more
attentions in all policy-making, management and
education efforts.

- PHC network uses the local healthcare workers who
are familiar with the culture of their own communities.
Therefore, the healthcare workers in rural areas (so-
called Behvarz) as well as the healthcare providers in
urban regions can effectively follow the disaster risk
communication in the framework of community’s
religious beliefs and risk perception which are the
triggers of considering disasters as natural events.

- All community-based disaster risk reduction
interventions and measures can be improved and
facilitated through the health system infrastructures
and resources. For instance, designing and performing
the disaster training and exercises based on the
assessment and monitoring the hazard, vulnerablity
and coping capacity can be fulfilled by involving
community members (e.g., children,
the elderly, efc.). Organizing and managing the
community-based teams, providing the monitoringand
supervision of facilities and resource allocations can
be conducted by the health systems at local, national
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