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strains that are resistant to available

treatments.2

For the past five decades, global sci-

entists and public health professionals

have been concerned about calamitous

worldwide disasters similar to the in-

fluenza pandemic of 1918, which in-

fected more than one third of Earth’s

population and resulted in more than 50

million deaths.3 Government and public

health agencies in the United States

have devoted millions of dollars in re-

sources to constructing response in-

frastructures and developing structural

frameworks or models for mobilizing

and coordinating multiple stakeholders

across city and state bureaucracies and

emergency and health care systems to

mount responses.4 After the events of

September 11, 2001, public health ef-

forts to prepare for emergencies re-

ceived renewed focus, energy, and

resources5 and stimulated scientists

from a plethora of disciplines to study

disasters from various perspectives.

Henry Fischer, a sociologist who studies

the effect of disasters on social groups,

offered a linear model for understand-

ing the natural course of a catastrophe.

He suggested that all or part of an

existing social structure first experi-

ences the mass emergency, then social

structure is disrupted, the mass emer-

gency is mitigated, and an adjusted

social structure carries on after the

event. Severity of disruption was

measured on a 10-point scale based

on extent, scope, and duration of the

emergency.6

It is important to note here that in

parallel with the build-up of efforts to

address emerging threats that require

large-scale mitigation and scientific in-

quiry to understand the potential impact

on human populations, the way people

communicate, receive, and understand

information has changed in the past 50

years. The internet and its contentious

offspring—social media—have become

ubiquitous features of everyday life through

home computers, workplace computers,

and mobile devices, which may obfuscate

receipt of accurate messaging.1,7,8

In February 2020, when COVID-19

spread globally, I began to understand

that disaster models and structural

frameworks developed by public health

and social scientists were based on

several unwritten assumptions: (1) be-

fore a mass emergency, a social struc-

ture is assumed to be sound and

cohesive, with individuals acting in ways

to mutually support the whole; (2) a

health care system is assumed to work

reasonably well, with most people

able to access care; and (3) a society’s

communication system is efficient for

delivering unambiguous, life-saving

messages to most of an affected pop-

ulation. Disaster responses in recent

years, particularly the response to

COVID-19, unmasked persistent struc-

tural flaws in organizational capacity,

reaffirmed unresolved social and eco-

nomic inequities, and identified systemic

flaws in communication channels. The

content in this issue of AJPH calls for a

reexamination and strengthening of

social and economic, medical, and public

health systems before the onset of

emergencies.

CORRESPONDENCE

Correspondence should be sent to Tanya Telfair
LeBlanc, PhD, MS, 1415 Hwy 85 N, Suite 310 #302,
Fayetteville, GA 30214 (e-mail: ttantelfair@gmail.
com). Reprints can be ordered at http://www.ajph.
org by clicking the “Reprints” link.

PUBLICATION INFORMATION

Full Citation: LeBlanc TT. Strengthening social and

mailto:ttantelfair@gmail.com
mailto:ttantelfair@gmail.com
http://www.ajph.org
http://www.ajph.org
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306247
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305277
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305277
https://doi.org/10.1097/DMP.0b013e31816564af
https://doi.org/10.1097/DMP.0b013e31816564af
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2018.304695
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2018.304695
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2017.303956
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(11)61263-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(11)61263-4
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/hast.975
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/hast.975
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112552
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112552

	Strengthening Social and Economic, Medical, and Public Health Systems Before Disasters Strike
	REEXAMINING RESPONSES TO DISASTERS THROUGH A CONTEXTUAL LENS
	CORRESPONDENCE
	PUBLICATION INFORMATION
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
	REFERENCES


