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Abstract
This article contextualizes assistance to people and Social Work interven-
tion before, after, and during a catastrophic situation from a psychosocial 
approach and in the framework of participatory research. It concludes with 
the presentation of some general guidelines for training professionals in this 
area. The discussion on the experience with the Armero tragedy in 1985 and 
the Colombia earthquake, which happened fourteen years later, is revisited.

Keywords: Social Work; Professional Intervention; Disaster Situation; 
Psychosocial Approach

Resumen
El artículo contextualiza a partir de un enfoque psicosocial y en el marco 
de la investigación participativa, la atención a las personas y la intervención 
del trabajo social antes, durante y después de la ocurrencia de una situación 
catastrófica. Concluye con la exposición de algunos lineamientos generales 
orientados a la formación de profesionales en el área. Se retoma el debate 
iniciado sobre el tema a propósito de la experiencia del volcán del Ruíz y la 
ocurrida catorce años después en la catástrofe del Eje Cafetero.

Palabras clave: Trabajo Social; Intervención Profesional; Situación de Desastre; 
Enfoque Psicosocial
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Introduction
Colombia is a country that, due to its physical, economic, social, environ-
mental, political, and cultural conditions, is in a permanent state of risk. 
Like the other countries in the region, it is located in a third-world area 
where, according to various sources of information, approximately 90 % 
of the natural disasters that occur worldwide are recorded (Long, 1978).

The disaster that took place in the city of Armero, Department of To-
lima, in 1985, caused by the eruption of the Nevado del Ruiz volcano, is 
recalled today in light of the natural and social catastrophe in the Coffee 
Axis region. The conditions are similar due to the magnitude of the trag-
edy, the difficulties in rescue and emergency response, the lack of basic 
supplies, and the numerous institutions and organizations that arrive, 
sometimes hindering rescue actions, the distribution of donations, the 
identification of victims, the reunion with family members, and above 
all, the lack of foresight, the limited prevention infrastructure, and the 
population’s minimal preparation for such events. 

It is necessary to acknowledge the significant progress that, in leg-
islative and regulatory matters, the sector has achieved, without said 
problem having yet reached the place it deserves in the regional, local, 
and institutional governmental agendas, despite its importance for ter-
ritorial planning. 

Actions such as the organization of the National System for Disaster 
Prevention and Response and the codification of existing regulations 
(Law 46 of 1988 and Decree 919 of 1989), the adoption of a National Plan 
for Disaster Prevention and Response (Decree 93 of 1998), the issuance 
of regulations on earthquake-resistant structures (Law 400 of 1997), the 
creation of an Administrative Unit for Disaster Prevention and Response 
within the Ministry of the Interior (Law 199 of 1995), the inclusion in 
the General System of Social Security (Law 100 of 1993), the regulation 
of the National Educational System for Disaster and Emergency Pre-
vention (Ministerial Directive No. 13, Ministry of Education, 1992, and 
Resolution 7550 of 999), together with institutional, academic, and re-
search efforts, are the beginning of the structuring and formulation of 
a Public Policy for Disaster Prevention and Response for a country in a 
permanent state of risk.
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Despite the actions taken by National Relief and the sensitivity dem-
onstrated by international organizations, it was only after the Armero 
disaster that the national government addressed Response and Preven-
tion from a systematic and comprehensive perspective.

Disaster prevention response begins with support and rescue activi-
ties under the leadership of OPS and the guidelines of National Relief, 
then moves on to the sanitary management of these situations, and 
only very recently directs its intervention toward prevention-response-
rehabilitation and development from an interdisciplinary approach. 
Thereafter, it becomes possible to adopt national response plans and to 
coordinate the network of national and international, governmental and 
private institutions for the comprehensive treatment of disasters. In this 
area, it is considered that the actions corresponding to the processes of 
informing-training-organizing communities have lagged behind, both 
in structuring and in coverage.

The need to create a culture of prevention is evident. In this regard, it 
is necessary to highlight the academic initiatives made possible by uni-
versities, institutions, and foundations, in light of the urgent need to train 
qualified personnel in this area (Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 1999).

Social Work, in a conjunctural manner, has actively participated in 
these processes without achieving major progress in the disciplinary 
field or in professional training. Along these lines, this article aims to 
resume the debate initiated on the subject, based on the Armero expe-
rience, with the purpose of developing a systematic approach to Social 
Work intervention in disasters.

Initially, some general propositions will be addressed, revisiting el-
ements explored in depth by social psychology, psychiatry, anthropol-
ogy, politics, and Social Work. Then, from a psychosocial perspective, 
we will examine the processes of providing care to the affected popula-
tion, subsequently structuring Social Work intervention and establish-
ing certain guiding principles for professional training.

General Considerations
Based on experience and the insights gained at different events on the 

subject of disasters—particularly drawing on the valuable contributions 
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of the psychologist David Green—a disaster is defined as a sudden and 
unexpected change, often radical or crucial in the normal development 
process of a community, of varying dimensions, caused by nature or 
by humans, whether premeditated or accidental. This change produces 
dysfunction of varying intensity and at different levels that may lead to 
a crisis and even to the destruction of a community’s economic and so-
cial structure (Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, 1997).

According to this view, a disaster is universally defined as an emer-
gency situation that seriously disrupts the normal conditions of a re-
gion, geographical area, and/or human community, in both its social 
and everyday spheres. The social sphere refers to the physical, economic, 
environmental, cultural, and political conditions, and the everyday 
sphere refers to the influence of these same factors on the family and 
work nucleus, the place of settlement, ways of life, individual practices, 
and the value system.

It is likewise considered that the emergency situation caused by the 
periodic or lasting occurrence of natural and/or man-made events, along 
with their identification and treatment, are directly related to scientific 
and technological progress, to the quality and type of social organiza-
tion, and to the orientation that this same organization provides to hu-
man action in order to face such contingencies.

There are societies in the world that, through organized human ac-
tion in the economic, scientific, social, and cultural fields, have achieved 
a type of organization that has allowed them not only to minimize risk 
but also to transform the natural and social elements resulting from 
these situations into factors of social benefit. 

Thus, while some of us, with scarce material, scientific, technologi-
cal, and institutional resources, face disasters caused by natural phe-
nomena with catastrophic and uncontrollable consequences, others 
even anticipate the effects of nuclear war and develop risk maps, vul-
nerability analyses, and historical series, while dealing with the safe use 
of radioactive substances both for material production and for better 
soil utilization and fertility. 

In the same way that, for some, the natural, physical, or social risk 
factor represents an additional expense or investment to mitigate its 
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effects, for others, this same factor is a priority element considered in 
national, regional, and local development plans, as investment in this 
field ensures the security of material production, the provision of ser-
vices, and the general well-being of the population.

It is the responsibility of the State to guide scientific, technological, 
economic, financial, material, human, and institutional resources, as 
well as to rationalize their use and maximize their benefits for the pro-
tection of the lives and property of individuals.

In this context, human action constitutes the fundamental element 
in the prevention of and response to emergencies and disasters, as it is 
humanity’s level of knowledge and organized action that enables or ex-
acerbates these situations. 

Human beings, both as individuals and as a species, have histori-
cally related to nature and to one another through work, promoting 
individual and collective actions that have allowed them to build dif-
ferent types of social organizations, strengthening, transforming, and/
or modifying them. 

Consequently, human action, at both individual and social levels, is 
the central element of the dialogue that concerns us here, understood 
from a psychosocial perspective. Human action, as we envision it in this 
context, is mediated by individual and social factors. Individual factors 
refer to the sociocultural, physical, and mental conditions of individu-
als in relation to their daily practices, attitudes, potential, reactions, and 
ability to respond to social needs and situational challenges. Social fac-
tors relate to the provision of such organizational projects for the com-
munity and its security within the framework of the local development 
plan and public policies on citizen security: social and institutional net-
works for service provision and educational, training, and informational 
projects that encourage and enable community participation. 

In this context, participation constitutes a comprehensive process 
that links levels of information, training, and organization.

A disaster affects the population and its environment with individ-
ual and collective repercussions on physical, mental, and environmen-
tal health. These processes can be addressed through the lens of human 
ecology, understood as the study of the spatial and temporal relation-
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ships of human beings as they are affected by the selective, distributive, 
and accommodative forces of the universe. 

Human ecology seeks to understand humans and their problems 
and needs as entities by studying individuals and populations as bio-
logical units deeply modified by society and culture. It starts from the 
understanding of humans as bio-psycho-social beings within a particu-
lar ecological unit: individual-family-community. In summary, human 
ecology is viewed as the study of the complex relationships between or-
ganisms and their environment (Peña et al., 1986).

These general concepts are of great importance as they bring the 
ecological aspect to the forefront. In the specific case of a disaster, this 
perspective provides elements for the formation of prevention struc-
tures (human-habitat relationship) and response structures (spatial or-
ganization and human conditions) within the psychosocial recovery 
process of those affected. 

Care for Individuals
According to Brenson and Sarmiento (1999), any tragedy or trauma 

can trigger a personal, family, and/or community crisis of varying de-
grees, which provokes a series of psychosocial reactions depending on 
the degree of trauma and the resulting crisis (p. 3).

Following their perspective, a crisis is a combination of two reali-
ties: a danger and an opportunity. The danger lies in the dysfunctional 
reactions that people may have in the face of tragedy; the opportunity 
lies in personal growth, in the strengthening of family ties, and in the 
community solidarity that may arise from functional relationships to 
it (Brenson & Sarmiento, 1999, p. 4). 

Therefore, understanding the population and its idiosyncrasies, 
having information about the origin and type of risk, as well as the so-
ciocultural factors and their history, are fundamental for formulating 
contingency plans and, in general, for structuring each and every action 
and process of providing care to individuals and mobilizing the com-
munity in their psychosocial recovery.

In the case of post-traumatic stress effects, the bio-psycho-social 
conception is used to analyze an individual’s reaction after the shock 
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caused by the catastrophe and to undertake the cognitive processing of 
the trauma’s impact on the person and their family. 

These effects are related to:
•	 Personality
•	 Age, sex, ethnic group, economic status, and health condition
•	 The usual mechanisms for coping with problems (defense and ad-

aptation)
•	 The intensity of the stressor
•	 The appropriate correspondence between individual needs and sup-

port systems
•	 The degree of personal loss experienced and the availability of com-

munity relief and assistance resources (Cohen, 1985, p. 173)

Crisis intervention is a specialized field of knowledge and interdis-
ciplinary action within the human sciences: psychology, anthropology, 
education, and Social Work. Although it is not a therapeutic process in 
itself—since such a process would imply systemic restructuring—it is 
possible to use many and varied therapeutic techniques to help indi-
viduals and families appropriately process their grief and adopt func-
tional reactions. 

The Affected Population
In disaster literature, individual and collective reactions have been 

classified into phases that, as a process, either evolve or do not, depend-
ing on professional intervention, human action, and the plans and re-
sources allocated to their care.

In this field, the contributions of psychiatry and psychology stand 
out, particularly through the work of Drs. Raquel Cohen and David 
Green, regarding the urgency of preparing professionals to plan and 
provide assistance to populations affected by catastrophic situations. 

To analyze human behavior during a disaster, psychologist Raquel Cohen 
presented four evolutionary phases—threat, shock, readjustment, and after-
math—to the American Psychiatric Association in 1980 (Palomino, 1986).

Her explanation offers perspectives from which biological, psycho-
logical, interpersonal, and sociocultural phenomena are observed and 
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experienced in their relationship with the sequential periods before and 
after the catastrophe. 

In the THREAT phase, the author comments that the scientific com-
munity has predicted many disasters, which are disseminated through 
social media and communication channels, preparing and alerting the 
threatened population. These warnings can generate varying levels of 
anxiety and fear, depending on the cultural experiences and traditions 
of the population. In our time, announcements about potential global-
scale disasters are particularly threatening, such as the collision of our 
planet with a celestial body, the shift in Earth’s axis, the melting of the 
polar ice caps, the rising sea levels and flooding of most coastal cities, 
the increase in seismic and volcanic activity, the deterioration of the 
ozone layer, and many other catastrophic events predicted by various 
scientists. These are often accompanied by persistent announcements 
from millenarian prophecies by numerous apocalyptic sects, which 
foresee the imminent “end of the world” according to their particular 
interpretation of religious scriptures. 

In this phase, the benefits of risk promotion and prevention are 
perceived by the population, along with a better understanding of the 
situation and a willingness to collaborate with institutions and orga-
nizations, avoiding, however, exaggerated, counterproductive, or un-
founded alarms. 

In the SHOCK phase, which occurs hours after the disaster, symptoms 
such as fatigue, nervous disturbances, restlessness, changes in appetite 
and sleep, anxiety, guilt, and shame are observed. During this phase, it 
is crucial to consider sociocultural factors, particularly religious ones, 
as they play a significant role in the social cohesion of the population.

In the READJUSTMENT phase, behavioral effects shift. As time 
passes, individuals develop new defense and adaptation mechanisms to 
cope with the emotional shock and seek community support systems 
through their own social organization. 

Psychosomatic reactions (such as insomnia and irritability) may 
arise, interfering with normal biological function. Feelings of pow-
erlessness in daily life, vulnerability, difficulties in relationships, and 
decision-making challenges can emerge, leading individuals to adopt 
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the role of victims and display a sense of increased helplessness. Efforts 
toward community structuring, desires for reconstruction, and a pur-
suit of independence are also observed. The aftermath is most notable 
in elderly individuals, with responses such as chronic anxiety and de-
pression, significant resignation, sudden recollections, and a frequent 
need to recount the event. 

Contrary to Dr. Cohen’s periodization, Dr. David Green, a psycholo-
gist at Tel Aviv University, Israel, refers to other researchers who propose 
a different sequence in terms of content and significance: the HEROIC 
phase, the HONEYMOON phase, the COLLAPSE phase, and the RE-
HABILITATION phase.

The HEROIC phase arises immediately after the stressor appears, 
characterized by the organization of rescue activities, including efforts 
to save others and protect property.

Next comes the HONEYMOON phase (third or fourth week), marked 
by mutual aid, feelings of collective struggle, and the desire to face new 
conditions with optimism. This phase is characterized by harmony and 
solidarity.

It is important to emphasize that, in these phases, human behavior 
is neither static nor universal but rather historical and dynamic, specific 
to each situation. Referring to cases like the Nevado del Ruiz volcano 
or the Coffee Axis region, for example, we can observe that, given their 
specificities, these phases may be altered, overlap with one another, or 
perhaps even form a new configuration aligned with the sociocultural 
characteristics and dynamics of the region. In this process, the iden-
tification of PRE-EXISTING MYTHS within communities regarding 
catastrophic events and human behavior is of great significance.

It is said that humanity has been able to extend its dominion over 
nature and other beings as it comes to understanding itself, establish-
ing relationships with others, and interacting with its environment. 

The consolidation of one’s identity depends not only on individual 
characteristics but is also mediated by a set of social, economic, and eco-
logical factors that can either facilitate or hinder this process. 

A sudden and large-scale event can trigger situations that threaten 
identity and cause distress due to human and material losses, or the loss 
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of certain functions or body parts. This can lead to anxiety, confusion, 
and a strong desire to cling to the familiar and known in an effort to 
avoid the unknown and unpredictable.

In both its individual and collective aspects, psychosocial identity 
strives to achieve a unified sense of self and a hierarchy of the formal el-
ements that constitute it: one’s family world, interpersonal relationships, 
worldview, beliefs, material possessions, memories tied to the past, the 
group’s values, and the routines of daily life. Existence, therefore, be-
comes divided and disrupted between a longed-for past, an unfamiliar 
present, and an uncertain future. 

If the estrangement from identity is prolonged (chronic crisis) and 
there is no recovery of its sense, territoriality, history, independence, or 
capacity for reconstruction, it may result in disintegration, a sense of 
unreality, and feelings of helplessness in the face of this situation. 

The process of establishing a person’s social identity begins by asking 
about their name, general identifying details, customary points of ori-
entation, and references to places, among other things. However, when 
referring to the identity of someone who has partially or completely lost 
everything, these questions take on a broader meaning, encompassing their 
feelings and psychosocial identity: an interim synthesis within the indi-
vidual and an integration of their role within their group (Grimberg, 1963).

Social identity, as the recognition of a person, refers to the name as 
an external symbol of individualization and recognition, as well as to 
civil identification, which can be challenging due to the loss of docu-
ments—an issue that, in some cases, such as Armero, becomes a pro-
cess of reconstruction.1

In summary, the factors that disrupt social identity and should be 
taken into account in the planning and response activities for a disas-
ter situation are:

•	 Violent and radical uprooting
•	 Loss of family as a personal reference
•	 Disruption of daily life
•	 Violent loss of the relationship with one’s own social organization

1	 This issue was addressed in the context of the Armero experience by Social Work students 
in various undergraduate theses. 
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Social Work Intervention

Assumptions for Intervention
Based on the previous statements, prevention and response in disaster 

and crisis is considered a specialized field of knowledge and intervention 
for the Social Work profession, approached from an interdisciplinary, 
holistic, and participatory perspective.

Intervention in disaster and crisis situations—including prepara-
tion, recovery, and development, both before and after a catastrophe— 
is a field that requires the integration of advancements from human, 
natural, economic, social, health, behavioral, artistic, and engineering 
sciences to provide a comprehensive approach to the disaster problem. 

Participatory research is considered perhaps the most suitable meth-
odological approach to address the demands and needs of a population 
striving for recovery and the construction of new ways of life, aligned 
with their dignity and social and cultural identity. 

In this regard, concepts proposed by Professor Guillermo Hoyos 
(1980) are revisited, illustrating three relatively distinct but closely re-
lated processes to guide action-research and promote participation: 
work, language, and social interaction.2 

Work, by itself, through its collective nature and daily practice, al-
lows humans to free themselves from the forces of nature and, accord-
ing to the development of their capabilities, to take ownership of it for 
the subsistence and reproduction of the species. 

Language, as a medium of communication, allows individuals, through 
words, to establish a connection with reality, to orient themselves and 
relate to it, to appropriate experience and oral tradition, and to engage 
in the construction and reconstruction of their history, myths, rituals, 
legends, and culture. 

Social interaction, as a space for the promotion of community or-
ganization and socialization, begins within the family and extends to 
social relationships. It allows individuals to recognize themselves and 

2	 Based on these concepts, the interdisciplinary team of Human Sciences guided its interven-
tion in the Armero catastrophe. 
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be recognized, establishing unique connections in the family, social, 
economic, and political spheres.

Under these assumptions, which are considered fundamental for 
intervention, Social Work directs its actions toward promoting change 
and transformation to restore balance between the individual and their 
environment, between the community and its surroundings, and among 
communities whose identities have been affected.

As a profession within the social sphere, Social Work focuses its 
knowledge on identifying the socioeconomic, environmental, political, 
and cultural aspects of risk situations. Its intervention is directed toward 
the human factor, regarded as the fundamental element that, through 
its actions, either mitigates or exacerbates the disaster. 

According to governments and some non-governmental organi-
zations responsible for managing situations caused by natural and/or 
social phenomena, three phases or stages are generally distinguished: 
PRE-DISASTER, DISASTER, and POST-DISASTER. These stages, which 
some researchers refer to as the “Disaster Cycle,” suggest diverse actions 
in the areas of research, planning, programming, organization, and ex-
ecution of activities, all guided by the public policies of the State, the level 
of available resources, and scientific and technological advancements.

As previously stated, the minimization of risk and disaster manage-
ment is directly linked to the economic, social, political, technological, 
and cultural development of a given society. Lack of awareness of this 
issue reduces the ability to guide actions and formulate strategies aimed 
at risk forecasting, prevention, and reduction. 

Since the dawn of human development, various types of disasters 
and large-scale catastrophes have occurred, causing incalculable mate-
rial and social consequences. These events, whether caused by natural 
phenomena or human actions, are often predictable and, as a result, can 
be prevented or at least alleviated through programs primarily focused 
on prevention and mitigation. 
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Before the Disaster: Reduction
The pre-disaster stage includes activities aimed at reducing the ef-

fects of the disaster and is subdivided into the following phases: Fore-
casting, Prevention, Mitigation, Preparation, and Alert. 

The objective of forecasting is to identify potential threats and the 
community’s conditions of vulnerability. Prevention focuses on prevent-
ing the event or reducing its effects. Mitigation refers to risk reduction, 
meaning the attenuation of potential damage to life and property. Prep-
aration involves structuring the response plan and alert corresponds 
to the formal notification of an imminent danger (Triana et al., 1999). 

In the pre-disaster stage, considered the key moment for preven-
tion, social research plays a significant role in conducting a vulnerabil-
ity analysis, which includes identifying and classifying risks, studying 
the likelihood of both natural and man-made disasters, and compiling 
an inventory of resources (Guzmán, 1986).

It is the responsibility and competence of the national and interna-
tional scientific community, through its specialized teams, to carry out 
the process of risk identification and classification. This information is 
then passed on to governmental or private institutions responsible for 
decoding and disseminating the information to decision-making cen-
ters and operational levels, where it is communicated to and interpreted 
for the population.

Regarding the inventory of resources, both public and private, these 
are part of the study aimed at defining the social, economic, and cul-
tural characteristics of the population at risk, as well as their organiza-
tion and needs. Based on the social study, Social Work participates in 
the development of contingency study, which consists of a set of plans 
and regulations grounded in the vulnerability analysis.

To efficiently prevent and address a disaster, a comprehensive plan 
must be established with three clearly defined phases, as outlined by 
Ney Guzmán (1986, p. 17):

•	 The preparation and coordination phase
•	 The alert, mobilization, and action phase
•	 The rehabilitation phase
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The participation of Social Work in this phase involves institutional 
and inter-institutional coordination, working on community educa-
tion and organization, interpreting the information, and facilitating 
reflection. From this perspective, NETWORKING becomes a funda-
mental tool for building social cohesion and guiding social action at 
both intra-and inter-community levels.

This is the phase for planning and defining the philosophy of work 
across the levels described by psychologist David Green (1987): the physi-
cal level, the socioeconomic level, the psychological level, and the social 
level. It is characterized primarily by identifying the issues, recognizing 
cultural characteristics, and conducting the training, orientation, and 
organization of expert personnel, professional resources, and the selec-
tion of volunteers.

It is important to highlight the fundamental role of drills in raising 
awareness and providing training for crisis situations and natural or so-
cial emergencies. These exercises must take into account various consid-
erations, including the type of population, cultural values and norms, 
and the need for flexibility and adaptability in the conditions of the drill.

The plans for providing courses, equipment, supplies, aid, and other 
resources form an essential part of this preventive phase. The participa-
tory research approach organizes and guides the population at risk in 
the design of emergency and contingency plans and programs.

Social research will broadly allow for the following:
•	 Characterize the physical and social space.
•	 Determine the demographic study and specify the human group, its 

social dynamics (space-time), power, conflict, and needs.
•	 Understand and analyze the social organization, inventory of re-

sources, institutions, functions, coverage, and quality of services.
•	 Examine and evaluate the quality and way of life, socioeconomic 

organization, daily life, family life, school life, work life, and neigh-
borhood dynamics.

•	 Evaluate the conditions of physical, mental, and environmental health.
•	 Assess the structure of space, including the use and maintenance 

of housing.
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•	 Analyze education, popular knowledge, survival strategies, religious 
and magical values.

•	 Evaluate community organization, identify collective problems, 
spaces for organization and participation, and community and/or 
group experiences.

The organization and development of the community will be guided 
by the parameters established by the National System for Disaster Pre-
vention and Response3 at both the national and territorial levels. These 
include:

•	 National, Regional, and Local Committees
•	 National Disaster Response Plan
•	 National Technical Committee
•	 National Operational Committee
•	 National Calamity Fund

The purpose is to: 
•	 Define responsibilities and functions.
•	 Integrate public and private efforts.
•	 Ensure the timely and efficient management of essential human, 

technical, administrative, and economic resources. 

The previous study enhances the vulnerability analysis and prepares 
for contingency plans through an educational project, which is the re-
sult of its prior codification and analysis. 

The community participates in:
•	 Organization
•	 Formulation of the educational project
•	 Definition of responsibilities
•	 Formation of specialized groups

A drill is conducted, and the population is organized and informed 
in a comprehensible language to promote social awareness. 

3	 Made up of a group of public and private entities that carry out plans, programs, projects, 
and specific actions in the field of disaster prevention and response. 



Revista Trabajo Social Special Issue, Jul - Dec 2026, issn (PRINT): 0123-4986, issn (ONLINE): 2256-5493, Bogotá · 287-309

Social Work Intervention in Disasters 

[ 303 ]

In this coordination stage, the local, national, and international levels 
are integrated into an inter-institutional and intersectoral dimension. 

It is essential to promote, in collaboration with the interdisciplinary 
community and governmental and non-governmental entities, cultural 
guidelines that incorporate the application of disaster prevention meth-
ods and tools into daily activities and practice as a behavioral standard. 

Educational programs must serve as the cornerstone of a culture of 
prevention, aiming to train communities in aspects such as:

•	 Disaster prevention and mitigation
•	 Preparation for response
•	 Proper use of natural resources

During the Disaster: Response
This stage includes the Impact and Response phases. It begins with 

the declaration of the state of emergency and concludes with its termi-
nation. In practice, this stage extends to direct assistance and the re-
covery and rehabilitation phase.

The disaster period is dramatic and traumatic; for this reason, it draws 
the greatest attention from the media and the national and international 
communities. In most disasters, this period is very brief, except in cer-
tain cases such as droughts, famine, and civil conflicts.

In this phase, citizen participation, as well as the involvement of 
committees and institutions, is coordinated with clear and objective 
guidelines, working in tandem with specialized and trained groups. 
The identification of the affected population, their needs and conflicts, 
involves providing direct assistance, including reception at hospitals, 
emergency stations, identification and referral to shelters, camps, tempo-
rary settlements, or to family members within the area or in other cities.

Rescue, relief, and medical treatment actions for the victims must be 
prioritized and supported by coordinating resources, channeling infor-
mation, and avoiding rumors and communication distortions.

Social Work plays a role in the functional organization of the emer-
gency, ensuring inter-institutional and interdisciplinary coordination. 
It acts as a support unit in intra-hospital activities, including:

•	 Receiving and identifying victims and patients
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•	 Participating in both the direct care phases and the psychosocial as-
sessment of those affected

•	 Facilitating their physical, institutional, and familial placement dur-
ing the recovery process

Once the emergency and victim rescue are resolved, the identifica-
tion and temporary relocation of those affected becomes essential. The 
process of social identification of the affected individual is highly sig-
nificant for:

•	 Restoring their family and daily environment
•	 Reestablishing interpersonal, family, and social relationships

This process facilitates, within the organization of shelters and tem-
porary settlements, the expression of the victim’s emotions, sexuality 
within partnerships, and family bonds, with the priority task of pre-
venting family disintegration.

It is necessary to establish a social framework, including norms, 
values, and organizational boundaries, to gradually restore security, 
identity, and the individual and collective processing of feelings of loss. 

The use of leisure time for personal psycho-social recovery and en-
gaging in work for oneself and the collective allows progress in the re-
covery process of the affected individuals. At this stage, participatory 
research continues to evaluate, observe, and record needs, attitudes, and 
reactions, prepare support groups, promote social interaction, facilitate 
the expression of emotions, and organize the plan and guidelines for the 
third phase: rehabilitation and recovery.

In this regard, we highlight the valuable experience of social organi-
zation in camp shelters, which, through a participatory research meth-
odology, demonstrates the possibilities of the process and its benefits in 
community recovery and organization. This element aligns with Social 
Work intervention using a participatory methodology. The planning of 
the shelter enables participation, assigns a specific task to each person, 
and promotes discussion of problems and decision-making processes 
(Castro, 1980).
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The conception and rights associated with the term “VICTIM” war-
rant a separate discussion, which should be revisited within the frame-
work of emergency legislation. 

After the Disaster: Recovery
This stage includes the Rehabilitation and Reconstruction phases. 

It is understood as the process of rehabilitation and the beginning 
of psycho-social recovery, involving reorganization of life structures, 
housing, work, and the acceptance of the new state as the final phase of 
grief. The community is becoming organized, productive, and socially 
and emotionally functional. The Reconstruction phase is the complete 
process of returning the community and physical environment to nor-
malcy, with the goal of development.

In terms of the psycho-social recovery of the affected population, 
there are different conceptions and, consequently, alternative propos-
als. These range from physical reconstruction and the indiscriminate 
relocation of the affected population to ‘permanent’ settlements to com-
prehensive development projects that allow the affected population, 
through a process of education for participation, to identify themselves 
as a collective, interpret the demands of a new situation,| and promote 
actions for better living conditions (López, 1986).

In general, recovery is understood as the process of restoring nor-
mal living conditions through the rehabilitation of essential vital ser-
vices and the reconstruction or repair of the physical and psychological 
damage suffered, with the aim of revitalizing the development condi-
tions of the community.

To achieve the recovery of the community affected by the disaster, 
it is necessary to implement the following actions:

•	 Initial care and identification of those affected and displaced
•	 Damage assessment and needs analysis, which will determine the 

process to follow
•	 Establishment and proper management of temporary shelters
•	 Aid to affected individuals
•	 Reunion of dispersed families
•	 Proper management of supplies, donations, and financial resources
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•	 Rehabilitation of services that meet basic needs
•	 Reconstruction of the community’s infrastructure and reestablish-

ment of social networks
•	 Community development as a preventive factor for future disasters

One of the greatest losses in a mass tragedy is that of the victims’ 
social networks. While the people they previously interacted with may 
not have died, most social groups have had to restructure due to relo-
cation and other priorities, which, for many victims, represents a threat 
to their emotional support base. In this context, the affected population 
needs opportunities and resources to establish new social networks, 
strengthen existing ones, and/or organize activities that facilitate the 
search for new support networks. 

In this respect, the proposal for Post-Traumatic Situation Care, 
developed by the Center for Psychological Care and the Social Work 
Department, has been structured with the aim of contributing to the 
reconstruction of the social fabric at the institutional and community 
levels in populations affected by the disaster in the Coffee Axis (Cep-
ero et al., 1999).

From this perspective, it is necessary to analyze the community and 
its environment to guide its activities in recovering from the effects of 
the disaster. The community is conceived as a system integrated by a se-
ries of interacting elements: people, individuals organized into couples, 
families, schools, offices, companies, social organizations, political or 
community groups, clubs, rural areas, neighborhoods, and blocks; the 
physical infrastructure, economic, natural, scientific, cultural, and ma-
terial resources available for transformation, as well as those elements 
considered superstructural for the community (the State, religion, law, 
tradition, ideology, science, and politics).

In summary, the community is a complex network of formal and in-
formal relationships from which aspirations, fears, needs, frustrations, 
problems, and solutions emerge, but above all, potentialities that must 
be mobilized to recover it from the effects of the disaster and enable it 
to set its own development goals.
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Recovering cultural memory, creating job opportunities, fostering 
and promoting independence, and empowering individuals to stand 
alone as citizens with their civic responsibilities require experts to de-
velop flexible plans and maintain continuous communication of ex-
pectations in response to the need for building support networks and 
fostering community organization. 

Similarly, considering that the family is the first space affected by a 
disaster due to the loss of one of its members, the disarticulation that 
occurs at the moment, and the psychological trauma it causes, it is also 
the unit that provides the most important source of strength to cope 
with the loss.

In terms of caring for families affected by the disaster, Social Work 
intervention is structured around the following processes:

•	 Help the family cope with grief through the support of an interdis-
ciplinary team.

•	 Promote spaces for family and community reunions.
•	 Coordinate reception efforts, including referrals and relocation within 

family environments, camps, and shelters.
•	 Participate in the socio-family diagnosis of physical and mental 

limitations.
•	 Organize family and group rehabilitation programs.
•	 Monitor patients at the institutional and community levels.
•	 Conduct long-term follow-ups on family and community conditions 

to evaluate their organization concerning housing, education, and 
employment.

•	 Encourage community participation in processes of self-management, 
co-management, and joint planning of activities (Buitrago et al., 1999).

The aforementioned actions, as outlined, encompass significant el-
ements of the responsibilities of Social Work and the interdisciplinary 
team. We consider that the integration of criteria, the interdisciplin-
ary approach, and the network-based work strategy facilitate these and 
other initiatives, enabling the affected, at-risk, or crisis-impacted popu-
lation to actively participate in their own processes.
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Final Reflection
Based on the elements previously discussed and considering the urgent 

need to prepare social work professionals equipped to act in a country 
constantly facing risks and threats, it is deemed a priority to structure 
a curriculum that promotes a culture of prevention. This curriculum 
should prepare professionals with a profound sense of humanity and 
sufficient theoretical, technical, methodological, and ethical capabili-
ties to act in situations of crisis and emergencies.

Training areas such as social problems, social policy, planning and 
management, development projects, individual and family care, group 
work, and community development should include topics related to public 
policies on disaster prevention and response, risk issues, crisis interven-
tion and grief management, communities at risk, networks, reconstruc-
tion of social, institutional, and community fabric, history of disasters, 
disaster prevention planning, and risk management, among others.

Dimensions such as natural, environmental, social, political, and 
cultural risks should be prioritized in the understanding, interpreta-
tion, and formulation of intervention strategies addressing this issue.

The goal is not to create “disasterologists” or specialists in the field 
by incorporating specialized courses into curricula; rather, it is about 
educating professionals with a comprehensive vision of reality and suf-
ficient capacity to act upon it.
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