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What makes Australia 
vulnerable to disaster 
when severe to 
catastrophic events 
impact what people 
and society value?

System view

O’Connell et al (2020). Disaster-resilient and adaptive to change – narratives to support co-
ordinated practice and collective action in Queensland. CSIRO, Australia. 



Deconstructing disaster workshops

Source: Australian Government, Department of Home Affairs. 
2019. Climate and Disaster Risk: What they are, why they 
matter and how to consider them in decision making. 3 
Guidance on Vulnerability 
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/7710/03-vulnerability-
guidance-strategic-decisions-climate-disaster-risk-2020.pdf

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/7710/03-vulnerability-guidance-strategic-decisions-climate-disaster-risk-2020.pdf


https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/7710/03-vulnerability-guidance-strategic-decisions-climate-disaster-risk-2020.pdf

Qualitative system descriptions

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/7710/03-vulnerability-guidance-strategic-decisions-climate-disaster-risk-2020.pdf


Typical system patterns

Provisioning 
systems

Behaviours, social 
capacities and social 
processes

Source: O’Connell et al (2018). Approach, methods and results for co-producing a systems understanding of disaster. 
Technical Report Supporting the Development of the Australian Vulnerability Profile. CSIRO, Australia.
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/profiling-australias-vulnerability/

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/profiling-australias-vulnerability/


Values prioritised in decision-
making during “normal times” 
create systems that may not 
serve the values that matter to 
us most in times of catastrophe

Values tensions

Australian Government, Department of Home Affairs. 2018. Profiling Australia’s 
Vulnerability: the interconnected causes and cascading effects of systemic disaster risk.
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/profiling-australias-vulnerability/

Values are in tension

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/profiling-australias-vulnerability/


Source: O’Connell et al (2018). Approach, methods and results for co-producing a systems understanding of disaster. Technical Report 
Supporting the Development of the Australian Vulnerability Profile. CSIRO, Australia.
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/profiling-australias-vulnerability/
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Tone Bjordam's installation at the Resilience 2017 conference in Stockholm 
http://www.tonebjordam.com/

Source: O’Connell et al (2020). Disaster-resilient and adaptive to 
change – narratives to support co-ordinated practice and collective 
action in Queensland. CSIRO, Australia. 

http://www.tonebjordam.com/


Source: O’Connell et al (2020). Disaster-resilient and adaptive to change – narratives to support co-ordinated 
practice and collective action in Queensland. CSIRO, Australia. 



Creating a new system that is 

disaster resilient and adaptive 

to change

Doing Things Differently

Next week…

Deborah O’Connell will 
continue the story: how 
can we use what we have 
learned to do things 
differently, and to do so 
before catastrophes occur

Source: O’Connell et al (2020). Disaster-resilient and adaptive to change – narratives to support co-ordinated 
practice and collective action in Queensland. CSIRO, Australia. 



• ‘Deconstructing disaster’ workshops were an effective vehicle for:
– providing rich, qualitative data about system vulnerability

– sharing perspectives that sow the seeds of new narratives

• People value things differently in stable times and in the face of disaster

• Vulnerability to disaster is created by the choices, decisions and trade-offs made 
in times of relative stability

• Decisions that create vulnerability – and the trade-offs they embody – are made 
at multiple levels in the system, making it harder for individuals to reduce their 
vulnerability

• Some groups in society have disproportionate power to increase or reduce 
vulnerability to disaster, while others are disproportionately vulnerable

Key messages
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