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My Dissertation

In recent years many disaster events across the globe have brought a new focus on the role information communication technology (ICT) can play in disaster activities.  Especially with recent failures in disaster response (i.e. Hurricane Katrina) it becomes even more important that new methods and technologies are deployed to help remedy these failures.  My dissertation will study the sociology of disaster in order to inform the implementation of ICTs which will prove useful in disaster response efforts.  
There are many important and interesting areas of research within the disaster domain.  In order to narrow the scope, I have chosen to limit my research to formal response efforts, specifically, formal response to wildfire.  The first segment of my dissertation will involve becoming educated in the processes and methods used in wildfire fighting.  I will be taking courses in the Incident Command System (ICS) which is a quasi-military organizational structure used in wildfire suppression.  Armed with knowledge of the ICS, I will engage in an in-depth field study of fire-fighting practices over several months.  The field study will involve interviews and direct observation of fire-fighting activities during routine prescribed fires and/or possibly observation of small wildfires that may become available for observation during the time of study.

Following the field study will be an intense period of data coding and interpretation during which I will develop a better picture of what is needed and what ICTs may be of use.  Next, a requirement phase will follow where I will create requirements for ICT that would be useful in the wildfire domain.  Examples of ICT may include specialized software to coordinate personnel or GPS devices that allow the positions of all personnel to be known.  Actual knowledge of the ICT to be developed is not known at this time as it will be strongly driven by the results of the field study and its analysis.  I will continue to work with the fire-fighting personnel and officials during the creation of requirements to ensure that I create ICT that meet the needs of those who will actually use them.  
Finally, I will build the ICT proposed in the requirements phase, and engage in a follow-up field study.  I will place the ICT developed in the field, where its use and effectiveness can be examined.
The aim of my dissertation is to uncover issues of disaster response and organization in the wildfire arena that can be resolved or can benefit from ICT.   It is also my hope that my findings will be applicable to other formal disaster response efforts outside of wildfire.

