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Perhaps nowhere in the world do two countries as
different as Mexico and the United States live side
by side...Probably nowhere in the world do two
neighbors understand each other so little.

Alan Riding
Distant Neighbors, p. ix.
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PREFACE

This volume summarizes a 24 month field project that was undertaken
by the Disaster Research Center (DRC) and that ran from June 1986
through May 1988. As such, it highlights the general findings and
major themes of our work. Therefore, we do not present all the
detailed findings from our study or all the special analyses that
were done. All the results from that more specialized effort are
provided in other publications.

While individual and organizational responses to a major urban
earthquake--the prime focus of this volume--occur in all such
disasters, the research being reported is relatively unigque in
several respects. First, the research represents one of the few
truly cooperative cross-societal disaster studies ever undertaken
by social and behavioral scientists. The work involved dozens of
Mexican nationals and dozens of citizens of the United States.
Second, systematic social science research in the immediate
aftermath of a major earthquake especially in a very large
metropolitan area is almost nonexistent. Therefore this 1is a
rather pioneering piece of work. Finally, the research findings
in the pages that follow challenge some widely held views both
about the response in the Mexican disaster itself and about how it
is thought people and groups will react to an earthquake in a large
urban area.

In this volume, we follow standard DRC policies in reporting any
descriptions or analyses of our data. We do not identify
particular individuals or officials, and in many cases do not even
name the specific organizations we looked at in our research. The
only exception is when the information about groups or persons has
already been published by others and is in the public domain.

Oour report follows the traditional DRC and scholarly policy of
citing references and otherwise documenting what is reported. But
almost all of the statistics and examples used in the volume were
computed from or derived from primary data in the Center’s files.
All such material not referenced can therefore be presumed to have
been derived by DRC from its own data base

This publication, is intended for many audiences. It is primarily
aimed at disaster policy makers, disaster planners, and disaster
researchers. We also think what is said can benefit many others
ranging from social and behavioral scientists abstractly interested
in responses to collective stress situations to many operational
personnel concerned with the specifics of dealing with human and
social responses to earthquakes. We think the account might also
interest those citizens of Mexico who underwent the very stressful
situation of a major disaster.
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Part I of the report provides a general introduction to the study
by presenting some background material. First, we briefly describe
some of the sociophysical aspects of the earthquake and its impact
in Mexico City. Next the nature and sources of the data we
obtained and analyzed in our study are discussed. We conclude this
section with an overview of the Mexican political and governmental
scene as this provides the general social context in which the
impact occurred and where the organized response developed.

Part II of the report specifically describes the postimpact
organizational behavior in Mexico City. We lead into this with a
description of the very complex preimpact governmental structure
in the metropolitan area of the capital and the general lack of
prior disaster planning, both of which significantly affected group
and agency response to the earthquake. To set the context for what
follows we then present a brief factual chronology of events in the
two weeks after the earthquake. This leads into a portrayal of
some of the major organizational responses in the first three days
after the impact. Initial governmental actions are particularly
depicted as well as the responses in selected but important public
and private sectors. This is followed by a description of the
organized responses of key governmental and private groups for the
rest of the two week emergency period. Some longer run
organizational consequences of the disaster are also indicated.

In Part III we narrow our focus to the human beings involved. Two
major population surveys are used to describe the behavior of
individual citizens in Mexico City after the disaster. The first
survey, undertaken less than three weeks after the earthquake,
allows us to depict the impact consequences of the disaster on
individuals and households, the mass communication behavior of the
victims, their volunteer behavior, and the attitudes and
evaluations that the population had about governmental and other
impact-related activities. The second survey, done about a year
later, permits us to discuss the longer run earthquake problems as
seen by citizens, their attitudes about the handling of disaster
related problems, and what people learned from the experience of
the disaster.

Part IV , more analytical than descriptive, first sets forth the
major research findings or themes of our study. We then discuss
the similarities and differences between the organizational and
individual responses found in Mexico City and what have been
observed in disasters elsewhere. We conclude with an indication
of some implications of our work for future research studies.

The history of the study and its collaborative nature, the field
data obtained and the kinds of analyses undertaken, and copies of
the survey and interview instrument used, are presented in three

appendices.
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