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suMMARY
The social Network study aims 
to understand the quality 
and characteristics of a social 
network that can aid bushfire 
preparedness. social networks 
operate in complex ways, 
with information passed from 
one person to the next, often 
informally. understanding how 
and why networks develop 
reveals the resourcefulness of 
communities and the bridging 
interdependence. 

ABOuT THIs PROJeCT
This study is a component of 
the Effective Communication: 
Communities and Bushfire 
project, part of the Bushfire CrC 
Communicating Risk program.

AuTHORs
dr Yoko Akama (below), senior 
Lecturer, school of Media and 
Communication, rMit university 
and dr susan Chaplin, Centre 
for sustainable Organisations 
and Work, rMit university. for 
more information, contact yoko.
akama@rmit.edu.au

CONTeXT
This Fire Note reports on a case study that 
was undertaken in the Kingborough and 
Huon Valley municipalities in south east 
Tasmania. Being close to Hobart, these areas 
are experiencing rapid demographic and 
socio-economic changes, driven by amenity-
led migration. This migration is creating 
diverse rural/urban interface communities 
and exposing more people to the risk of 
bushfire. Initial interviews conducted as part 
of this study highlighted several individuals 
who are actively using their social networks 
to increase awareness and preparedness in 
their communities. A targeted investigation 
of their social networks was subsequently 
conducted through further interviews, 
complemented by a design-led visualisation 
methodology.

BACKGROuND
this study aims to understand the quality of 
social networks; to explore whom people trust, 
rely upon and seek advice from in relation to 
bushfire preparedness. it examines various 
types of communication exchanges, and 
considers their credibility and purpose for 
the individual. the study attempts to capture 
and visualise networks of selected individuals 
to see what kinds of people are part of these 
networks. it also examines what assistance and 
support members of these networks provide 
to one another, what kind of knowledge 
might be passed along, and what this enables 
(or could enable) for the individual. this 
provides a basis to understand when and how 
information from fire agencies and other 
formal institutions might be passed along the 
networks.

   Figure 1. An example of a social network visualised using Playful triggers.

uNDeRsTANDING sOCIAL NeTWORKs 
FOR BusHFIRe PRePARATION

WHAT Is A sOCIAL 
NeTWORK?
social networks are the relationships 
that connect one person to another, 
creating links between social groups.
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This study builds on existing research that 
shows social networks play a particularly 
important role in collective action to build 
capacity. social networks are dynamic 
connections between people. These 
relationships are significant in helping 
communities and individuals cope with 
unexpected events, such as natural disasters.

social networks operate in complex ways. 
There is mounting evidence that during 
bushfires information is passed between 
individuals, such as family, friends and 
neighbours. Brenkert-smith (2010) argues 
that such social interactions are important 
in creating opportunities for residents to 
exchange information on shared risks and can 
lead them to take collective actions to address 
this risk. in other words, there is a mutually 
beneficial relationship between individual 
exchange and collective action. This exchange 
became a key vehicle for building adaptive 
capacity and recovery in communities which 
have recently experienced fire in Victoria. 
interviews with residents in Kilmore east after 
the 2009 Black saturday bushfire indicated 
that over half of the residents interviewed 
(51%) relied on environmental indications and 
phone calls from family and friends as cues 
for enacting their plan, rather than fire agency 

websites (1%) (elliott & McLennan 2011). This 
provides evidence to suggest social networks 
are critical in disaster contexts, including 
bushfires. 

BusHFIRe CRC ReseARCH 
TANGIBLe uNDeRsTANDING OF 
‘COMMuNITY’
strategies for unlocking and realising the 
full value of social networks are under-
explored and poorly understood. This study 
goes some way to address this gap. Given 
that communities are complex, dynamic 
and diverse, the study has undertaken an 
approach that allows different ‘network’ 
aspects of people’s lives, relationships and 
values to be highlighted and explained. it 
seeks to understand what kinds of resources 
flow through different kinds of networks.

Based on the initial case study conducted 
in south east tasmania, 10 individuals 
were selected to participate in a detailed 
study based on their age, gender, and their 
involvement in their local community. Of 
these 10, three had previously experienced 
bushfires in their local area. 

the interviews were complemented by 
a design-led methodology, using objects 
called Playful Triggers (figure 1, page 1).  

this enabled participants to visualise 
the quality of their relationships in their 
personal network. these images were 
then translated and analysed as graphic 
representations to illustrate the types of 
networks that are woven into the discussion. 
the purpose is to examine individuals’ 
experiences in terms of their role and 
positions in networks within and between 
local groups and organisations.

The following groups are often considered 
vulnerable in a bushfire situation: 

•	 The elderly 
•	 People with physical/mental health 

issues 
•	 People with children 
•	 People who are living on their own 
•	 People who live in remote areas 
•	 People without means of private 

transport
•	 People living in ‘unsound buildings’
•	 People who deny the risks they face
•	 New residents to an area. 

This study interviewed several people who 
would be considered vulnerable based on 
these common beliefs. it showed these 
residents all had strong, supportive personal 

  Figure 2. interactions 
of three women who 
experienced a bushfire in 
their locality demonstrates 
reciprocal support from 
many other residents, as 
well as the fire brigade. 
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networks. despite not having local close 
family, they often identified many people 
in their networks who they could turn to in 
an emergency. in these networks, there was 
reciprocal concern as they were confident that 
others would ring them in an emergency to 
see if they were okay. 

ReseARCH OuTCOMes
When a bushfire occurred in January 2010 in 
the study area, it was identified that female 
N was critical to the preparation and risk 
mitigation for two other women (A&W) in 
the locality who might be perceived as being 
vulnerable. The relationship between these 
three women and the broader community was 
mapped as part of this study and reproduced 
in figure 2 (page 2). Actions taken by female 
N included assisting them in preparing their 
house (e.g. clearing out the gutters, putting 
tennis balls in them and filling it with water). 
This demonstrates the strong supportive 
network that had been established. 

in contrast, the limitation of insular 
bonding networks was also evidenced in the 
interviews. some families who have been 
living in dover for a long time appeared 
to have little reason to go ‘past the family’, 
and therefore had not expanded their social 
networks. One resident said, “… there’s a 
lot of people who live here who don’t have a 
network other than perhaps a relative network 
… sometimes that can work and sometimes 
it can’t.” 

Another interviewee in Kettering described 
a long-term neighbour who “doesn’t want to 
know … if you try and approach them, they 
just back off even more and i find it doesn’t 
work … i’ve asked the [firefighters] to talk to 
him, he virtually told them to go somewhere 
else … he doesn’t want to be [in the phone 
tree]. he made it perfectly clear”. his 

disinterest and isolation was a great concern 
to the interviewee.

in a more detailed examination of this 
phenomenon, a long term male resident in 
Lucaston could be described as having an 
insular bonding network. Although he had 
knowledge of most of the residents in his 
locality, he explicitly stated that he would 
not contact or be contacted by anyone in an 
emergency, since his plan was to leave early. 
As he felt prepared, he required no further 
information from the fire authority. Contact 
with neighbours was minimal and often ad-
hoc. Many of his friends had moved away 
from the neighbourhood and he appeared 
to be either shy or reluctant in connecting 
with others. Only two couples appear on 
his network as friends. friendships seemed 
to develop through his wife and her social 
groups. This male resident t’s network is 
shown in figure 3. 

One of the challenges this research reveals 
is to understand how the processes of social 

integration might take place to enable 
information flow on preparedness. in the 
same locality, another resident was playing a 
significant role as a catalyst in bringing people 
together. it was through this resident, female 
J, that the research team were able to meet 
male resident t. 

female J is a new resident to the area who is 
using her business links and neighbourhood 
contacts to improve community preparedness. 
her motivation in establishing a 
neighbourhood group and phone tree is driven 
by her concern that she is new to the area. 
she is preparing by proactively building her 
networks (shown as blue hubs in figure 4 on 
page 4). she indicated that a connecting role, 
“sort of just like a conduit, not really the person 
that has all the answers”, is very valuable in a 
fire network without realising that she is in fact 
playing this role.

female J saw male t and his wife 
approximately once a fortnight. if there 
was a fire, she said she would contact them 

eND useR sTATeMeNT
fire agencies have not always been agile 
at learning about their communities, even 
at a local level when their own (volunteer) 
members are part of the very communities 
they serve. understanding how individuals 
connect to networks both inside and 
outside their immediate circles of family 
and friends is pivotal to increasing their 
resilience before, during and after bushfires 
and other emergencies. This research goes 
some way to illustrating the importance 
of identifying people who through their 
position – or even just their disposition – 
can straddle the various networks that exist 
within all communities.

– John schauble, Manager Policy and 
Planning, Fire services Commissioner, 
Victoria

  Figure 3. An example 
of an insular bonding 
network
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immediately as they live on the same street. 
female J also indicated she would engage 
male t in preparedness activities. despite 
appearing to be deliberately disengaged from 
others and stating that he did not need any 
advice or information, male t was unsure 
about a local ‘safe area’ during a bushfire. As 
such, he saw the importance of collective 
planning, even though he has a low level of 
social contact with others. 

As well as male t and his wife, female J 
indicated that she would also contact those 
highlighted in orange to ask if they needed 
help, to see how they were and to let them 
know her plans to leave early. This was a 
proactive effort on her behalf, indicated by the 
directional arrows.

in conclusion, the study tentatively reveals 
that people with insular, bonding networks 
could be potentially more vulnerable to 
a bushfire or other emergency, especially 
when there is little or no connection 
to others in the community or ways to 
be informed by fire agencies. to date, 
bushfire research is poor at identifying 
individuals who prefer to be isolated and 
disconnected. Very little is known about 
such people and the causes for their 
isolation. 

FuTuRe DIReCTIONs
Whilst acknowledging the important role 
played by formal community leaders, as 
well as the importance of community 
leadership in bushfire preparation, this 

study points to a range of formal and 
informal roles where residents display 
other transformative capacities i.e. female 
J. these individuals are sometimes 
identified in hazards literature as “an 
agent of social change”, “gatekeepers” or 
“community champions”. some of these 
members self-identify (i.e. pro-actively 
volunteer); whilst others may not suspect 
that they are perceived as being important 
in their networks, particularly in an 
emergency. examining people’s roles 
based on their influence to transform 
relationships or stimulate reciprocal 
assistance can help the research team 
provide key insights as to how adaptive 
capacities can be built.

  Figure 4. female J 
playing a bridging role, 
connecting with male t 
with an insular bonding 
network.


