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This dissertation explores the State of Oklahoma Emergency Operations Center 
(EOC) organizational structure before and during disaster response. I utilized the lens of 
contingency theory to review prior EOC research and linked it with mechanistic and 
organic structures. After the review of literature, I developed the following research 
question: in what ways is a state-level emergency operations center (EOC) mechanistic or 
organic, and how do these organizational constructs influence disaster response? 

I utilized two methodological analyses to answer this research question. Content 
analysis is the first methodology I employed. Subsequently I analyzed three training 
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

A disaster is a sudden shock to a community caused by a low-probability event 

(Weick, 1988, p.369) and Fritz in 1961, minted one of the original sociological 

definitions of a disaster “as an event impacting an entire society or some subdivision 

including the notion of real impact with threat of impact that essential functions of the 

society [are] prevented” (Perry, 2007, p.6). Impacts from a disaster require action from 

the community, resulting in many organizations and departments participating in disaster 

response and recovery. These departments perform search-and-rescue activities, manage 

convergent behavior, and provide victim support (Fritz, 1957). The community’s daily 

routine is interrupted and, if left unattended, the disaster will disrupt the local economy. 

Furthermore, disasters cause community resources to be stressed and exceed resource 

capacity, requiring outside assistance. The shift from routine emergency events to a 

disaster involves many dynamic factors, though there is a clear difference between 

everyday emergencies and disasters. Disasters differ from daily emergencies in that they 

exceed a community’s capabilities, requiring outside aid and resources to replenish the 

community (Comfort, Dunn, et al, 2004). Efficient response to a disaster enables to the 

community to save lives, restore lifelines, and provide long-term support to survivors. 

The coordination point for this effort starts at the community’s emergency operations 

center (EOC). The vital role of an EOC in disaster response and recovery is the impetus
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for this research project, looking to update the discussion regarding a state level EOC and 

its organizational structure and serve a foundation for future research. Many definitions 

of disasters exists and these require exploration.  

Disaster has been defined by sociologists, environmentalists, geographers, and 

engineers (De Brujine, 2010). The common theme of these definitions is a sudden shift in 

a community’s routine, whether social (sociologists) or systematic (engineers); ecologists 

focus on a reactive and proactive view (De Brujine, 2010). Disasters have been described 

as sequence-pattern events (Carr, 1932), as nonroutine social events, and as containing 

social processes (Dombrowsky, 1981). Whereas Carr and Dombrowsky considered the 

importance of preparedness, others have focused on the inevitable aspects of disaster and 

the emergence of a new social structure (Moore, 1956). A fundamental component of 

disaster is the interruption of social order (Killian, 1954). 

Disasters create sudden situations requiring an immediate response from the 

community to protect lives, restore lifelines, and maintain the economy (Oliver-Smith, 

1996). The community’s emergency responders cannot wait for the disaster to begin 

preparing, as precious time will be lost in organizing responders. In the hours after a 

disaster, a community might suffer from having limited outside assistance, yet all 

community efforts will be focused on the disaster. Therefore, effectively mobilizing 

community resources in the hours immediately after a disaster is vital (Quarantelli, 1997). 

Eventually, outside resources will start to arrive and provide disaster assistance. 

Initial disaster assistance in the United States is frequently provided by 

surrounding communities through mutual aid compacts or state resources, but the impact 

of disasters normally last a long time. These effects are primarily economic and social, 
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changing the community’s state of being. For example, social-impact studies have 

revealed that one-quarter of New Orleans residents were displaced by Hurricane Katrina 

and remained displaced five years later (Deryugina, 2018). Two years after Hurricane 

Katrina, the economic impact was estimated to be near $200 billion, $96 billion of which 

was property damage (Baad, 2007 and Holguin-Veras, 2007). Additonally, this does not 

include ongoing economic impact beyond 2007, as nearly 33% of those displaced have 

not returned to New Orleans (Deryugina, 2018). To take another example, a fire in 

Paradise, California, in 2018 caused significant economic and social disruption among 

impacted communities, who will spend years rebuilding and recovering (Xie, 2019).  

Disaster-response organizations are considered paramilitary, much like fire and 

police departments (Dynes, 1979). These organizational reference relates to the rigid 

structure most disaster responders employ. These entities utilize hierarchical structures in 

which commands come from the top and filter down to the lowest levels and questions 

flow from the bottom up (Chang, 2020). Organizational structures can be hierarchical or 

flexible, the latter allowing communication between ranks and not necessarily employing 

a top-to-bottom structure. Even though hierarchical structures are considered the best fit, 

empirical evidence indicates that they are not necessarily desirable (Powley, 2012). 

Hierarchical structures do not promote trust and improvisation between responders 

(Powley, 2012), which, given the fast pace of disasters, may lead to response issues. 

However, while flexible organizations tend to perform better overall, there is insufficient 

evidence to determine whether a hierarchical or flexible structure is superior. These 

discussions on organizational style have influenced modern disaster-management 
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organizations in their evolution from Cold War entities to using the all-hazards approach 

to disaster response. 

Managing human behaviors and their consequences before, during, and after 

disasters is imperative. Disaster management before the 1980s, however, focused heavily 

on preparing for, and responding to, emergencies (NGC, 1979). When the National 

Governor’s Conference (NGC) recommended four phases of emergency management in 

1979, people began to realize the importance of managing disasters holistically and began 

including mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery (NGC, 1979). Holistic 

emergency-management perspective, known as comprehensive emergency management 

(CEM), relies on partnerships between all governmental levels, the private sector, and 

citizens and operates by gathering all community resources post-disaster (NGC, 1979). 

More specifically, the CEM approach encourages emergency managers to consider the 

four phases as a whole (NGC, 1979). The strategies for mitigating the impact of disasters 

guide the development of preparedness measures, response strategies, and recovery 

policies. Disaster management, consequently, not only focuses on how to prepare for 

possible hazards and respond to the consequences from these hazards but also on 

establishing a general picture of how to manage possible risks and create long-term 

strategies to accommodate human societies to these hazards.  

Therefore, researchers have proposed strategies to handle these hazards. By 

reviewing many disaster-preparedness documents and response activities, Quarentelli 

(1997) determined that there are two necessary components to disaster preparedness and 

response. He suggests that emergency managers and responders must satisfy agent- and 

response-generated demands during disaster preparedness and response. Response-
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generated demands are those needs common to all types of disasters, such as marshaling 

available resources to assist in the disaster effort. Agent-generated demands relate to a 

particular agent, such as stocking up sandbags to stop flooding water (Quarantelli, 1997, 

pp.5-6; Perry, 2003). Following this train of thought, response-generated demands can be 

prepared before disasters. For example, a disaster-response system can be established and 

practiced before disasters so that responders can follow established principles and 

organizations to orchestrate response activities. Agent-generated demands, however, 

must be met by the cooperation of different departments and organizations during 

disasters because it is hard to predict which disaster is going to strike a specific area. 

Agent-generated and response-generated demands occur in all disasters, and 

distinguishing between these two types of demand is essential to good disaster 

management (Quarantelli, 1997, p.6; Perry, 2003). The differences can be looked at as 

strategic and tactical. Response-generated demands, being common to all disasters, can 

be planned for strategically (Quarantelli, 1997). Strategic planning includes the 

preparedness phase where emergency operations plans (EOPs) and standard operating 

procedures (SOPs) are developed. Advanced planning enhances coordination among 

disparate response teams. Tactical planning occurs during the incident and represents 

agent-generated demands (Quarantelli, 1997). Agent-generated demands can be planned 

for in advance; however, additional planning is vital during a disaster response, as all 

contingencies cannot be accounted for during the planning process. Weak planning has 

been identified as a reason for ineffective response (Wenger, 1986, p.8). Managing agent-

generated demands requires extensive coordination before the disaster (Drabek, 2002), 

and a central facility is the best fit for the rapid pace of coordination during disaster 
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response. A coordination center, or emergency operations center (EOC), not only 

facilitates operations between governmental departments and organizations but also 

directs volunteers who are willing to help. The EOC manages response-generated 

demands and provides a location for community leaders to gather. 

The processes undertaken to prepare for agent-generated and response-generated 

demands influence the type of organizational design employed by organization. As 

previously noted, organizational design can be hierarchical or flexible. Response-

generated demands can be outlined in SOPs, and standardized staff positions can be 

created to fulfill these demands. Response-generated demands are managed through the 

incident command system (ICS), which is considered a hierarchical structure and 

establishes a clear chain of command (Chang, 2017). However, the ICS is also a flexible 

management system able to scale up or down depending on the need (Chang, 2017). In 

contrast, agent-generated demands cannot be easily predicted and change with each 

disaster. Hierarchical structures would be undesirable, indicating the need for a flexible 

response. Emergency support functions (ESFs), in which people work in groups 

according to their function, are inherently more flexible (FEMA, 2021). ESFs have 

limitations but are not hierarchical like ICS. ESF utilization in the EOC has increased in 

recent years due to teams working on similar tasks. The functions of the EOC are similar 

at the government level, but other characteristics are different. 

This pre-event planning means the EOC also plays an important role during non-

response periods. The EOC serves as a center to coordinate responder training, exercises, 

and planning (Ryan, 2012). These processes are meant to ensure responding officials are 

familiar with the EOC and their role within it (Ryan, 2012) so that they are able to work 
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together in the EOC during a crisis. However, not all EOC participants are familiar with 

EOC protocols and equipment. Only a few EOC staff work at the center on a day-to-day 

basis, and many nonroutine personnel are called to the EOC once it is activated. Diverse 

participants in an EOC might create communication barriers between state and local 

EOCs (Drabek, 1985). The diversification of participants and fragmented communication 

complicate an already chaotic scene as participants struggle to acquire situational 

awareness, which is a key element in disaster response planning (Ryan, 2012). 

Consequently, coordinating with nonroutine personnel and helping them work with other 

responders to form a team is a major challenge for EOC operation (Quarantelli, 1997). 

All EOCs generate policy and coordination but also function as a central location 

to respond to the agent-generated and response-generated demands of a disaster. The 

difference in EOCs arises from their governmental levels. EOCs are found at the local 

(city and county), state, and federal levels. Native American EOCs are increasingly 

common within tribal lands. Differences exist in the size and number of participants in an 

EOC depending on the governmental level, frequently as a result of funding (Perry, 

1995). A local EOC may be a single room, section of a small building, or even a van; 

state and federal EOCs occupy a much larger permanent space. Community population, 

geographical size, and resources vary greatly across the country; subsequently, EOC 

capabilities also vary. Local EOC staff may consist of a single person, such as the 

community’s emergency manager, or include additional paid or volunteer personnel. 

During disaster response, these EOCs become crowded and noisy as representatives from 

other communities, departments, and governmental levels arrive (Neal, 1995). Larger 

communities and the state and federal government have many more people working in 
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the EOC as part of their daily routine (Perry, 1995). Private entities have also 

implemented EOCs, especially those vulnerable to weather, such as Walmart and FedEx.  

A major function of EOCs is to serve as communication and coordination centers; 

these functions are meant to establish the EOC as a central link for all disaster-response 

events (Schrader, 2011). At its core, communication involves a sender and a receiver 

(Simona, 2018, p.5), whether via phone, radio, e-mail, or web systems or in-person. To 

serve as communication centers, EOCs have many types of communication equipment 

and serve as a hub during disasters. Therefore, the EOC plays an important role in the 

decision-making process during a crisis (Ryan, 2012). Having a communications hub 

allows disaster responders to improve their situational awareness and facilitates group 

coordination by providing additional information (e.g., weather and policy documents 

from other governmental departments) to bridge the coordination gap generated from 

multi-organizational disaster response (Perry, 1995). Other EOC functions include 

hosting visitors, managing disasters, providing public information, and making policy 

(Perry, 1995). EOC functions may be managed by traditional hierarchical or flexible 

structures, but not all functions will fit neatly into either of these organizational styles. 

As disasters expand beyond the capacity of a single community department, more 

organizations (including various departments, non-governmental organizations, and 

volunteers) participate in disaster-response activities. Various organizations have 

different response priorities, organizational structures and policies, and needs. As a result, 

a coordination gap is common during disasters. To bridge this gap, EOCs establish multi-

organizational networks to organize disaster response among multiple entities (Drabek, 

2002), develop a collective mind to synchronize different response priorities between 
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various organizations (Weick, 1993), and mobilize resources and personnel. 

Consequently, the EOC is a community’s primary means of coordination for processing 

resource requests during disasters (Lindell, 2006). EOCs are where elected officials, 

department heads, and others gather to coordinate an incident. Above all, the EOC must 

manage these functions and associated staff. Coordination is essential to disaster response 

and requires responders to talk to each other. Studies on organizational disaster response 

have indicated that pre-disaster planning is essential to the overall response effort, if only 

because building trust and relationships between responders is essential. The coordination 

effort allows for multiple organizational elements to plan how they will work together 

and assign roles and responsibilities. Pre-event coordination can also familiarize 

responders with the organizational style employed by EOC leadership.  

EOCs can function under ICS or ESF, and some have utilized both concepts. 

Having the option between ICS or ESF is important, as ICS is command and control 

centric (Mignone, 2003), while ESF is non-hierarchical (FEMA, 2010). The EOC 

functions described above may require the implementation of hierarchical organizational 

structure due to prior experience and planning, and may implement any given 

organizational structure (Ryan, 2013). Conceivably, hierarchical may be the most 

appropriate organizational strategy in the early hours of a disaster and as teams are 

forming, allowing responders to develop relationships. However, the use of non-

hierarchical organizational styles are not necessarily incompatible with the functions of 

an EOC or the demands placed on responders. In addition, this does not preclude a 

transition to more flexible organizational styles as the disaster scope and impact becomes 
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better understood. Utilizing one organizational style for EOC functions is not a 

requirement. 

Following this train of thought, understanding how hierarchical and non-

hierarchical structures function in the EOC is critical to facilitating disaster response. As 

previously discussed, EOCs differ in size, location, authority, and operation among 

various governmental levels in the United States. Further discussion and research on how 

people are organized in EOCs are necessary to improve the disaster-response literature. 

Purpose of Research and Contributions 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how mechanistic and organic 

organizational designs in a state-level EOC (specifically the State of Oklahoma EOC) 

influence disaster response. This EOC is the only focal point of the study, and the 

organizational structure within the EOC will be the primary object of the study. An 

introductory general understanding of EOCs has already been provided, but further 

clarification regarding the governmental levels of EOCs is necessary. The intent here is to 

provide a clear understanding of why there are gaps in the literature and how this study 

fills some of the voids but also create a path to future research beyond a single state EOC. 

This dissertation seeks to do more than update prior EOC research; it will fill 

current gaps in the emergency-management literature on EOCs. Early EOC research 

focused on local communities and studied decision-making, functional design, and 

operational characteristics (Perry, 1995 and Neal, 1995). Early EOC-centric research 

tended to focus on observational methods, surveys, content analysis, and human response 

(Carley, 1997). Drabek’s (1985) study focused on coordination with field staff, but 

organizational concepts of team formation and task execution are missing from all of 
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these early studies. Furthermore, these early EOC studies examined design and layout 

that were determined to be conducive for coordination among individuals. Limited 

discussions exist regarding the organizational style employed within EOCs. Rotating 12-

hour shifts is a common feature of EOCs during activation. As disaster response is 

prolonged to days, changes occur as new staff arrives to manage the disaster. These 

rotations result in personnel constantly forming new teams. Disaster response is 

considered a local endeavor with other governmental levels providing support, which 

account for researchers’ focusing on local EOCs.    

As the majority of EOC research has focused on local EOCs, this narrow focus 

serves as a snapshot of their operations, meaning researchers engage for a short time and 

then leave. In a study of four EOCs across central Alabama, for instance, three were 

county-level EOCs and the other was based in a military camp; no state or federal EOCs 

were examined (Neal, 2005). No local EOC studies address organizational design and 

group development (Neal, 1995; Kendra, 2003; Militello, 2007). Militello’s (2007) study 

did observe participants in a county EOC, but the primary results addressed individual 

actions, and the secondary results addressed coordination. Shift work during an activation 

means unfamiliar staff (liaisons) must work closely with EOC staff to coordinate 

response efforts (Carley, 1997). Consequently, there is little organizational research 

discussing various approaches to EOC design, implementation, and staffing (Schrader, 

2011). Few studies are dynamic in the sense of moving personnel to new environments or 

changing existing environments by adding personnel. Staff functions, activities outside of 

response, and the EOC understood as a permanent facility have not been studied. As 

such, hampering researchers’ ability to understand the complex organizational structures 



 12 

that have emerged, especially when considering the increasingly complicate 

technological knowledge required to manage disaster response. Based on previous 

discussions, many EOC problems are relevant to organizational problems. Studies 

relating to local EOC design, organization, and function are not necessarily transferable 

or generalizable to state EOCs. 

Although state EOCs operate in a similar fashion to local EOCs, their missions 

and responsibilities are fundamentally different. Unlike local EOCs, a state entity may 

have multiple independent incidents occurring at once, each requiring coordination. The 

State EOCs play a unique role in emergency management, acting as an interface between 

local emergency managers and FEMA. Local and state EOCs have vastly different roles, 

personnel, authorities, and facility designs. Emerging hazard agents, especially cyber-

attacks, require advanced technical skills that may be lacking at the local level or require 

a broad response that only a state-level authority can provide (Winder, 2019). State EOCs 

also act as the grantee for all FEMA grants, including disaster grants, pre-disaster 

mitigation grants, emergency management performance grants, and hazard mitigation 

grants, to name a few. Local communities register as the subgrantee. States manage each 

grant program for the current federal fiscal year and prior fiscal years where the grant is 

still open. In addition, the state office is audited by FEMA and state auditors to ensure 

grant compliance. FEMA requires state and local entities to comply with all federal laws 

regarding the procurement and disposition of equipment. Personnel may be engaged in 

grant management, human resources, disaster recovery, mitigation, and cybersecurity at 

once. These activities do not cease during disaster response. Personnel may be pulled 
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away from their daily routine and quickly return, or others may continue essential 

programmatic functions.  

State EOCs occupy a unique space between federal entities and local EOCs. Like 

federal entities, state EOCs must coordinate with other departments with different 

organizational structures and enabling legislation. The EOP dictates which agencies are 

involved in emergency-management services, but state EOCs are responsible for 

coordinating these departments. Local EOCs operate more closely with their departments, 

as a common organizational structure is expected under city leadership. State EOCs are 

not only required to coordinate with federal and local entities but also with other state 

agencies. To achieve the coordination necessary for disaster response and recovery, state 

EOCs may need to employ a hierarchical organizational system such that responders 

operate under a common structure to complete tasks. The common structure closely 

resembles ICS in the EOC. However, this structure does not preclude non-hierarchical 

structures but implies a tendency for state EOCs to use hierarchical structures due to the 

required coordination and low failure tolerance of disaster response. Previous EOC 

research are rare and fewer studied specifically on State EOC. As I want to deeply 

understand a State EOC, entering the field is important. Entry into the field also requires 

access to the location and personnel. My employment with the State of Oklahoma 

provides this access removing an obstacle many disaster researchers face when 

conducting qualitative studies (Phillips, 2014). Although I only researched the State of 

Oklahoma Emergency Operations Center, I understand all EOCs follow FEMA 

guidelines for preparedness and response, which is required as part of grant funding (CFR 

2 and 44, 2019). Using this relationship, I can study a singular state EOC and provide 
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insights to strengthen Contingency Theory. The project selected a methodology that will 

allow for deeper investigation into the use of mechanistic or organic designs in EOCs. 

Qualitative methods were selected for this dissertation to collect rich and thick 

qualitative data (Creswell, 2012). I also searched the qualitative textbooks on field entry, 

which is very difficult. Practitioners are reluctant to talk with outsiders, making 

qualitative research field entry difficult, representing one of the many challenges of 

qualitative fieldwork in emergency management (Horsley, 2013). Therefore, I elected to 

engage in qualitative research, field access is vital. The lack of research on state EOCs 

limits the generalizability of any data, precluding the use of a quantitative methodologies. 

Results from this study may or may not be transferable beyond Oklahoma State EOC to 

other state-level EOCs and, more importantly, will provide a reference point for future 

research. The following section addresses the limitations and delimitations associated 

with this project. 

Research Limitations and Delimitations 

I have been an emergency-management practitioner for 31 years and this may 

influence this research, even though efforts have been made to limit this influence. Part of 

my career as a practitioner has been at a state EOC, where I am currently employed and 

have been since 1998. This is also the state EOC I studied in this project. As a 

practitioner and researcher, it is important to concisely note my role as an emergency-

management professional to frame the larger discussion regarding this project and any 

possibility of job related influence. These concerns are warranted due to the use of 

content analysis and interviews as well as framing results, as the data-gathering 
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methodologies for this project. Each method of data gathering has limitations and these 

will be discussed in parallel. 

Mitigating these limitations is vital and mitigates external influence from being 

introduced into the project or results. Delimitation involves following established 

scientific research methods, primarily by clearly defining the research methodology. Each 

research methodology provided lists the steps necessary to recreate the project. The 

rationale for selecting each specific method is also discussed in this dissertation and this 

process is intended to ensure that there is less bias due to methods selection or design. 

Delimitation strategies consist of at least a two-pronged approach. The first approach 

involves utilizing the peer review process with fellow academics and practitioners. The 

usefulness of this approach relates to reviewer feedback, allowing the independent 

evaluation of the methodology and results. The second approach uses reflexivity, 

providing a foundation before and during data collection that excludes perspectives from 

the practitioner’s sphere. Reflexivity is a common practice in qualitative research and the 

available literature provides extensive guidance on maximizing its usefulness. 

Furthermore, available literature on this subject is reviewed. Beginning with 

seminal articles on organizational paradigms and transitioning to more recent studies on 

management and operations. These concepts are explored alongside emergency-

management studies on organizational design, especially as related to the functionality of 

EOCs. Through this process, any bias should be discoverable by the committee and 

subsequently corrected. I also have the option of engaging my peers in the process and 

receiving their feedback. Even though other practitioners may not view this as an 

academic might, their review would be entirely removed from academia. By using two 
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independent delimitations, I intend to mitigate the introduction of bias into the research or 

results. Furthermore, the multiple delimitation strategies used should capture the bias at a 

juncture that makes appropriate remediation possible. As noted previously, steps have 

been taken to design the study and conduct research in a manner clearly defined in the 

methodology section so that a thorough reanalysis can be conducted. Following the 

guidelines above is intended to yield results that will add to the overall body of literature 

on emergency management. 

Self-reflection is a process inherent to all research and is especially important in 

qualitative studies because of their complicated nature, requiring greater self-reflection 

(Yin, 2015). In other words, knowledge is affected by the social conditions under which 

it was obtained (Hesse-Biber, 2010). Further, this process is distinct from limitations and 

delimitations, as self-reflection focuses on the researcher’s lens and the qualities that 

make up that lens. As presented in Yin (2015), self-reflection may be presented in 

different parts of a paper; Liebow prefers the preface and Pedraza the methodology 

section (p.271). Throughout the project, I used reflective writing to provide clarification 

on decisions and research progress (Hesse-Biber, 2010). Self-reflection is provided in 

each chapter on methodology to ensure the research lens and subjective qualities of the 

research are clarified. 

Research limitations and delimitations are included in the methodology chapters 

of this study. Combined with self-reflection, the overall process strengthens the integrity 

of the results. The next section provides the structural details of the study and chapter 

summaries. 
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Overview of the Study 

This dissertation focuses primarily on how people organize during disaster 

responses at a state EOC (specifically my employer the State of Oklahoma EOC). The 

time constraints during a disaster response and the various personnel that must be quickly 

organized create opportunities for inefficiencies, which must be considered in pre-event 

planning. Chapter Two presents a review of the literature on organizational theory, 

EOCs, and disaster response. The emergency-management discipline provides the frame 

for these constructs and the subsequent discussion of their applicability to the profession. 

The literature review also includes a critical analysis of research on state EOCs and how 

this dissertation will serve to expand scholarly research on these topics. 

Chapter Three introduces the first methodology section of this dissertation, which 

is a content analysis of disaster-response documents created 1) by the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) to guide EOC function and design and 2) State of 

Oklahoma emergency operations plan (EOP). Vital to this methodology is a thorough 

outline of the process and the decisions utilized. The methodology section expounds the 

reason certain documents were selected for analysis. Details on code development, 

coding software, and variables are also noted with sufficient detail to allow 

reconstruction of the process. Additionally, information on results from the content 

analysis are discussed. These findings include a discussion of emergent themes and their 

relationship to the research question. 

Chapter Four presents the second methodology section, which outlines semi-

structured qualitative interviews of State of Oklahoma EOC participants. The purpose of 

using interviews is discussed and the process used to select interviewees explained. Data 
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collected during the interview was transcribed and codes were developed for analysis. 

Coding software was used to develop themes. Sufficient detail is provided to allow a 

reanalysis of the processes and decisions made for the methodology. Further, discussions 

on the findings from the interviews and how they relate to the research question. The 

emergence of themes and the implications for the State of Oklahoma EOC are reviewed. 

Chapter Five presents the conclusion and recommendations of this paper. The 

section discusses the implication of the findings and how they fit within the larger field of 

emergency management. Future research recommendations are presented to further the 

understanding of state EOCs and the role of emergent groups during disaster response.  

Understanding how the organizational structure of a state EOC forms under the 

unique conditions of disaster response are germane to the field of emergency 

management. Staff members are tasked with accomplishing disaster-response objectives, 

which requires rapid decision-making with imperfect information. Disaster-response 

represents a complex problem that allows for little time to gather and analyze data. To 

develop these ideas, the next chapter frames these concepts within the emergency-

management literature.
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CHAPTER II 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Emergency-management organizations in the United States are concerned with 

preparing for and responding to disasters. A rather simplistic description that understates 

the bureaucracy that has developed since the 1979 National Governor’s Conference’s 

recommendation to use mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery as the phases of 

emergency management (NGC, 1979). The shift of emergency-management focus from 

preparation and response only to a more comprehensive system including all phases 

increases the complexity of missions. For example, federal financial-compliance rules 

apply to all who receive grants from the Department of Homeland Security, which 

includes state and local emergency-management entities (2 CFR, 2014). The added 

administrative requirements necessitate staff with the technical knowledge to implement 

these requirements. The need to add staff follows the organizational theorist’s stance 

relating to the allocation of functions and responsibilities (Selznick, 1948). Consequently, 

as the missions become more complex, a traditional military command-and-control 

organizational may be insufficient to accommodate all the needs related to emergency 

management (Harrald, 2006). An approach focusing on cooperating with different 

organizations and reaching consensus should be included in EOC design and



 20 

operation. Furthermore, disaster response normally creates unique challenges that require 

modifications in EOC routine and function (Williams, 2017). In this situation, EOCs rely 

not only on the established plans to guide the response with tactical decisions being made 

as the disaster unfolds (Quarantelli, 1997) but also on ad hoc teams and organizations to 

handle unexpected events. Following established plans is similar to the military decision-

making style mentioned above yet working with ad hoc teams is close to the second 

approach, which focuses on reaching consensus between organizations. As these are two 

separate organizational types, different organizational structures can emerge. 

Consequently, it is imperative to utilize organizational theories to understand how EOCs’ 

structural and organizational characteristics influence disaster response.  

EOCs respond to disasters that are external to the organization yet impact its 

functioning. How disasters impact the organizational structure of the EOC and how said 

structure influences disaster response can be studied within Contingency Theory. The 

following section further explores Contingency Theory, followed by an examination of 

mechanistic and organic EOC structures. The chapter concludes with the research 

question and a brief introduction to the methodologies employed for this project. 

Contingency Theory 

Contingency theory holds that an organization and its structure are influenced by 

the external environment and that there is no one best organizational form (Alexander, 

1995). Alexander (1995) has noted that the success or failure of an organization relates to 

its adaptation to the external environment. Originating in the sociological school, 

contingency theory evolved out of rational theory in the 1960s (Onday, 2016). The 

relationship to emergency management is clear, as disaster occurs in the external 
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environment and influences the responding organization. The severity of the disaster 

greatly influences the organizational structure required to manage agent- and response-

centric demands. Yet it is not only the disaster that influences how emergency 

management organizations structure their response; there are also policy and legal 

implications. Furthermore, other organizations (e.g., FEMA) can set policies, and all of 

these are part of the external environment for any given emergency-management entity. 

Organizational theorists argue that there are limitations in considering external influences 

(Onday, 2016), hence the need to use contingency theory to study disaster-response 

organizational structures. 

Organizational theorists have long postulated the influence of the external 

environment on a given organization and that no single organizational approach works 

best (Powley, 2012). Modern information technology companies must continually 

monitor externalities that may impact their business. Examples include social media 

companies being called before the United States Senate and threatened with the 

imposition of government regulations. EOCs must also monitor the external environment 

for changes that may impact operations. These changes may include policy or legal 

changes, technology, or jurisdictional differences, not simply disaster impacts.  
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Figure 2.1: Contingency Theory & EOC Environment  
(Adopted from Vinekar, 2006, p.183) 

 

To accommodate these changes, organizations must alter their structures, whether by 

adding staff positions and employees or modifying existing duties. Recent policy changes 

by FEMA require extensive financial reporting and adherence to 2 Code of Federal 

Regulations (CFR). Organizations that can adequately adjust to external influence have 

the best chance of surviving regardless of whether they are public or private. How these 

changes occur in the external environment relates directly to contingency theory. 

The operational outcome of contingency theory relates to how organizations 

implement coordination and interaction. Alexander (1995) presented the coordination 

strategies and tools available for engaging in inter-organizational communication, the 

idea here being that to apply contingency theory to an organization necessitates that the 

organization interacts with its external environment, hence with other organizations. In 

the abstract sense, contingency theory is a way of explaining how organizations respond 

to design challenges (Jones, 2013). Jones (2013) has stated that management choices 

influence organizational design. Implying that there is a conscious act that leads 
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organizations to be either mechanistic or organic. Alexander (1995) has referred to these 

as mandated structures but has also noted that this creates a paradox by referencing a 

single organization as a coordination structure. The concepts of mechanistic and organic 

organizational structures developed from contingency theory to explain the management 

and structure of organizations relative to the external environment (Onday, 2016); these 

concepts are explained in more detail later in this subsection. Contingency theory has 

been criticized by some, and a few of these complaints are discussed next.  

Scholars have criticized contingency theory for being overly broad and not having 

quantifiable elements or clarity (Schoonhoven, 1981). Some have even gone as far as to 

say it is obsolete (Donaldson, 2006). However, Donaldson (2006) has posited that 

contingency theory is not being made obsolete by new technology. Scholars also argue 

over the conceptual models created using contingency theory (Schoonhoven, 1981). As a 

modern theory, contingency theory is still very rational and may not completely address 

externalities (Onday, 2016). Van de Ven (2013) demonstrated how contingency theory 

can be expanded using an inductive approach to enhance the theoretical framework. 

Burns and Stalker (1961) did seminal work on the concepts of mechanistic and organic 

structures, and a brief introduction to their work and ongoing research is presented next. 

Mechanistic organizations emphasize functional roles, supervisors, and staff 

isolated to their specific task, along with authority and control (Kessler, 2017). 

Mechanistic organizations tend to be more conservative and fit within a stable 

environment (Kessler, 2017). Furthermore, there is some empirical evidence that low-

trust environments benefit from a mechanistic structure (Powley, 2012). Mechanistic 
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structures are considered old and are the primary structure in government organizations 

(Kahn, 2016).  

Organic organizations, on the other hand, emphasize knowledge contribution, 

reassessment of individual tasks, lateral communication, and advice (Kessler, 2017). 

Disaster response represents a complex environment, necessitating the need for flexible 

organizations driven by trust (Powley, 2012). Organic organizations are more flexible 

than mechanistic ones (Powley, 2012), and this structure should benefit disaster-response 

organizations that use it. Disaster-response organizations need to be situationally oriented 

(Kuykendall, 2020) so that staff focus on problem-solving rather than on fulfilling 

functional roles. As part of his research on heedfulness, Weick (1993) found that those 

within organic organizations have more fully developed minds. Importantly, organic 

organizations are efficient at modifying the environment (Onday, 2016), a key 

component of contingency theory. These different organizational systems influence 

EOCs and how staff accomplish their function during disaster response. 

The prior discussion on mechanistic and organic systems is connected to how 

EOCs function during disaster response. Disasters are inherently complex if for no other 

reason than a lack of situational awareness in the EOC. The totality of required 

information for a decision cannot be known when a given decision must be made. Staff 

who do not already have trusting relationships must quickly develop a working 

relationship to solve these complex problems. A traditional EOC structure is mechanistic 

and was inherited from the civil defense period. Mechanistic structure emphasizes the 

delegation of specific tasks to individuals, authoritative hierarchy, overall knowledge 

restricted to leadership personnel, and vertical communication (Onday, 2016). Traditional 



 25 

EOCs rely on command-and-control concepts to manage disasters. Vital field information 

reaches only a few people, and decisions are made by the leadership. Lower-level 

employees are not empowered to make decisions or improvise to solve problems; they 

are expected to rely on established SOPs and forms and, most importantly, to follow an 

established chain of command (Harrald, 2006). Traditional EOCs operate 

mechanistically, but modern requirements have pushed organizations to change and 

adapt.  

Research into organizational response to disasters is not new and has existed since 

the mid-1960s, when research shifted from people to organizations (Webb, 1999). The 

organizational typology was published by the Disaster Research Center (DRC) using 

organizational task and structure as framework (Webb, 1999). Part of this framework 

involved role improvisation. Important to emergency response is the “uncertain nature of 

response activities” (Mendonca, 2001, p.31). However, much of this research focused on 

field emergency responders as one of the studied cognitive dimensions is ‘observation of 

the environment,’ which is not possible from an EOC (Mendonca, 2014). Later studies 

divided role improvisation into two categories focusing on 1) same role improvisation 

involving previous training and 2) different role improvisation with no training (Rankin, 

2011). Rankin focused on the latter, finding that role adaption is possible and can be 

enhanced by prior training on a broad range of complex disaster management topics 

(2011).  

Modern disasters are too complex and require a different approach than traditional 

organizational structures. Staff must be able to improvise with guidance provided by 

SOPs but without overly rigid structures (Carley, 1997). External events should cause an 
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organization to shift from a mechanistic to an organic structure as the environment 

because unstable (Donaldson, 2006). Organic structures emphasize lateral 

communication, group efforts in problem solving, and the spread of knowledge 

throughout an organization (Onday, 2016). Modern EOCs use a host of technology 

systems for disaster response, including incident logging, damage reports, and tasks. 

These systems allow more people to share information and coordinate with a larger group 

than was previously possible. The use of cell phones and text messaging also means the 

traditional chain of command is not required. These systems exist because disaster 

response has become more complex in modern times. Complexity has increased due to 

increasing population density, increasing hazards, technology, vulnerable populations, 

and additional government regulations. Managing these changes requires EOCs to evolve 

and develop disaster-response characteristics that are more organic than traditional EOCs 

or civil defense organizations. As such, this study hypothesizes that compared to 

traditional EOCs that utilize many mechanistic characteristics, EOCs in modern societies 

must incorporate more organic characteristics to cope with complex situations. There is 

no mechanistic is better than organic, vice versa, and they can co-exist (Burns and 

Stalker, 1976). The point is organic not better than mechanistic, the point is people focus 

on mechanistic, which is also important. The discussion here does not propose organic is 

the only organizational structure but does propose in the past people focused only on 

mechanistic structures and they may not be appropriate in all situations. Organic 

structures have a place in EOC disaster. Response and may need to be incorporated into 

EOC operations. 
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By using contingency theory as a lens and resulting data, one can study EOC 

organization looking to determine how the Oklahoma SEOC functions along the 

continuum of mechanistic and organic organizational structures. Furthermore, one can 

assess whether EOCs shift their organizational structure to meet agent-generated demand 

and is important because response-generated demands can be planned but agent-

generated demands shift during each disaster. The literature on EOCs is extensive, 

especially their function and design, and this is discussed in the next section. 

EOC-Centric Literature 

EOCs were developed as a central location for community-disaster response. 

Their mission emerged from the Cold War years when civil defense and nuclear 

preparation were the primary focus of communities. Usually, a single location acts as the 

community’s EOC, although some scholars have argued for multiple community EOCs 

(Perry, 2003). Traditionally, in the United States, there is a single EOC that coordinates 

community disaster response and recovery. These facilities serve as a central point for 

disaster needs beyond response and coordination—for example, as a place where the 

community’s strategic and tactical disaster-response initiatives are formulated. To better 

qualify the characteristics of EOCs, their functions should be discussed. 

EOCs have six primary functions, but there are additional functions that EOCs do 

not routinely perform. The functions of an EOC are to manage coordination and 

collaboration, host VIPs, disseminate public information, and serve as a central gathering 

location (Perry, 1995). These are the macro-functions of EOCs in managing disasters. 

EOCs are not a command-and-control entity (Mignone, 2003) and do not engage in the 

tactical planning (Lindell, 2006) commonly occurring at an incident. Several other 
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functions occur in the EOC, for example: planning, geographic information system (GIS), 

technology support, public warnings, and policy development. Even though EOCs are not 

a pure command-and-control system, they are not necessarily immune from the 

mechanistic structures that dominate many EOCs. Disaster planning before and during a 

disaster provides a glimpse into the organizational structure that is meant to exist during 

disaster response.  

Disaster planning in the EOC emphasizes a hierarchical approach with functions 

detailed through SOPs. Many of the EOC functions follow this approach for incident 

planning, public information, and public warnings. These rigid SOPs limit staff 

improvisation (Carley, 1997) and problem solving. If staff broadly follow SOPs, there is 

an opportunity for organic systems to develop, although this is not always planned for 

during preparedness phase. Organic functions relate to the coordination and collaboration 

functions of the EOC. These functions involve staff communicating to manage the 

response-oriented disaster demands. Leadership must encourage these relationships and 

not enforce a paramilitary structure. To a certain degree, this paragraph demonstrates the 

importance of this research; EOCs are structured in both mechanistic and organic ways, 

which echoes Burns and Stalker’s assumption that there is no purely mechanistic or 

organic system (Kuykendall, 1982). These organizational structures coexist in a system 

and an EOC decides to use one structure more than the other based on the external 

environment. However, EOCs can operate in vastly different ways in normal times than 

during disaster response.  

EOCs during non-disaster times may be similar to any other government office. 

Staff work on projects, and some of the more visible activity entails the continuation of 
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disaster recovery and hazard mitigation. These activities do not cease during a disaster, 

although they slow down as EOC staff coordinate response activities. In this respect, 

local and state EOCs are similar. State EOCs have a much larger workload but have 

additional staff to manage it because of their funding (Perry, 1995). Even as disaster 

response ends, preparations for the next disaster begin. After-action reviews (AARs) are 

conducted and reports issued on what went right during the disaster and on what needs 

improvement (Savoia, 2012). Staff may also use this time to upgrade technology, 

improve facilities, conduct training and exercises, and propose statutory modifications. A 

calm daily routine can quickly give way to a much more complex situation when a 

disaster strikes. 

Disasters quickly change a calm day into a complex situation for emergency 

responders. EOC staff must quickly shift from routine work to nonroutine duties 

(Quarantelli, 1997) as they respond to the disaster, frequently while lacking situational 

awareness (Comfort, 2006 and Militello, 2005). At the same time, non-EOC staff report 

to represent their department; they are called liaisons. The initial hours after a disaster is a 

critical time for EOC staff to organize and begin managing the situation. Several factors 

combine to make this a complex situation, notably lack of situational awareness, new 

staff in the EOC, noise level, time pressure, and emerging threats. Even though this 

situation is best described as complex, we must understand what is meant by this early 

disaster response organizing and why is it significant in emergency management. 

Complex situations are not to be confused with complicated systems. The latter 

may be complicated when viewed as a whole but can be reduced to relatively simple 

parts, which can then be studied. (Kurtz, 2003). Complex situations, in contrast, have 
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unknown variables that interact with known variables to change the situation; these 

cannot be reduced to simple parts. Furthermore, few methods exist to predict complex 

situations (Kurtz, 2003). Disasters present complex situations (Comfort, 2004) where 

unknown variables interact with preparedness plans. Emergency managers must gather 

and assess data, modify plans, and shift strategies. Rapid pace or battle rhythm is a 

constant feature of disaster response, but not all disasters require this level of effort. 

FEMA has classified emergencies and disasters into types. Emergencies are referred to as 

Type 5 or Type 4 events, which include daily fire, police, and medical responses for most 

jurisdictions (Altay, 2005). Crises are categorized as Type 3 when the event becomes a 

disaster that requires external assistance. Type 2 events have a greater impact on the 

community and often require federal assistance. Type 1 events are rare and have a 

devastating impact on the community. Hurricanes Katrina (2005) and Sandy (2012) are 

examples of Type 1 events. As previously discussed, daily EOC routines change 

depending on the disaster type, but the EOC functions are consistent and separate. 

EOC functioning during normal and disaster periods are not equivalent. Daily 

functions quickly give way to disaster functions when an event occurs. Liaisons and VIPs 

responding to the EOC are just one function that changes. Other functions include long-

range planning, such as shifting EOPs and SOPs to an incident action plan (IAP), which 

is updated twice a day, daily, every other day, or weekly. Staff cease daily functions and 

assist with resource requests, coordination, collaboration, and support. EOC staff also 

work to gain situational awareness of the event, its scale, and immediate incident 

objectives. The sudden shift in operational tempo creates difficulties for EOC 

management. 
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As noted previously, EOCs tend to operate in a paramilitary structure and are 

primarily mechanistic. The paramilitary structure may work for routine operations 

because staff report to their immediate supervisors and the chain of command is clear. 

Yet when a disaster occurs, daily routines shift to nonroutine duties and liaisons arrive, 

creating difficulties in organizing an EOC, whereby a separate social system develops 

with among EOC staff and arriving liaisons (Quarantelli, 1997). The chain of command 

becomes distorted because liaisons do not have an immediate supervisor in the EOC, 

which thus resembles an ICS (Schrader, 2011). Furthermore, supervisors for EOC staff 

may be absent because they have been impacted by the disaster or they are at the scene. 

In this situation, purely mechanistic systems struggle, while organic systems favor 

improvisation and coordination. Organic systems do not require a chain of command for 

communication and allow staff to interact and collaborate. People interacting encourages 

trust, relationship building, and decision-making. Furthermore, this process increases 

response efficiency, as EOC organizations shift to organic structures. 

Contingency theory provides a method to understand mechanistic and organic 

functions in an EOC during routine intervals and disaster response, as researched for the 

ICS (Chang, 2017). Contingency theory allows for investigation into how liaisons, staff, 

and those with limited experience interact to develop trust and relationships. Importantly, 

these staff must also complete unfamiliar work tasks, potentially without supervision. 

The purpose of gathering in the EOC is to coordinate; the other functions occur alongside 

coordination. To this end, the EOC is the community’s gathering place. 
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EOC as a Gathering Place 

Disasters require increased interorganizational coordination (Stevenson, 2014) as 

well as increased information exchange and communication to cope with the complexity 

of the event (Comfort, 2011). The coordination is based on the establishment of 

networks, which represent ties between organizational actors, and these act as conduits 

where collectively held resources are coordinated (Knoke and Young, 2008). The 

establishment of groups among these networks is essential to disaster response and 

beyond, encompassing any profession that requires coordination. Using qualitative 

methods, Uzzi (1999) found that social relationships are important to developing trust 

and that this results in communication that consists of more than just basic “cold facts” (p 

488). Networks also tend to be more durable and stable when trust is achieved, and this 

can decrease resource costs (Stevenson, 2014). The durability of these networks is 

essential to interorganizational coordination, which has previously been shown to involve 

inadequate disaster-response communication (Drabek, 1985). As trust and relationships 

are essential to network durability, these components are essential to interorganizational 

coordination. During disaster response, organizations shift their usual routines, resulting 

in collective stress within the organization as part of a crisis response (Kapucu, 2006). 

These policies and procedures are artifacts of communication, meaning human thought 

expressed through conversation and writing (Leont’ev, 1978). Conversation and writing 

are necessarily products of team interaction through which workplace knowledge is 

created (Boreham, 2004). The knowledge creation is a result of the organization’s culture 

and the social processes that develop said culture (Lammont and Boreham, 2002). In 

operational terms, this implies SOPs are not simply instructions on how to do something 
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but, more importantly, an expression of workplace culture (Boreham, 2004). Moreover, 

they serve as a functional guide for all staff but should not be so rigid as to impair 

operations.  

Developing an environment to compensate for this deterioration of workplace 

division of labor in disaster response is essential, and three types of control are proposed 

by Boreham (2000). Paraphrasing Boreham (2000), these are 1) SOPs, 2) social control, 

and 3) self-control. The latter two are more likely to provide an appropriate response to 

unpredictable situations (Boreham, 2000, and Reason, 1998), whereas SOPs may not 

provide sufficient employee guidance. Because SOPs cannot provide answers to all 

situations an individual or group may face, the development of “ground knowledge” 

(Boreham, 2000) provides individuals with the power to work with others and solve joint 

problems. Boreham’s (2000) empirical study revealed that empowering all employees 

and workgroups provided benefits through collective competence. The concept of 

collective competence involves the development of a shared mental model of an 

organization’s operating procedures (Boreham, 2000), thereby allowing for a collective 

sense of challenges in the workplace (Boreham, 2004). Collective competence is clearly 

beyond the individual worker and requires a team, but the organization must foster this 

approach through its policies and workplace processes. 

The location and design of an EOC are essential and speak directly to its function 

as a community-response center from which policy directives originate (Perry, 1995). 

The EOC must be designed for its intended functions and the operational requirements of 

these functions. EOC design must incorporate visitors, redundant power and water, noise 

level (Neal, 1995), and separate areas for incompatible tasks. Physical and personal 
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security is also important for protecting the EOC and the people within it (Bliss, 2013, 

p.15).  Computer equipment, phones, tables, chairs, food, sleeping areas, restrooms, 

showers, and meeting spaces (Schrader, 2011) are all necessary components of an 

operational EOC. The design of these centers is quite varied, and some communities use 

a multiuse facility, while others use a dedicated EOC (Perry, 1995 and Schrader, 2011). 

Modern technology allows video conferencing to replace in-person meetings and phone 

calls and can reach people in most locations; this has given rise to the virtual EOC 

concept.  

Recent advances in technology have made virtual EOCs possible, which have 

similar functions related to community-policy directives but also involve collaboration 

through Internet systems. These may be simple video-conferencing systems or more 

complex incident-management systems, such as Ensayo (Mecerra, 2008 and Nikolai, 

2009). These systems are designed to scale up or down according to a disaster’s 

complexity. They also allow disaster responders to coordinate even if they are not located 

at the EOC. Virtual EOCs are integrated into physical EOC operations and serve to 

enhance their function but do not replace physical EOCs. Some communities have used 

virtual EOCs as a replacement for physical implementations, although this is not ideal. A 

very useful aspect of virtual EOCs is the ability to simulate real-world events (Wright, 

2008 and Nikolai, 2009). Virtual EOCs and physical EOCs will both continue to have a 

place in modern disaster response, as both have their challenges and benefits. Despite 

these disparate operational systems, the organizational structure remains essential. 

EOC staff may work under an ICS or ESF structure (Neal, 1995). ICS and ESF 

groups are based on their function, whereby ICS is grouped into five components (Chang, 
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2017) and ESF eighteen (Akitomi, 2020). ICS and ESF are frameworks for managing 

personnel, and EOCs implement one or the other; there is no standard management 

structure among all EOCs. The use of either an ICS or ESF structure in the EOC is based 

on leadership preference. Hybrid structures may also be used in the EOC, in which ICS 

forms and documentation are used with ESF groups working to solve agent- and 

response-generated demands. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the formation of these groups 

has been empirically demonstrated to require trust and relationships (Chang, 2018). 

However, creating an environment favorable to the formation of relationships in an EOC 

prior to emergency management is difficult. These organizational structures exist to 

encourage information flow, team development, problem-solving, and decision-making. 

The design of an EOC and its functional structure (ICS/ESF) are implemented to 

encourage efficient collaboration and ultimately decision-making. Information flowing in 

and out of the EOC and between participants facilitates this decision-making. The 

configuration of tables and chairs is meant to facilitate communication, and many EOCs 

use a “U-shaped” or “pod-shaped” layout that allows leadership to oversee operations 

(Neal, 1995, p.30). These setups are meant to ensure information flow where field reports 

are received by EOC staff and relayed to liaisons at other tables, and the process is 

reversed as needed (Militello, 2007). An ideal configuration ensures the efficient 

reception and processing of resource requests and policy decisions. Empirical research 

shows that this is not the case when information remains with EOC staff and is not 

relayed around the office while liaisons coordinate with their agencies (Militello, 2007). 

Asymmetric information flow causes issues with processing resource requests and policy 
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decisions. Modern computer infrastructure provides new tools to solve these issues and 

improve coordination.  

The people that gather at the EOC come from various organizations that help 

during disasters but do not necessarily work in emergency management on a daily basis 

(McEntire, 2006 and Ryan, 2012). Local departments in small and medium communities 

operate under a single organizational structure, but the state level is more complicated 

and includes independent organizations. State departments have narrow mission 

statements and employees may interact during the non-disaster period, but employees and 

organizations must shift into nonroutine job functions when a disaster occurs. These 

changes in organizational structure and employee functions influence state EOCs’ 

disaster response. 

 Community EOCs function as gatherings places during disaster response. These 

centers serve the community by bringing policymakers (Perry, 2003 and Lindell, 2006) 

together with staff that can execute policy directives. The gathered staff are from 

different departments and may not have established relationships (Lutz, 2008); indeed, it 

is likely that they barely know each other. Staff turnover and the high number of 

community employees leads to a situation where people must meet and immediately start 

solving disaster-related problems. Understanding the functions of an EOC within 

contingency theory is the focus of this research.   

Study Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how mechanistic and organic 

organizational designs in state EOCs influence disaster response using Contingency 

Theory as a lens. As discussed previously this project will update research relating to 
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State EOCs and provide a unique foundation by conducting an in-depth study into a 

singular State EOC. The researcher’s employment with the Oklahoma State EOC enables 

field entry and access to staff, resulting in this facility being a perfect candidate to study. 

The constructs of mechanistic and organic structures are used as a baseline to evaluate 

organizational function. Additionally, there is limited empirical data indicating how local 

EOCs operate; most such data primarily addresses design, function, and coordination. 

Prior research only approaches the organizational aspects of state EOCs, where 

responders have limited working relationships since they do not work in the same agency. 

My study makes contributions to the emergency-management and organizational 

literature. Future researchers may expand on these contributions by visiting other state’s 

EOCs and looking in-depth at city/county EOCs. 

The independent variable employed in this study was selected based on conditions 

that can control, and are related to, organizational changes during a disaster. Oklahoma 

faces numerous hazards, many of which can become a disaster. However, some hazards 

have greater potential to become a disaster than others. The independent variable for this 

project was selected to control the hazard agent responsible for the disaster being studied. 

By controlling the disaster agent, conditions that may lead to organizational change can 

be studied. 

The dependent variable was tested against the independent variable. The 

dependent variable is the mechanistic or organic nature of an organization’s structure and 

was selected to test organizational structure before, during, and after a disaster. 

This chapter presented a review of the literature relating to the theoretical 

underpinnings of the study, namely contingency theory, EOC function, and the purpose 
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of the study. Few scholarly articles were found regarding State EOC operation; local 

EOCs have received the majority of attention from researchers (Neal, 2003). Apart from 

a few empirical studies and discussions on function, configuration, layout, and 

technology, little research has been done in relation to organizational changes in an EOC 

during disaster response. Little research exists relating to state EOCs. These facilities and 

their organizations serve as a vital link between local EOCs and the federal level. The 

theoretical underpinnings for this study are drawn primarily from the literature on 

organizational science. Applying these constructs to disaster response, my research 

question is as follows: in what ways is a state-level emergency operations center (EOC) 

mechanistic or organic, and how do these organizational constructs influence disaster 

response? 

To answer this question, two methodological analyses are employed. The first is a 

content analysis of EOC documentation, namely published preparedness plans and 

FEMA training documents. The difference between these two types of plans relates to 

non-disaster guides that provide the framework for disaster response and documents that 

specifically guides disaster response. Methodological considerations and construction are 

reviewed in Chapter 3 along with the findings. The second methodology involves semi-

structured interviews with EOC staff. Interviewees were conducted with emergency-

response personnel, seeking to gather rich and thick qualitative data. Selecting 

participants with prior disaster experience provided varying perspectives and knowledge 

of emergency management. The interviews and findings are reviewed in Chapter 4 in 

relation to methodological considerations and construction. Study analyses, major 

conclusions, and future research topics are presented in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER III 

 

CONTENT ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

 
As discussed in previous chapters, organizational theorists have shown that 

mechanistic and organic structures are not mutually exclusive but exist on a continuum 

(Burns and Stalker, 1972). Relating these constructs to emergency-management 

organizations is difficult due to limited research and the age of prior studies. For both 

these reasons, I explore FEMA training materials and a state planning document to 

understand their design elements. Further, seeking to help the reader understand 

Oklahoma State EOC organizational design as promoted by the federal government and 

state planning documents, ultimately showing that there are characteristics of mechanistic 

and organic elements within the Oklahoma State EOC. Information from these 

documents is used to discover concepts that encourage the formation of mechanistic or 

organic organizational structures.  

This chapter focuses on how the State of Oklahoma uses FEMA training 

documents and state plans determine if an emergency-response entity employs a 

mechanistic or organic structure prior to a disaster. To answer this question, FEMA 

training documents and the State of Oklahoma’s EOP are qualitatively analyzed. 

Concepts are captured from these documents as they relate to mechanistic and organic 

structures. The chapter presents
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details of the analysis and relevant associated findings. Significant findings include 1) 

FEMA documents are silent regarding changes in organizational structure during 

disasters, 2) mechanistic elements are not universal among the documents, 3) external-

organization cooperation is silent in the documents, and 4) disaster response is presented 

as a linear process. 

Methodology 

Qualitative research was selected as the investigative approach because it allows 

academic entry into the state EOC organizational construct. Qualitative methodology 

provides several paths for data collection and provides results with richness, depth, and 

breadth (Phillips, 2014). These pathways make qualitative research an appropriate 

investigative methodology because of the “how” and “why” questions necessary to 

understand the theoretical underpinnings of an organization’s structure. Furthermore, the 

analysis tools made available by a qualitative methodology are likely to promote the 

discovery of new themes and to add to the academic discussion. 

Therefore, the method of content analysis was selected to analyze federal and 

Oklahoma State EOC planning documents. Content analysis provides a means to 

understand gaps in Contingency Theory relating to the Oklahoma SEOC. Using content 

analysis requires selecting document categories to analyze and reviewing and assessing 

them for themes. By using content analysis within qualitative methodology, the flexible 

analysis of textual data is possible (Hsieh, 2005). Content analysis further allows the 

investigation of what is and is not included in the textual data and what is considered 

unobtrusive because humans are not involved (Hesse-Bibber, 2010).  
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The choice to use content analysis for this project relates to its exploratory nature. 

As noted, research on state EOCs is limited, and said research needs a starting point to 

investigate organizational structures. FEMA training documents and Oklahoma State 

EOP are the frameworks of EOC design and disaster operation. Studying these 

documents provides the necessary foundation for further investigation of the Oklahoma 

State EOC organizational structures. These are a few benefits to using the content-

analysis methodology.  

Content analysis is expected to provide insight into the proposed EOC 

organizational structure, as these planning documents are meant to be followed during a 

disaster. The methodology results will also validate additional methodologies employed 

to investigate these constructs. Content analysis methodology also allows me to explore 

EOC documents and relate these to the organizational structure.  

Contrary to the justification of this approach, content analysis has limitations. 

First, the research has to be well organized to enhance the trustworthiness of this 

methodology (Elo, 2014). In addition, robust analytical procedures are essential and must 

be developed prior to analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). Finally, the researcher must 

check codes for consistency and ensure the method is thoroughly documented (Elo, 

2014). 

Research Process 

Purposive sampling, or judgment sampling, was used to provide a deep 

understanding of how the selected documents relate to the organizational theory 

mentioned above (Etikan, 2017; Patton, 2002; Sharma 2017). More specifically, typical 

case sampling was used for this project. Typical case sampling begins by identifying 
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“typical” cases (Patton, 1990, p.173 and Patton, 2008). As a result, since I am familiar 

with the EOC design documents, I selected those documents that are able to represent the 

overall concepts and design and operation ideas of EOCs. Thereby reducing the rigor of 

generalizing the results to other state EOCs, since the Oklahoma State EOC is the only 

EOC in this study, although this is not the intent of this study.  Oklahoma State EOC was 

selected as a typical case since Oklahoma regularly experiences disasters resulting in 

regular activations and staff disaster experience. Oklahoma has received 50 major 

disaster declarations since 2000, for fires, tornadoes, severe storms, ice storms, and 

COVID-19 (FEMA, 2022). The number and type of disasters makes Oklahoma classic 

case since they are not quiet but not overly busy. Finally, I have access to the Oklahoma 

State EOC allowing for entry into the field and this access is essential for conducting 

qualitative research. 

To select documents for this project, the researcher first visited the FEMA 

training website, then downloaded documents related to the design and operation of 

EOCs. The FEMA training documents were selected because they represent broad 

training provided to emergency managers across the United States on implementing an 

EOC. Although emergency managers may not use this as a reference for EOCs, their 

guidance reflects a degree of consensus among emergency managers in the United States. 

Furthermore, states frequently receive FEMA funding for disasters, preparedness, and 

mitigation, and funding requirements can mandate that a jurisdiction conform to FEMA 

guidelines. As a result, these FEMA documents serve as typical cases of what are 

considered practitioner-level concepts related to the implementation of EOC 

organizational structure. However, the FEMA documents primarily focus on how local 
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government EOCs and first responders (e.g., firefighters and police officers) can 

cooperate with different response organizations and this might be different from the state-

EOC operations that emphasize coordination with local, state, and federal partners. As a 

result, I kept searching the documents for the state EOC to grasp how to better design a 

state EOC. The document type represents FEMA training documents and EOPs, and the 

document group represents the specific time the document was created. 

EOPs are holistic documents produced during non-disaster periods, preferably 

before a disaster occurs. Such documents guide community preparedness, training, 

exercise, and overall coordination. Community departments and response groups are all 

involved in the planning process, thereby allowing relationships to develop among 

employees. The process of developing and implementing an EOP is vital and ensures the 

information contained within the document reflects the community’s intended response to 

a disaster. The EOP is best described as a master planning document that acknowledges 

community hazards and threats and the response actions that will be taken should a threat 

materialize. A response-oriented planning tool should incorporate a specific hazard 

response in the plan’s annexes. Coordination entities are noted along with the specific 

functions of community departments. Most departments in a city have a role in the EOP. 

At the state level, several departments may have a role and others may not. The EOP 

concept and process is the same at all levels of government and for every size of 

community. Incorporating this document into the project may enable the transferability of 

results. Consequently, I selected the State of Oklahoma EOP (relevant to EOC designs) 

as typical cases that can reflect the general concepts of designing and implementing 

EOCs within the emergency-management organizations throughout a state. Table 3.1 



 44 

presents the typical cases selected and analyzed in this research, representing 818 pages 

of material. 

Table 3.1 EOC Documents (as of January 2021) 

Date Released Document Description 

May 2019 ICS/EOC Interface 

May 2019 Basic EOC Design and Function 

May 2019 Intermediate EOC Design and Function 

2019 State of Oklahoma Emergency Operations Plan 

 

Hsieh and Shanon (2005) and Stemler (2000) proposed three types of content 

analysis: conventional content analysis, directed content analysis, and summative content 

analysis. Since this project is based on existing theory that is incomplete regarding state 

EOCs (Neuendorf, 2017) and would thus benefit from expanding organizational theory 

(Weber, 1990), directed content analysis was used. For this reason, the research and 

operational definitions of Burns and Stalker (1972) were used to guide code development 

(Hsieh and Shanon, 2005).  

Contingency theory provides a framework for developing codes and reviewing the 

selected documents. More specifically, the theory’s definitions of mechanistic and 

organic organizational styles guided the development of the codes in this research. Thus, 

theory-driven codes were used (Decuir-Gunby, 2011). The concept is the unit of analysis 

for this project. As such, codes may be applied to a sentence or paragraph. Analysis 

began by my developing the codebook, which was derived from classical definitions of 

mechanistic and organic organizations and then used to determine if a document’s 
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concepts are mechanistic or organic (Burns and Stalker, 1972). Initial coding was 

conducted by reviewing elements of Burns and Stalker (1972) as they relate to 

mechanistic and organic organizational styles. Once the initial codes were complete, I 

coordinated with my advisor to refine them. They were then sent to my dissertation 

committee for review and approval. Appendix A presents the approved codes for this 

project.  

This section has provided details on the sampling strategy employed for this 

project, the selection of purposive and typical sampling, and the development of the 

codebook. Following this section, data analysis is discussed along with data quality.  

Data Analysis and Quality 

Using the developed codes, each document was read and analyzed on three 

separate occasions to develop a deeper understanding of the data (Erlingsson, 2017). 

Following this process allowed for a thorough review of the concepts and for determining 

whether they could be linked to mechanistic or organic organizational styles, which 

assisted in determining the degree to which the documents promote a mechanistic or 

organic EOC structure. Qualitative coding analysis can be conducted in three ways, and 

the following presents the type of coding used for this project.  

To promote credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Guba 

and Lincoln, 1989), intercoder reliability (ICR) was used (O’Connor, 2020). ICR is also 

called “peer review coding” and “cross coding.” This phase of the project is essential for 

a doctoral candidate and ensures the coding process is credible by checking the codes as 

the project moves from data to conceptual framework and ensures consistency in code 

assignments (O’Connor, 2020). ICR was conducted by my and my advisor’s 
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independently reviewing two of the four documents and coding them using the codebook, 

following referential adequacy concepts (Phillips 2014). After coding was completed, my 

advisor compared the codes. The ICR results were similar, with both of us agree. The 

suggestions were incorporated into the research and did not materially change my codes. 

O7 was added to the codebook, which was resubmitted to my committee for approval. 

The committee also agreed with this change. 

Once ICR was complete and my coding process validated, the remaining two 

documents were coded. Each document was coded two additional times. Codes from the 

three passes were noted on each document next to their concepts. Once this was 

completed, the four documents were sent to my advisor for review. Upon advisor 

approval, the first pass coding was complete, and Atlas.ti was used to organize the 

documents and codes.  

Atlas.ti was acquired and the four documents loaded into the software for 

analysis. The twelve codes were then added. Each document was reviewed and 

previously hand-coded concepts were coded into Atlas.ti. The software kept track of each 

code and how many times it was used along with its location in the document. One of the 

benefits of using computer-aided analysis software is that it can help lump similar ideas 

and concepts together (Konopasek, 2007 and Baralt, 2012). Using Atlas.ti, I 

systematically developed the overall themes and patterns extracted from the words 

(Weber, 1990).  

This section has provided an overview of the coding process, including ICR. 

Furthermore, the use of computer-assisted qualitative data-analysis software (CAQDAS) 

was discussed. The next section discusses the limitations of the research. 
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Limitations and Ethical Concerns 

Only Oklahoma’s State EOP and FEMA EOC training courses were analyzed as 

part of this project. Additionally, some FEMA training courses discuss EOC structure but 

are not EOC centric, and so they were excluded. AARs were not selected for analysis in 

this project because they only produce suggestions that cannot be implemented or are not 

related to EOC structure. The exclusion of the documents mentioned above is a limitation 

of this project.  

As noted previously, I have been employed in the Oklahoma State EOC setting 

for over 20 years. I have access to documents in the public domain, and consequently I 

am able to identify those classic documents that are able to represent the core values and 

knowledge involved in establishing EOCs. However, I have not exercised employment 

privileges in the acquisition of the documents reviewed. All of the documents are 

available via the Internet or by request.  

Finally, content analysis allows one to investigate and understand the 

establishment of an EOC but not the restructuring process that occurs when leadership 

changes. Importantly, this element can be inferred by the hidden pieces within the 

documents. The documents do not address leadership changes or politics but rather 

organizational frameworks for disaster response, such as who runs the EOC and how it 

should be configured. Many state directors are governor appointed, and changes in 

leadership often occur every four years or more. These changes in leadership can modify 

organizational flexibility despite the structure being mechanistic according to the FEMA 

framework.  
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Although the above limitations might make the research less attractive for 

emergency managers outside of Oklahoma, the core principles of designing and operating 

EOCs expounded in these documents reflect general concepts and principles guided by 

federal policies. These general concepts are included in the reviewed FEMA training 

material and state emergency operations plan. As a result, the following analysis can still 

further one’s understanding of EOC organizational design and provide insights for future 

EOC studies.  

Results 

In the documents analyzed in this research, FEMA discusses three types of EOC 

structures: 1) those organized by mirroring the ICS, 2) those organized by various ESFs, 

and 3) those organized by departmental function (FEMA, 2019c, pp.57-82); (See Figure 

3.1 below for more details). 

These organizational structures, however, are not fixed. FEMA (2019c, p.133) 

notes, “As an incident begins to emerge or grow, the scope of the EOC should begin to 

come into focus.” This sentence echoes Contingency Theory previously reviewed in 

Chapter Two, which holds that the type of organizational structure employed depends on 

the internal and external environment (Burns and Stalker, 1972). Therefore, although 

FEMA informs practitioners regarding the optimal organizational types for disaster 

response (FEMA, 2019a and FEMA, 2019c), the FEMA documents and training 

materials analyzed in this study do not further explain the changing nature of the EOC 

structure based on various disaster situations. 
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Figure 3.1: Three types of EOC Structures (FEMA, 2019b. pp.9-10) 

 

As noted, these organizational structures are not fixed, and emergency managers 

must monitor the scope of the EOC based on the changes in the environment caused by a 

disaster (FEMA, 2019c) and the interactions between disaster responders. FEMA (2019a, 

p.33), for example, explains that the response framework is determined by the 
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interactions between responders: “The Command and Coordination component describes 

these multiagency coordination structures and explains how various elements operating at 

different levels of incident management interface with one another.” More specifically, 

an organization normally alternates between mechanistic and organic organizational 

structures (Burns and Stalker, 1972). Mechanistic and organic systems fall along a 

continuum. Depending on the situation, the Oklahoma SEOC structure should incorporate 

more mechanistic or organic characteristics.  

As a result, to successfully operate a SEOC in an uncertain environment, 

emergency managers must use a unified doctrine and protocol to manage all participants, 

which reflects a command-and-control managerial style (code M4 in this research). 

Emergency managers also need to interact with people from various backgrounds, ensure 

their commitments are shared, and establish coordination structures among staffs (code 

O1 in this research), which are characteristics of an organic system.  

The Oklahoma State EOP (SEOP) shares the conceptual framework of 

mixed organizational structures. The SEOP (2019m p.69), for example, states that 

“all emergency operations will be conducted under the authority of the laws of 

Oklahoma and/or executive orders or authorities delegated by law to the elected or 

appointed officials of the State of Oklahoma,” but it also states that “all government 

agencies having emergency responsibilities will be advised when the SEOC [State 

Emergency Operations Center] is activated.” The above quotations demonstrate that 

the SEOC is able to make the ultimate policy decisions with centralized knowledge 

(coded as M3 in this research) but also relies on the communication and 

coordination between various organizations (code O5) to facilitate this decision-
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making process. FEMA (2019c, p.21), as a result, exemplifies this paradox, 

utilizing both organic and mechanistic characteristics for the conceptual framing of 

“EOCS: A Critical Link”: 

EOCs are a critical link for supporting the other NIMS [National Incident 

Management System] Command and Coordination Structures (ICS 

[Incident Command System], MAC Group, and JIS [Joint Information 

System]) before, during, and after an incident. It must be decided upon and 

clearly established in policy and procedure exactly what facility is “in 

charge” for which specific functions. Many officials in high level leadership 

positions see themselves and the EOC as “in charge.” At the same time, the 

Incident Commander at the Incident Command Post considers themselves 

“in charge” because they are the ones taking tactical, operational action. 

As a result, to successfully operate the Oklahoma SEOC, participants in the EOC 

(including daily staff and liaisons from various departments) must utilize a mixture of 

mechanistic and organic characteristics. Initially, SEOC staff conduct their daily job 

functions within an established hierarchy and protocol, which represent the more 

mechanistic characteristics of the SEOC. For example, the Oklahoma SEOP (2019, 

pp.73-76) and FEMA (2019c, p.57) clearly mention the responsibilities of the SEOC 

director, which include 1) setting EOC objectives and tasks; 2) integrating stakeholders; 

3) working with senior officials to facilitate the development of policy direction for 

incident support; 4) ensuring the dissemination of timely, accurate, and accessible 

information to the public; and 5) facilitating multi-agency coordination groups and 
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designating either a deputy or an EOC manager to oversee the oversight of the SEOC 

activities. 

The above list reflects the mechanistic characteristics of regulating specialized 

tasks (code M1) and fixed job duties (code M2). Later in the same document, however, 

when discussing the decision-making process, FEMA (2019c, p.68) states, “represented 

departments/agencies make group decisions,” which demonstrates that all staff share 

commitments in decision-making, which is an organic characteristic (code O1). The 

Oklahoma SEOP (2019, p.5) more specifically states, “effective information sharing 

provides decision makers at all levels of government with a sound basis for making 

decisions to posture and commit resources and implement plans and procedures,” which 

provides a structure for sharing organizational knowledge and is coded as an organic 

characteristic in the present study (code O4). 

Although both federal and state documents appreciate mechanistic characteristics 

in designing the Oklahoma State EOC, each focuses different types of mechanistic 

characteristics. Based on the analysis, the FEMA materials more frequently mention the 

“command and control” function (code M4 in this research) but not as much on 

specialized tasks and job duties that is noted in the Oklahoma SEOP. The command-and-

control function includes two core concepts: chain of command and unity of command. 

FEMA (2019a, p.40) explains further:  

Chain of command refers to the orderly line of authority within the ranks of 

the incident management organization. Unity of command means that each 

individual only reports to one person. This clarifies reporting relationships 

and reduces confusion caused by multiple, conflicting directives, enabling 



 53 

leadership at all levels to effectively direct the personnel under their 

supervision. 

The above concepts are characteristic of a mechanistic system, but FEMA 

documents normally link them to some broader, organic concepts. When referring to the 

duties of an EOC Director, for instance, FEMA (2019b) notes that an EOC director’s role 

involves the coordination of incident command and policy groups who must establish 

methods to coordinate various organizations and groups.  

Compared to the federal documents, the relevant state EOC documents place a 

greater emphasize on regulating how SEOC participants should accomplish tasks related 

to disaster response (code M5). To regulate how state employees complete their work, 

state documents also utilize command-and-control concepts:  

The Department of Emergency Management and Homeland Security 

Director, acting on behalf of the Governor of Oklahoma, will be the 

principal coordinator for all interagency and volunteer service 

organizations’ activities for all phases of emergency management, to 

include disaster mitigation, preparedness response and recovery. The 

Director, as the Governor’s Authorized Representative (GAR), will 

coordinate as necessary with the Department of Homeland Security and 

FEMA for all federal assistance requirements (Oklahoma SEOP, 2019, 

p.17). 

State documents use this concept to reiterate that a specific entity or person has 

control of resources and personnel. Again, state documents focus more on the importance 

of completing specific missions (code M5). For instance, the SEOP (2019, p.44) notes, 



 54 

“the Director of the Department of Transportation, or their representative, shall be 

responsible for directing primary activities in connection with emergency transportation.” 

Further, an annex in the SEOP (2019, p.29) describes the role of the Oklahoma 

Department of Transportation (ODOT) role as follows: 

The [Oklahoma] Department of Transportation will coordinate with the 

federal government for assistance provided with the National Response 

Framework’s (NRF) Emergency Support Function (ESF) #1 in such areas as 

allocation of civil transportation capacity, processing of transportation 

requests, control of air and marine traffic, directing, management, and 

controlling State and Regional Disaster Airlift (SARDA) operations, funding 

of emergency highway repair, hazardous material actions, and damage 

assessment. 

The focus on completing certain tasks and missions is possibly due to the 

Oklahoma EOC’s utilizing ESFs to construct its EOP, and thus all state documents 

analyzed in this research focus more on fulfilling said ESFs, but this fact also illustrates 

the differences between federal and state-level EOC documents.  

As predicted by contingency theory, mechanistic and organic systems exist on a 

continuum, and thus I found many organic characteristics in these documents. In fact, 

based on this analysis, these organic characteristics are normally paired with the 

mechanistic characteristics as an explanation of how to complete a task. For example, the 

EOC activations should be determined by the person in the highest position of hierarchy 

(FEMA, 2019b, p.4), but emergency managers need to use the pre-established triggers 

(based on the disaster situation) to complete this mission (FEMA, 2019b, p.7; SEOP, 
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2019, p.69). Again, to complete a mission, SEOC staff must understand these organic 

characteristics (or environmental cues). Following only FEMA guidelines and SEOPs 

established before disasters might not be sufficient for making decisions.   

 Although external environments activate EOCs, internal environments¾such as 

cooperation among staff from different backgrounds¾also determine how the EOC 

functions. FEMA (2019c, p.69), for instance, states, “decisions are made within the group 

of represented departments and agencies to reach mutually agreed upon objectives,” and, 

“it is critical that the EOC director work in coordination and collaboration with senior 

EOC leadership and those impacted by events outside the EOC (FEMA, 2019c, p.139).” 

Again, no documents analyzed in this study discuss how staff should perform these 

organic functions in an EOC. As a result, SEOC participants must find informal ways and 

obtain experience working collectively. The SEOP (2019, p.6), for instance, notes “the 

cooperation of each agency involved with preparation, coordination and implementation 

of this plan is gratefully acknowledged,” which means emergency managers and 

responders must work together before they collectively use the SEOC. As a result, to 

successfully operate the SEOC, responders should establish trust and relationships, which 

is mentioned in some previous works (e.g., Chang and Trainor, 2018). 

Furthermore, to facilitate the above cooperation between SEOC participants, 

responders must constantly define their work as they network together in the EOC. The 

organic network relies on SEOC employees’ having knowledge outside of their areas of 

expertise or more specifically, what other people do in their daily work), which might not 

be listed in their job descriptions. Thus, networking processes are very organic. FEMA 

(2019a, p101), for example, notes, “A key to success in sharing information is a common 
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approach to information handling, a shared understanding of key information elements, 

and a shared awareness of what information is most essential to support a decision.” 

Telling employees what to do and encouraging them to work outside of their area of 

expertise to engage with people of different backgrounds are both imperative to operating 

an EOC. The EOC centric documents analyzed in this research, however, emphasize 

bylaws and pre-designed job responsibilities more than organic functions such as 

networking with participants from various backgrounds. Consequently, both mechanistic 

and organic elements are imperative to successfully operate an EOC, but there are many 

hidden elements (especially in relation to organic characteristics and functions of running 

an EOC) behind these documents.  

Chapter Summary 

In the content analysis, three factors were noted that determine how the Oklahoma 

State EOC is expected work during disasters: 1) organizational structure (SEOC structure 

is not fixed and it swings between mechanistic and organic systems during disasters), 2) 

organic characteristics (how SEOC staff implement those hidden organic functions to 

complete the pre-established missions during disasters), and 3) networking (how 

participants from various backgrounds network in the SEOC to complete decision-

making processes). Since these themes relate to how people operate the SEOC during 

disasters, I conducted qualitative interviews to further explore these factors.  
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CHAPTER IV 

 

QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS AND FINDINGS 

 
In Chapter 3, I discussed EOC-centric functions, skillsets, and basic 

organizational design. The documents analyzed in the previous chapter, however, regard 

the EOC as a static and optimally designed organization that does not change according 

to either external (e.g., the scope of disasters) or internal (e.g., challenges in coordinating 

people from diverse backgrounds and organizations) environments. Therefore, the 

official EOC documents and training materials examined here neglect many critical parts 

of EOC organizational implementation (e.g., how EOC staff implement hidden organic 

functions to accomplish preestablished missions during disasters). The gap between EOC 

documents and training materials creates barriers and possible confusion for disaster 

responders. Thus, this chapter further explores State of Oklahoma EOC participants’ 

experiences during disaster response to bridge this gap. More specifically, I conducted 

qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth interviews to investigate three organizational factors 

discussed in the previous chapter (dynamic structure, organic characteristics, and 

networking between participants). Significant findings include: 1) experience is a vital 

source of training for EOC staff and supplement or supplant training documents; 2) 

people must learn to be flexible and seek out guidance as they work; 3) networking and 

teamwork among staff leads to trust and relationships, enhancing decision making efforts.
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Methodology 

I conducted semi-structured interviews to further understand participants’ 

experiences within the Oklahoma State EOC and their knowledge of shifting between the 

two types of organizational structures mentioned by contingency theory (mechanistic and 

organic). Because mechanistic and organic structures exist along a continuum and are not 

fully described in the EOC documents and training materials I analyzed in Chapter Three, 

I used qualitative interviews to explore the history and meaning of participant 

experiences (Rubin and Rubin, 2011). To design these qualitative interviews, I first 

considered conducting structured interviews, but these would result in data too narrow for 

the concept under investigation (Hesse-Biber, 2016). Unstructured interviews, on the 

other hand, might yield extensive data that would be difficult to code, resulting in 

research being lost in a data set of divergent viewpoints (Merriam, 2015). I therefore 

selected in-depth, semi-structured, qualitative interviews to further explore those ideas 

determined by the prior content analysis and to understand Oklahoma State EOC 

participants’ unique knowledge and experience (Heese-Biber, 2010). Before I 

interviewed the Oklahoma State EOC participants, all interview questions were reviewed 

and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB); see Appendix D. 

Gathering and analyzing the data required a different approach than that used in 

Chapter Three. Data driven coding was selected to interpret interviewee data. Utilizing 

content analysis and interviews to investigate theoretical underpinnings and data driven 

coding has precedents in literature as a valid qualitative strategy (Fereday, 2006). 

Subsequently, I used data-driven codes to analyze the data, which involves reading the 

interview transcripts and making notes, this started the process of developing the 
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codebook (Phillips, 2014). The use of data-driven codes in this methodology seeks to 

guide the coding process as there are not a theoretical basis, which also has the benefit of 

allowing a less structured approach the analyzing the data (Namey, 2008). The unit of 

analysis is concepts, and this is used as pathway to understand the context and insight of 

the material, not necessarily counting frequency of words or phrases. 

Interviewees needed to have a specific skillset to provide meaningful data on 

Oklahoma State EOC operations. Purposive sampling was appropriate for this qualitative 

project, and participants were selected based on predefined criteria (Patton, 2002; Heese-

Biber, 2010; Phillips 2014; Chun Tie, 2019). More specifically, typical case sampling 

was utilized to select the interviewees because it is appropriate when the intent “is to 

describe and illustrate what is typical to those unfamiliar with the setting” (Suri, 2011, 

p.5). Purposive sampling was primarily used for finding enough qualified interview 

participants to reach data saturation (Etikan, 2015).  

My time spent working in emergency management and employment in the 

Oklahoma State EOC allows me to have contact with Oklahoma State EOC staff and 

gives me a wide range of options when using purposive sampling to find interviewees 

(Heese-Biber, 2010). Most employees in my agency are required to participate in EOC 

operations as part of their job. However, this participation does not mean they perform 

the same function each time they work at the EOC, although it does mean that many 

interviewees could be acquainted with my department. Additional interviewees were 

selected based on their roles as liaisons in the state EOC. The selection process yielded 

forty (n = 40) interviewees, achieving data saturation and following guidance from 

Marshall (2013). The number of interviewees was chosen to acquire reach and thick data 
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to further the field by allowing interviewees to share their deep knowledge of the EOC 

(Creswell, 2012) and, more importantly, to acquire enough data to capture a range of 

participant experiences (Mason, 2010). To increase the diversity of interviewees, I 

selected interviewees from multiple organizational levels (departments), government 

levels (local, state, federal), and entities within a given government level. The purpose of 

this technique is to ensure multiple viewpoints are reflected in the results, thereby 

improving the credibility of this research (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). Furthermore, by 

interviewing Oklahoma State EOC participants from multiple agencies, governmental 

levels, and organizational levels, individual experiences that may contradict or overlap 

each other can be captured in the data set (Urquhart, 2012). See Table 4.1, below, for the 

background of each interviewee. Also, see Appendix E for IRB approved letter to 

interviewees.  

Table 4.1 List of Interviewee Agencies 

Agency Level of 
Governments 

Number of  
Participants 

Department of Education State 1 
Department of Public Safety State 1 
State Department of Health State 2 

Office of Homeland Security State 2 
Federal Emergency Management 

Agency 
Federal 3 

National Weather Service Federal 1 
Oklahoma County County 1 

Department of Emergency 
Management 

State 24 

Department of Transportation State 1 
Owasso EM City 1 
Red Cross NGO 1 

Salvation Army NGO 1 
Media Private 1 

Total (n)  40 
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Qualitative interviews require follow-up questions to ensure the researcher 

achieves sufficient depth and understanding of a theme or idea. As such, questions and 

follow-up questions (Rubin and Rubin, 2005) were developed to better understand the 

concepts being discussed in the interviews. Probes were used to follow interesting leads 

offered by participants (Heese-Biber, 2010). The use of social cues were vital (Heese-

Bibe, 2010) and the use of video conferencing allowed me to review important markers. 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed with participant permission, which 

was obtained before recording commenced. The recordings have been kept confidential 

with strict password requirements. I am the only person able to access the recordings, and 

they will be destroyed once the project is complete. Similarly, transcripts have been 

password protected and encrypted. The transcripts will be destroyed once the project is 

complete. These procedures ensure participant confidentiality and anonymity. Zoom 

interview strategies were followed to ensure participant experience was not interrupted 

by video-conferencing issues (Gray, 2020). 

Peer review for this section of the project included having my dissertation 

committee review my methodology, codes, and results. I merged and synthesized my 

codes with peers to increase the creditability of this research (Bryant, 2019). I also 

avoided common mistakes by organizing the codes broader categories and using selective 

codes (Saldana, 2016). During the analysis, I kept refining the codes to grasp the general 

concepts from these interview transcripts. My peers have extensive experience as 

researchers and within the emergency-management discipline. Their input greatly 

improved this project and increased the credibility of the results. The semi-structured 

interview codebook is located in Appendix B.  
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As discussed above, data-driven coding was used to analyze the transcripts. More 

specifically, I utilized the open-coding, or initial-coding, method to complete the first 

cycle of coding (Saldana, 2016 and Chun Tie, 2019). By following the three primary 

questions (the factors influencing EOC operations during disasters) for this methodology, 

the data can be reduced to discrete parts and then analyzed (Strauss and Corbin, 1998,  

and Saldana, 2016). However, the codes should be considered provisional (Saldana, 

2016) and allow the data to take the research in a new direction (Glaser, 1978). To 

conduct the initial coding, I read the interview transcriptions over and over, looking for 

similar concepts. Then I put similar concepts together and looked for patterns relating to 

the three questions. Furthermore, the codes should relate to each other (Saldana, 2016). I 

then sent to my peers to review my work and approve the codebook. Finally, I used the 

approved codebook to analyze the rest of the transcripts.  

 Thematic content analysis was used to capture qualitative data from the semi-

structured interviews. I then utilized the computer software Atlas.ti to analyze these 

transcriptions and lumped similar concepts together. Each interview transcript was 

reviewed and concepts were coded in Atlas.ti. The software kept track of each code and 

how many times it was used along with its location. I then systematically developed the 

overall themes and patterns extracted from the words and sentences. 

Limitations and Ethical Concerns 

Interviewing coworkers, Oklahoma State EOC employees, presents limitations 

that may cause issues with data quality and integrity. Coworkers may feel constrained in 

their responses and not talk openly with the me, even though I am conducting the 

interviews as a Ph.D. student. Further, participant identity has been kept anonymous and 
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all responses were confidential, my professional relationship with the interviewees may 

have interfered with their responses. Creswell (2015) postulated that ethical issues should 

be discussed before conducting data collection. Furthermore, Creswell (2015) has noted 

that there is a common misconception that ethical issues only arise during data collection. 

Thinking about ethical issues requires researchers to critically evaluate all aspects of the 

project and link ethical concerns to each step in the design process (Creswell, 2012). My 

employment in the Oklahoma State EOC and my relationship with many of the 

interviewees presents ethical issues, which will be mitigated by coordinating with my 

dissertation committee and advisor.  

Interview limitations are present in relation to obtaining willing participants, 

arranging interview times, and avoiding workplace conflicts of interest since purposive 

sampling was used. A few cautions are noted in relationship to the questionnaire due to 

question-related bias and the fact that interviewees may have been reluctant to answer 

questions despite the assurance of confidentiality. These possibilities raise ethical 

concerns, which must be considered in methodological design and implementation. 

Similar to document selection, the interviews involved only Oklahoma SEOC 

participants. As discussed previously, participant diversity between organizations and the 

diversity within the organization were vital to increasing research credibility. Despites 

these efforts, the transferability of results to other states is limited. However, the research 

does provide a foundation for future research with other state EOCs. 

Results 

The results from Chapter 3 provided further pathways to increase understanding 

of the Oklahoma State EOC, which informed the data gathering strategy in this chapter. 
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In this section, the semi-structured interview results are presented and examined. Themes 

within the interview data are reviewed and analyzed to advance this project beyond the 

results of Chapter 3 by addressing the three components arising out of the content 

analysis results. These components are 1) Oklahoma State EOC structure is not fixed and 

might be different than training and planning documents; 2) there are many 

environmental cues both internal and external to consider; and 3) networking in the 

Oklahoma State EOC and influence on the decision-making process. Within each of the 

three components are subcomponents that emerged through data driven codes. The results 

of this chapter will guide future research into Oklahoma State EOC organizational 

structure. 

EOC Organizational Structure as Static 

EOC organizational structure is presented as static in FEMA training material. 

People may be confused as they report to the EOC or those that work there as they are 

unsure of their role and what is required of them beyond the roles listed in the training 

material. Differences result in uncertainty as EOC staff’s perceived reality differs from 

their training. Staff must then reconcile these differences as they integrate into disaster 

response operations and experience situations for which they are not prepared. Their 

acclamation to the EOC internal environment is organic, yet as has been proposed in 

Contingency Theory the internal environment is influenced by the external environment. 

Therefore, the EOC structure shifts throughout disaster response and this was captured in 

interviewee responses. 

FEMA training states people in the EOC work together by collaborating and 

making decisions, but to do so requires exchanging information. However, FEMA does 
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not tell people how they should work together or barriers to information exchange. To 

facilitate the inter-agency cooperation, people must remain flexible in the EOC and 

anticipate changes as the external environment shifts during the disaster, ultimately 

requiring staff to be flexible, which is also not addressed in training documents. 

Demonstrating this element, an interviewee said: 

Some of the main duties that we would be doing during an activation are 

scalable. We may not do a situation update, for example, for every single 

activation, but we know how to do it for any activation no matter how big or 

small it is […] Of course, you’re always going to have situations that come 

up that are unplanned for. A lot of that, for us, tends to be political or 

personnel issues, where a particular person is asking for something that is 

outside of what we normally do, and we have to figure out how to handle 

that. 

People can remain flexible if they have information on the changing external 

environment, which is situational awareness. However, for staff to have situational 

awareness they must know where to get the information or who(m) to talk with, neither 

of elements are provided in the training documents. Having situational awareness is 

essential to making decisions and people must talking with each other to determine how 

they are going to complete their missions during EOC operations. An interviewee noted 

the importance of situational awareness to their mission: 

I rely heavily on a situation unit leader to do a lot of the situational 

awareness stuff while we're going on […] I also rely on the other people 

around, being able to go and ask them. If I've got something and I'm not 
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sure about what it adds -- what the actual actions are going, taking place, I 

can go and ask one of them and get that information, also, to add the 

situational awareness. 

This quote further explains the importance of working with people of different 

backgrounds to complete the situational awareness effort: 

First we have to clarify if it’s really a shelter or if it’s an evacuation center. 

We have to figure out whom the request is coming from and what they’re 

needing. We’ll reach out and contact whomever—we’ll just say local EM. 

We’ll just contact the local EM and say, “Hey, what are you needing?” 

They’re going to tell us the fire is coming close. They need an evacuation 

center and somewhere close, but not in the direction of the fire. We’ll 

contact our VOAD partners. First is always American Red Cross, and then 

depending on where it is, second is Salvation Army. Sometimes those are 

flipped because sometimes Red Cross just can’t get there or Salvation Army 

just can’t get there. It just depends. I reach out to our VOAD partners and 

see what they have going on where they’re already at. They might already 

be there and the local EM doesn’t know that.  

Therefore, people in an EOC must form a team and exchange information to make 

decisions. The need to form these teams to make decisions is organic, especially since 

this process does not represent hierarchical decision-making structure mentioned by the 

EOC documents and training materials analyzed in the previous chapter. An interviewee, 

for example, explains: 
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Everything that's done with the State EOC is in support of local 

jurisdictions, so talking to them and seeing exactly what they need [is 

important] […] This should start, quite frankly, from your coordinators in 

the field who should have their finger on the pulse of everything that's going 

on there. Then that information funnels up to the operations director or 

manager and then shared with the EOC manager and the director. I would 

think those top three people, from operations up, should be the ones working 

together, funneling all the information they have, and making that decision.  

Again, the gap between the EOC training documents and implementations creates 

some confusions, especially for those new participants. Even for experienced EOC 

participants, as they also may not be familiar with every detail in the EOC documents and 

training materials. An interviewee, for instance, interpreted the usefulness of these 

documents for his/her role by stating: 

We do not rely on operations or planning or another part of the agency to 

provide that to us because that hasn’t been a consistent product that’s been 

provided in the past. A lot of times if it is provided, the information that’s 

included isn’t what we’re looking for, or the timing doesn’t line up with 

when we need to really start our report. Sometimes depending on the timing 

of disasters, that’s difficult to arrange.  

As a result, to facilitate the EOC operation, people must become familiar with 

those hidden parts not mentioned on the documents and training materials¾such as how 

should they work with other people to complete their job/role specific tasks. An 
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interviewee referenced these hidens elements by describing his/her job related actions 

that are outside of the training document and planning structures: 

I know that ideally you would have a public information officer for each 

agency. That would be connected to the hip with their liaison, their EOC 

liaison. That doesn’t always happen for every agency. Some agencies are a 

lot less involved than others on the public-information side. That’s why I 

have to have those relationships and communicate with the liaisons 

themselves because sometimes I’m getting the information directly from 

them. For example, the health department, we work a lot with the health 

department year-round, with the health department PIOs. When we have an 

activation, when we have a disaster, I typically will go to the liaison and ask 

them to start their hospital queries that they do, where they’re checking to 

get a daily count of how many injuries are reported at area hospitals. That’s 

something that I work through the liaison for, not the public information 

officer.  

Another interviewee hints the hidden parts of Oklahoma State EOC operations 

could be learned from practice and discussions, he/she says:  

If I'm looking for ambulatory requirements or the activation of helicopters 

perhaps, that I could quickly flip [an SOP] through to find some guidance 

there as opposed to trying to find the appropriate section. I think exercising 

that and maybe having group discussions to go over the content with the 

people that are going to be manning those positions would help as well 

because I think there's a lot more people in the emergency management 
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business like me, that when you read something, you read it. But until you 

actually practice it, put it to use, or have conversation about it, I don't think 

it really is retained well.  

Therefore, plans are vital to disaster response. To successfully operate an EOC, 

however, having previous experieneces on practicing and discusssing these plans is 

equally, if not more, important to furthering the disaster response mission. Planning 

concepts were noted by several interveiwees when asked how they complete their roles 

when the planning documents are insufficient for their job requirements: 

A lot of times experience based on what has happened in the past with past 

incidents and the pros and cons that have come out of that does impact my 

decision making in the impact there is no EOP or SOP. Also, sometimes the 

EOP or SOP does not have all the correct information or ideas of what could 

happen. Sometimes that past experience does help alleviate some strain that 

the EOP or SOP does not cushion. If there’s different resources, you can 

pull in from different resources, agencies, departments for situations that 

were not previously mentioned in the plans. If I have that experience, then 

it’s easier to make decisions that would otherwise be something that you 

have your hat thrown up in the air not sure what to do.  

Although those documents, plans, and training materials might be different from 

the actual disaster situations, they do provide structure for people to make decisions. 

However, as discussed in this section and established with empricial data, those 

documents do not and cannot cover all possiblities staff may encounter as they operate in 

the EOC during disaster response. Therefore, relying only on those documents and 
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training materials are not sufficient to successfully operate an EOC, so we will continue 

discuss those hidden elements that facilitate EOC operations.  

Environmental Cues in the EOC 

Many factors from the external environments, or the environmental cues, also 

influence the EOC operation; not only the mechanistic rules and regulations in those 

training and planning documents. These factors represent the response-generated 

demands of disasters that cannot be fully addressed in those documents. Subsequently, 

the lack of fully documented guidance represents hidden elements of operating an EOC, 

necessitating experience and flexiblity to support EOC operations. The following quote 

demonstrates how experience influences staff decision making: 

Again, that’s situationally based. But typically, it’s when the threat to life 

safety and threat to property has resolved itself. For example, a tornado has 

gone through a small town. The operational phase, to me, would end once 

all people are accounted for and that the risk to further damage to public 

property or to the loss of life has ended.  

Inexperienced staff struggle to understand how their expected job role links with 

those documents and the current response objectives. People must determine if they’re 

involved (e.g., a phone call) in the decision making process or where they perceived EOC 

role intersects with expectations. Additionally, this hidden element cannot be reflected in 

those documents that guide EOC operations and staff must learn them through 

experience. Below a participant notes how prior EOC experience helped guide their job 

role as the disaster progressed:  
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In the past, whenever I was directly involved with an activation, it was more 

on an assist level or an observation level. It definitely helped as far as—I 

mean, since I work in public assistance, it definitely helped in having an 

idea of where the process would continue once that time arrived. For 

example, knowing where to start preliminary damage assessments, or 

PDAs. You had an overview, kind of an insight, into what had taken place, 

where things were happening, where you needed to get a start at, where the 

largest impacts were, which definitely helped whenever you’re trying to get 

started.  

The challenges posed by the hidden elements of EOC disaster response also 

extend to experienced staff. For staff to be experienced in the EOC operations may take 

several events or even years. Those training and planning documents cannot account for 

every type of disaster or how EOC operations shift during and between disasters. Staff 

eventually learn these hidden elements and several interviewees described how EOC 

operations shift depending on staff perception of the event: 

Some of the smaller ones that are a little bit less informal, if you will, those 

are handled sometimes a little differently. We may not send out 

notifications; we may not send out a letter stating who will be doing what; 

what they’ll be doing; the different people that’ll be involved, their 

positions; what roles and responsibilities they will have in the activation. 

There are some that are informal which we just activate. Then there are 

those that are more formal, and we take a lot more steps and measures. 
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As Oklahoma State EOC organizational structure shifts staff roles will be refined 

and deviate from the planned generic job descriptions. Those trianing and planning 

documents list generic job descriptions (roles) but do not provide guidance on how the 

job shifts during disasters or between disasters. The expectations of the role and realities 

of disaster opertaions are disparate; subsequently staff must learn this on the job and a 

time sensitive environment. What isn’t listed in this job description are several elements 

of 1) who needs the information, 2) should they act on the information, 3) how situational 

awareness role should handle confliciting information. These shifts in job roles lead staff 

to refining and redefining their EOC acitvities as they gain experience. 

As people refine and redefine their EOC roles, it also means they will not conduct 

their role the same way in each disaster. Notably, this is another hidden element in those 

planning and training documents that sets expectations for new EOC staff about their 

role. As new EOC staff learn their role they incorporate their prior experience into the 

new disaster response. Interviewees provided insight into how their job role is redefined 

by stating: 

Well, there’s always something going on. That’s the key. Even when it’s a 

blue-sky day and everything’s going well, you have to deal with the other 

aspects of the job, whether they be political or whether they be territorial or 

whatever. There’s always something new happening, whether we’re 

working on a new SOP, whether we’re trying to educate different people in 

the field on what emergency management does, whether we’re just trying 

to meet the needs of our local jurisdictions. There’s always something going 

on. So it’s not like we work from disaster to disaster. As a matter of fact, I 
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always found that the actual activation and the disasters might be the easiest 

part of the job, because you knew exactly what you were going to do and 

you reacted to it. And you tried to do it in a thoughtful manner and a manner 

that helped your customers. Whereas the day-to-day operations were more 

mundane but just as important. Because you’re actually setting yourself up 

for the future disasters.  

This experience and job role redfining allows EOC staff to better anticipate 

response-oriented demands. Meaning, what happened last time may happen again and 

how did the issue get solved. Experience also allows staff to incorporate new situations 

and piece together prior responses to find innovative solutions. Many interviewees 

described this cricular concept as “event training,” which is conveyed in the following 

quote:  

I’d have to say that because we get so much experience, because of the level 

of activity that our state experiences for impacts, for events that require us 

to activate the state EOC, I never felt that I was at a loss as to what needed 

to be done because our events trained you so much so to be able to have that 

knowledge that you needed for adequately responding, or coordinating 

response efforts. If that makes any sense? Even if it may not have been 

captured in the SOP, I didn’t feel at a loss for not being able to function 

when that need arose because we had so many events and activities and 

incidences that happened in the state. You quickly pick up on what needs to 

be done.  
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The previous points demonstrated that experience is important for operating at the 

EOC because it helps staff to understand the changing demands of disasters. More 

specfically, response-oriented demands bring different challenges, resulting in a complex 

environment, both internal and external. These challenges require staff to adjust as the 

external environment changes, which can result in important information for decisions or 

another disaster during the current disaster response.  

The response-generated demands of a disaster necessitate quick information 

gathering and decision making. As such, staff cannot have all information necessary to 

make a completely informed decision. Experienced staff can adjust to these constraints 

and refine their job role for improved decision making. Further, since they haave prior 

experience, they can draw on this experience and improvise novel solutions for the 

current disaster from pieces of prior disaster response decisions. Interviewees talked 

about how important experience is over time and how this has helped them during EOC 

operations: 

In fact, well, because having had the experience where you know that 

sometimes decision making, time is of the essence. We set down and we 

had good relationships and had talked with each other about what was 

allowed, what was expected, what in terms of the boundaries with which 

direct decisions could be made or with which I could task agencies to 

perform certain functions. I knew when there was a certain line. For 

example, with the National Guard, I could call up Highway Patrol and say 

we need you to send some folks over here because a tornado has hit X, 

Oklahoma. With the National Guard, because I knew with rules, 
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regulations, policies, procedures and legality issues that I needed to run that 

through the chain. It might be that I would make the recommendation that, 

yeah, we do need to send. Here’s what I think we need to send.  

Another disaster may occur during initial disaster response creating additional 

challenges to the internal EOC environment further complicating decision making as staff 

must separate the two disasters when making decisions. Coordinating two disasters at 

once is another hidden element of EOC operations. Experienced interviewees noticed this 

hidden element and cited events in May 2019 when a flooding disaster occurred in 

Oklahoma and a tornado disaster occurred two weeks into the flooding event. 

Additionally, many interviewees noted the COVID-19 disaster that started in March 2020 

and continued until May 2021, along with an ice storm diasaster in October 2020 and a 

winter storm disaster in February 2021. A notable quote from an interviewee on this:  

Well, again, I think that you have four phases of emergency management, 

but that they constantly overlap each other. You might be working on an 

after-action from one disaster while it’s still going on, and a new disaster 

starts. That doesn’t mean that the first responsibility you have is any less. It 

just means that you have to be flexible to jump in to do more than one thing 

at one time. You have to multitask. But again, if you’ve got the right people 

in place for the different divisions, response is always response, recovery is 

always recovery, mitigation is always mitigation, and preparedness is 

always preparedness. It’s just how many different things you’re taking on 

at the same time. And you have to trust them but, also, verify what they’re 
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doing to make sure that they’re meeting both the needs of the current 

disaster and the one that’s coming up.  

Due to the challenges noted in the previous discussions, to successfully operate 

the EOC, the senior EOC members need to network with new EOC participants. By 

networking with others, people get help that allows them to gain those experiences 

necessary to function the EOC and become familiar with those hidden organic 

characteristics during EOC operations. New EOC staff may or may not have completed 

training, yet even if they did these results indicate they still need to be mentored by 

experienced EOC staff. So, we’ll continue by discussing those organic networking 

activities that occur among all EOC staff. 

Networking in the EOC 

When EOC staff arrive for disaster operations they may know fellow coworkers if 

they have prior experience, yet new staff will not know many people and must spend 

effort to network. Networking is essential for information gathering and decision-making. 

Further, networking illustrates the need to understand how people from various 

backgrounds network in the EOC to complete those decision-making processes. 

As we mentioned before, senior EOC members have to share information to help 

those EOC participants with less experience. Importantly, information sharing is based on 

the team, which is quite different than the hierarchical structure mentioned in many EOC 

documents and training materials. The hierachical structure may mean staff must operate 

outside of established chain of command to gather needed information, yet staff make a 

decision within the mechanistic structure, as noted by a few interviewees. 
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I think it’s a mixture. You always have different personalities within any 

operations center, so it’s a mixture. It always seems to work better when it’s 

as a group to help troubleshoot issues, to help identify resources. It seems 

to be working toward that aspect of being able to work as a group. It always 

seems to take a little bit to get that group fully functioning and 

understanding everyone’s different personalities and the way they think and 

operate […] I would say it takes about a week or two to really get the team 

understanding what’s going on across the board, and we’re good to go from 

there. It always works better as a group and a team effort at this point.  

Another interviewee noted the important of experience in working with other staff 

but also those hidden elements in the prior section, whereby staff know what 

decisions can be made and decisions requiring approval: 

Usually the JOC, the Joint Operations Center, the person who’s responsible 

for military support civil authorities and I had had a conversation and talked 

about this. I gave them a heads up. They gave me a heads up if they got a 

call. We worked out here’s what we think we might need. Ultimately, we 

went back through the chain of command to the director, to the chief of 

staff, to the governor to authorize that because that’s the legal framework. 

That’s what’s required to pay the bills. It worked both ways. We had a good 

clear understanding of what those boundaries were and when that needed to 

be done.  

The previous unoffical discussions and networks result from the relationships and 

trusts built before disasters. They are unoffifcial discussions since those EOC training 
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and planning documents do not discuss these important organic elements. As people 

build these informal relationships they are more likely to trust each other, which 

improves coordination and decision-making. The emerging relationship and trust is 

demonstrated by the following quotes whereby interviewees discussed how trusting or 

knowing someone helped them work together during EOC operations: 

Um, that was -- and I told my folks, that's, that's a great deal. They're, they're 

trusting us, and that's a great responsibility on our part to never violate that 

trust. To me, that's, like I said, it, it, uh -- we go wherever we're needed, and 

we help. That's, uh, y-, y- -- the whole attitude in your EOC changed and 

made, made us feel much more welcome. Uh, obviously, the more people 

feel like you're, you're, you're welcome and, and wanted, the better support 

you get. Like I said, you're always going to get support regardless, but you 

know how human nature is.  

Another interviewee cited the importance of knowing people as they enter the EOC and 

how this improves their working relationship and trust: 

Yeah. And the other piece to it is making sure that all of the other players 

in the arena, whether it’s one person or the other, making sure I know those 

folks, what they’re doing, knowing where to turn if I need something, 

knowing where to turn if somebody needs something of me. Yeah. Building 

up a team and getting to the point where those interpersonal connections 

can be kind of forged in shared hardship to the point where you start 

building trust, I think, is crucially important in an EOC.  
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The importance of building relationships and trust before EOC operations 

provides benefits when a disaster occurs. Yet, new staff do not know people, as noted 

previously, requiring them to establish these relationships during disaster response. As 

such, during the EOC operation people build trust and experience among staff, whereby 

trusts and relationships evolve out of teamwork and are critical to completing their jobs: 

We hear often from the field that "I, I gave it to the first guy," or "I told the 

first guy this." It-, it just -- um, it's frustrating for everyone. As much as 

possible, I think it's important to keep the same people because you're going 

to develop those relationships further. If the relationships aren't great, um, 

which that happens periodically, you want to make sure that you identify 

that early enough to where you can, um, intervene and, and maybe, um, alter 

some staffing positions, changes. It might just be personality conflict, but 

identify those kind[s] of issues up front quickly, uh, to where they don't 

continue to, um, fester and create problems down the line.  

Another interviewee described how they observe others working together and fit their 

roles to work with these staff, this incorporate previously discussed organic elements of 

flexibility and trust. Demonstrating how the organic elements of the EOC are vital to its 

success during disaster operations: 

I did see that [the importance of having trust built before disaster]. I saw 

them working together in the context that I just mentioned as far as planning 

and things like that. I also saw them working together in terms of verifying 

information. You know, “We have information that this is happening...is 

that what you’re hearing too?” It was just a really good support[ive] system 
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there. That’s why, as a [an EOC position this person served], I felt great 

there because I knew the information I got was going to be accurate; it was 

going to be vetted many times over and all. I just fully trusted everyone I 

worked with. I did see them working together. When you look in that bull 

pen and you see them just sitting elbow-to- elbow, and they’ve all got one 

common goal, and that’s to keep everyone safe. I saw that working every 

time I was in there.  

Chapter Summary 
 

In this chapter I have introduced the methodology for the qualitative semi-

structured interviews and the reasoning for conducting those interviews. The results of 

those interviews demonstrates the Oklahoma State EOC has many hidden organic 

elements that are not provided for in the generalized FEMA training documents. Based 

on the qualitative interviews and resulting data-driven codes, there are some suggestions 

to operating the EOC. First suggestion is trust and relationships built before disasters are 

vital to operate the EOC. Next suggestion is during EOC operations, people need to 

network and build a team to successfully operate the EOC (which might imply EOC 

operation relies on teams; so we might need to fix the team members and lower the turn 

over rate). More suggestions and conclusion of this dissertation will be discussed in 

Chapter Five. 
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Chapter V 

 

Dissertation Conclusion 

and Suggestions for Future Research 

 
Introduction 

Chapters 3 and 4 discussed the two different methodological analyses utilized for 

this project 1) those FEMA training documents and the State of Oklahoma EOP and 2) 

semi-structured qualitative interviews that I conducted. I will present suggestions based 

on the results of these two methodologies. As previously noted, State EOC centric 

research is sparse, thereby limiting comparison of these findings with other academic 

research.  

In general, the qualitative interviews revealed 1) Oklahoma State EOC 

participants must recognize and learn the hidden organic elements of EOC operations 

during disaster response, 2) this experience allow them to network and form teams, 

leading to relationships an trust among participants, 3) new staff, even if trained, will 

need to acclimate to the EOC environment before they can perform their job roles. 

Based on the collected data, five conclusions can be reached in this dissertation: 

1) Oklahoma State EOCs organizational structure is dynamic, 2) training documentation 

should be updated to reflect hidden organic elements to better train new staff, 3) staff 

should be encouraged to refine their EOC job role and understand the importance of 

being flexible, 4) prior research on the design, function, and operation of 
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an EOC does not convey the true organizational structure uncovered in this research, 5) 

future EOC research should treat state and local EOCs as different organizations. For 

remainder of this chapter I will discuss suggestions for Oklahoma State EOC operations, 

future research, and overall limitation of this research.  

EOC Operations Suggestions 

The data gathered from Chapters 3 and 4 and subsequent results provided four 

suggestions for discussion. These four suggestions are discussed below, along with their 

implications for EOC training and operations.  

Oklahoma State EOC Organizational Structure is Dynamic 

Chapter 3 results did not reveal much about how Oklahoma SEOC structure is 

established or if it changes during disaster response. Those FEMA documents and the 

State of Oklahoma EOP provided an organizational framework and specific suggestions 

for organizational types (ESF, ICS, departmental, or hybrid). Additionally, the documents 

also revealed the structure has mechanistic underpinnings whereby decisions are made at 

the top and filter down to frontline staff. They also hit at information being centralized 

within the organization and staff focus on their specific role. However, some data from 

the content analysis did reveal organic elements to the EOC structure; subsequently this 

finding supports Burns and Stalker’s (1976) assertion that organizational structure shifts 

between mechanistic and organic. EOCs dynamic structure is also noted in data from 

Chapter 4 interviews. 

Chapter 4 interviewees clearly discussed organic elements as the main operational 

environment within the Oklahoma State EOC. References were made to mechanistic 

structures, specifically connecting to these elements after disasters decisions are made 



 83 

and then following procedures to relay those decisions along the chain of command. 

Interviewees also noted they coordinate with others in the EOC and not necessarily 

within their division, another organic element that encompasses technical knowledge 

throughout the organization. Knowledge transfer also leads to shared commitment from 

staff regarding organizational objectives. However, disaster response requires the 

organization to be flexible should another disaster occur, which swings towards organic. 

Chapters 3 and 4 results show that Oklahoma SEOC organizational structure may 

be implemented as mechanistic before a disaster. However, once the disaster occurs the 

organizational structure must shift to meet the changing external environment 

(contingency theory). Staff must come together and handle the response-generated 

demands and interviewees noted having “the right people in place” to get tasks 

accomplished. Fundamentally, Oklahoma SEOC staff need each other to conduct and 

complete their job role, whether by networking or self-organizing, this represents an 

important aspect of EOC operation. 

EOC Emergent Networks and Self-Organizing 

Prior research has established that during routine times people have 

institutionalized knowledge but during nonroutine times noninstitutionalized social 

networks emerge leading to new or novel concepts (Max and Mark, 1994). Further 

Tierney (2004, 2014) notes “disasters are occasions that stimulate the development of 

various forms of collective behavior.” These concepts were revealed in this project 

demonstrating Oklahoma State EOC staff also experience development of novel concepts 

during disaster response. Response-generated demands change each disaster and staff 

must adjust to these changes. Even though the FEMA training documents prepare staff 
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for working in the EOC and the State EOP provides guidance on how people should 

work; the response-generated demands cannot be totally predicted and staff must adjust 

to these changing demands. As such, requiring flexibility among stuff with the outcome 

of improvisation and emergent networks. New staff may undergo these changes more 

than experienced staff, as newer staff only have training to support their decision-making 

processes. As staff become experienced and develop relationships, they refine their EOC 

roles.  

The results from this study show prior research of first responders can be applied 

to EOC responders, adding to prior research by Dynes, Drabek, Mendonca, and Webb 

whereby role flexibility has been determined as essential to disaster response (Mendonca, 

2001). This research and results are unique by a State EOC and staff organizational 

structures, and revealing staff enact role improvisation during and after a disaster. This 

shift in role enactment allows staff to make quicker decisions during the next disaster. 

Role improvisation is most powerful when similar situations present and this emphasizes 

the need for experienced disaster managers, beyond the training material.  

These EOC roles are listed in those training materials, however results from this 

project show people do not remember those training material. Staff may reference 

training or planning documents as an afterthought but not as their primary go-to when 

arriving at the EOC. New staff develop networks to support their decision making. As a 

result emergent networks occur, representing organic elements of disaster response that 

are not clearly discussed or emphasized in the documents reviewed as part of the content 

analysis in Chapter 3. As such self-organizing and emergent network leads to staff 

refining their job role as experience increases.  
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EOC Job Role 

Training documents and to some extent planning documents list expected job 

roles of EOC staff, which is mechanistic and discussed in Chapter 3. These elements 

create challenges since people operating within these functions operate under unplanned 

constraints and circumstances (Tierney, 2014). Challenges emerge and are due to roles 

being generally based on established plans of what needs to be done but reality deviates 

from the plan on how to do the job (Tierney, 2014). Interviewees noted they must make 

decisions, yet before doing so they may need to work with other team members. 

Flexibility in the job role is another consideration and both of these allow staff to modify 

and refine their EOC role as they gain experience.  

The drawback of this role refining is if someone leaves, new staff must be trained 

and then gain disaster response experience. A circular training process does enable new 

staff to learn but also reduces their effectiveness during disaster response as they spend 

time forming relationships and trust. Needing to form relationships comes from not 

knowing people in the EOC that may be able to help them fulfill their role, they may 

know people in their agency but will be working with new people in the EOC during 

disaster response. As networks grow and people gain experience, it allows them to 

continue refining their job role, which may look quite different than the training and 

planning documents.  

There is an opportunity after disaster to link these changes and update the job 

role. Even if suggestions are made for changes, the training and planning documents may 

not be modified. Coordination among staff about their role and refinement is organic and 

was demonstrated through the interviewee responses. These organic elements are vital to 
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EOC operations, yet represent hidden elements, a previously unknown component of 

EOC disaster response. 

EOC Staff Must Learn Hidden Elements 

The prior suggestions all have a common linkage to EOC staff learning the hidden 

elements of operating an EOC. The FEMA documents and the Oklahoma State EOP 

cannot provide the level of detail to prepare staff for disaster response, however they can 

provide guidelines that represent the organic environment found in an EOC. 

Subsequently, this does not hinder teaching elements that are mechanistic, such as chain 

of command, but would better prepare staff for the realities of working in the EOC with 

others. Further, developing a cooperative working environment encourages these 

relationships and trust formation. 

Even though relationship building was previously discussed, it is worth 

mentioning in this section. The hidden organic element of networking is a strong 

influence in EOC operations as staff must work together to complete tasks. The need for 

these relationships is missing from the documents but was readily demonstrated in the 

interview data. As staff report to the Oklahoma SEOC they must learn each other’s job 

role and determine where their roles intersect. They also learn the capabilities of others in 

the EOC and where they can get support, if necessary. By working with others, trust is 

formed and allows these newly acquainted staff to readily cooperate during future 

disasters, meaning they do not have to spend time building relationships. The struggle 

here and in the FEMA documents is new EOC staff are a certainty and the training 

documents are insufficient to support these trust formation processes.  
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Updating those FEMA documents to illuminate the hidden organic elements of 

EOC disaster response would be beneficial to trainees. Further, updating the documents 

would also help experienced EOC staff understand the organic processes that occur. 

Plans can also be framed to encourage teamwork and relationship building by using past 

disasters as a guide for how people actually worked together instead of how a few staff 

think they should work together. Results from both methodologies revealed a disconnect 

with those training and planning documents and the actual organizational structure staff 

create during disaster response. The next section will provide suggestions for future 

research on how to resolve this disconnect and add to the body of scholar literature on 

EOC organizational structure during disaster response. 

Future Research 

This project has uncovered foundational EOC results and serves to update 

existing literature on EOC disaster response, but more importantly bridge gaps in 

literature regarding these facilities. Future research can expand these concepts and 

continue to enhance our understanding of EOCs. A few research ideas emerged from this 

project that will continue the conversation on these important facilities.  

Differences between state/local EOCs 

EOCs serve a community and this community can be a small town, county, state, 

or tribal. Each of these governmental levels have different responsibilities, resource flow, 

and legal requirements. Scholarly literature is silent on the differences between these 

EOCs and this is important due to disaster response requirements for each. Important 

differences exists between these levels whereby state level is likely to have many more 

employees than a city. Tribal EOCs can work through a state EOC for federal funds or go 
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directly to the federal government. State EOCs must implement federal oversight 

requirements for local EOCs regarding federal grant programs. These suggestions are 

only a few of the differences among EOCs government levels. 

Separating EOC governmental levels during research would benefit our 

understanding these community centers and how emergency managers coordinate to 

support resource requests. Local officials frequently have mutual aid agreements, yet 

states face different legal requirements when needing to transfer resources across state 

boundaries. The political dimension of EOCs is harder to study but would benefit 

academic understanding of these centers and their place without this sphere. These 

studies will update literature from 20 years ago and provide additional research 

opportunities.  

Compare State EOCs across the United States 

This study focused on the State of Oklahoma EOC, limiting transferability of 

results. However, additional studies can explore other state level EOCs, specifically their 

organizational structure. Additional studies may allow results to be transferred to other 

states. Additionally, there are states that have limited disasters. A comparison of their 

operation with those states that have frequent disasters is of interest. Thereby helping to 

advance our understanding of state level EOCs.  

Utilize Qualitative Interviews to Study EOCs and Update Literature 

Even though prior qualitative research in an EOC has been conducted regarding 

function (Neal, 2003; Swain, 2004), design (Bliss, 2013) and reconstruction (Kendra, 

2004) there remains a wealth of opportunity to study EOCs in more depth using 

qualitative methodology. As this project shows, semi-structured interviews provided a 
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rich data set regarding staff experiences during disaster response. Focus groups are good 

use of qualitative data gathering and could provide deep discussion on EOC topics, 

especially when working with EOC staff and liaisons.  

Longitudinal studies should be considered, which would enhance data gathering 

and research credibility. Prior observational research has occurred during exercise events 

and/or visits lasting days. Even though this data gathering provided beneficial data, 

exercise events are not disaster response. EOCs activities are illuminated during disasters 

and the same conditions cannot be replicated during exercises. Conducting research using 

multiple qualitative data gathering techniques will help future researchers better 

understand EOCs connection to their community and disaster response mission. 

Research Limitations 

As previously reviewed in Chapter 1, 3, and 4, there are limitations to this 

research from both a qualitative methodology standpoint and my role as a practitioner. I 

believe this research limitation summary is important for readers to understand how I 

approached this project and efforts to adhere to rigorous ethical requirements. 

Throughout this project my committee chair, advisor, and committee members were kept 

informed of any concerns that may compromise the ethical standing of this research.  

Qualitative Research Limitations 

Since this research was designed a qualitative inquiry, I utilized purposive 

sampling methods to select training and planning documents, along with interviewees. 

Further, I only studied the State of Oklahoma Emergency Operations Center and not 

other state level EOCs. Each state has unique laws and enabling legislation for 

emergency management, resulting in disparate organizational evolution among states. 
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Additionally, I analyzed national FEMA training documents as part of the content 

analysis, and these are available online. They are also the primary EOC training material 

yet are limited to three courses. Also, the State of Oklahoma Emergency Operations Plan 

(EOP) is a singular document and no other state EOPs were analyzed. The total analyzed 

page count of the content analysis among the four document was 818 pages. As such, the 

results of this research do not represent all state-level EOCs and the results from both 

methodologies cannot be transferred to other states, even though this is an ideal outcome 

of qualitative methods. Qualitative validity (Maxwell, 2002) was of primary importance 

thorough the research process. Ultimately the results do not represent all states in the 

United States or possible EOC organizational structures.  

My Role as a Practitioner 

As a practitioner I have access to those training and planning documents reviewed 

in this project. Further, I worked at the State of Oklahoma EOC, the facility I studied in 

this project. All analyzed documents are readily accessible, and I exercised no special 

privilege obtaining the documents used in the content analysis. The number of documents 

was limited to three training and one planning. The three FEMA documents are the 

totality of available training material centric to EOCs.  

This dissertation has illustrated the hidden organic elements of a State EOC and 

how these elements are essential for disaster operations. Further, directions for future 

EOC discussion and research were provided. As previously noted, EOCs at different 

government levels should not be treated the same in research. Additionally, researchers 

should take a step beyond observing EOC operations for a short period of time and 
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dedicate a longer time period to observation and interviews. Doing so will better inform 

the body of literature on EOC operations. p



 92 

REFERENCES 

 
2 C.F. F. § 3001.20 2014. 
 
44 C.F.R. § 206.36 2011. 
 
Akitomi, S., Koyama, A., Kokogawa, T., Maeda, Y., Kimura, R., Tamura, K., ... & 

Meguro, K. (2020). A Study on Disaster Medical Response During the Great East 

Japan Earthquake Disaster Based on the Emergency Support Function–Nine Days 

at Iwate Prefecture from Hyperacute to Subacute Phase–. Journal of Disaster 

Research, 15(1), 41-52. 

Alexander, E. R. (1995). How organizations act together: Interorganizational 

coordination in theory and practice. Psychology Press. 

Ali, A. (2017). Organizations: Human Capital, Coordination and Cooperation. 

International Journal of Information Management Sciences, 1(1), 41-48. 

Altay, N., & Green III, W. G. (2006). OR/MS research in disaster operations 

management. European journal of operational research, 175(1), 475-493. 

Anderson, W. A. (1969). Local civil defense in natural disaster: From office to 

organization (No. DRC-SER-7). OHIO STATE UNIV COLUMBUS DISASTER 

RESEARCH CENTER. 

Assarroudi, A., Heshmati Nabavi, F., Armat, M. R., Ebadi, A., & Vaismoradi, M. (2018). 

Directed qualitative content analysis: the description and elaboration of its 



 93 

underpinning methods and data analysis process. Journal of Research in Nursing, 23(1), 

42-55. 

Austad, J. (2011). Impact of Merging Emergency Operations Centers. University of 

Wisconsin Oshkosh. 

Baade, R. A., Baumann, R., & Matheson, V. (2007). Estimating the economic impact of 

natural and social disasters, with an application to Hurricane Katrina. Urban 

Studies, 44(11), 2061-2076. 

Baralt, M. (2012). 12 Coding Qualitative Data. Research methods in second language 

acquisition, 222. 

Becerra-Fernández, I., Madey, G., Prietula, M., Rodríguez, D., Valerdi, R., & Wright, T. 

(2008, January). Design and development of a virtual emergency operations 

center for disaster management research, training, and discovery. In Hawaii 

International Conference on System Sciences, Proceedings of the 41st Annual 

(pp. 27-27). IEEE. 

Bengtsson, M. (2016). How to plan and perform a qualitative study using content 

analysis. NursingPlus Open, 2, 8-14. 

Bennett, D. (2010). State emergency plans: assessing the inclusiveness of vulnerable 

populations. International Journal of Emergency Management, 7(1), 100. 

Boreham, N. C. (2000). Collective professional knowledge. Medical education, 

34(7), 505-506. 

Birks, M., & Mills, J. (2015). Grounded theory: A practical guide. Sage. 

Bliss, S. (2013). Emergency Operating Center Design and Funding. National Fire 

Academy.  



 94 

Boreham, N. (2004). A theory of collective competence: Challenging the neo-liberal 

individualisation of performance at work. British Journal of Educational Studies, 

52(1), 5-17. 

Boreham, N. (2004, September). Collective competence and work process knowledge. In 

European Conference on Educational Research, Crete, Greece. 

Boreham, N. C., Shea, C. E., & Mackway-Jones, K. (2000). Clinical risk and collective 

competence in the hospital emergency department in the UK. Social science & 

medicine, 51(1), 83-91. 

Botterell, A., & Griss, M. (2011). Toward the next generation of emergency operations 

systems. 

Bryant, A. (2019). The varieties of grounded theory. Sage. 
 
Burns, T., & Stalker, G. M. (2005). Mechanistic and organic systems. Organ Behav, 2, 

214-225. 

Carley, K. M., & Harrald, J. R. (1997). Organizational learning under fire: Theory and 

practice. American Behavioral Scientist, 40(3), 310-332. 

Chang, H. H. (2017). A literature review and analysis of the incident command system. 

International journal of emergency management, 13(1), 50-67. 

Chang, R., & Trainor, J. (2018). Pre-disaster established trust and relationships: two 

major factors influencing the effectiveness of implementing the ICS. Journal of 

homeland security and emergency management, 15(4). 

Chang, R. H., & Trainor, J. (2020). Balancing Mechanistic and Organic Design 

Elements: The Design and Implementation of the Incident Command System 

(ICS). International Journal of Mass Emergencies & Disasters, 38(3). 



 95 

Carr, L. J. (1932). Disaster and the sequence-pattern concept of social change. American 

Journal of Sociology, 38(2), 207-218. 

Chun Tie, Y., Birks, M., & Francis, K. (2019). Grounded theory research: A design 

framework for novice researchers. SAGE open medicine, 7, 2050312118822927. 

Coles, J., & Zhuang, J. (2011). Decisions in disaster recovery operations: a game 

theoretic perspective on organization cooperation. Journal of Homeland Security 

and Emergency Management, 8(1). 

Collins, A. J., & Frydenlund, E. (2018). Strategic group formation in agent-based 

simulation. Simulation, 94(3), 179-193. 

Comfort, L. K. (2007). Crisis management in hindsight: Cognition, communication, 

coordination, and control. Public Administration Review, 67, 189-197. 

Comfort, L. K., Sungu, Y., Johnson, D., and Dunn, M., 2001. Complex systems in crisis: 

Anticipation and resilience in dynamic environments, Journal of Contingencies 

and Crisis Management 9, 144–158.  

Comfort, L. K., Dunn, M., Johnson, D., Skertich, R., & Zagorecki, A. (2004). 

Coordination in complex systems: increasing efficiency in disaster mitigation and 

response. International Journal of Emergency Management, 2(1-2), 62-80. 

Comfort, L. K., & Kapucu, N. (2006). Inter-organizational coordination in extreme 

events: The World Trade Center attacks, September 11, 2001. Natural hazards, 

39(2), 309-327. 

Coopey J and Burgoyne J (2000). Politics and learning. In: Easterby-Smith M, Araujo L 

and Burgoyne J (eds). Organisational Learning: 3rd International Conference. 

Vol. 1. Lancaster University: Lancaster, pp 275–298.  



 96 

Creswell, J.W. (2012). Research design: Designing a Qualitative Study. Sage Publication, 

2012. 

Daft, R. L. Organization Theory and Design. 

Daft, R. L., & Weick, K. E. (1984). Toward a model of organizations as interpretation 

systems. Academy of management review, 9(2), 284-295. 

De Bruijne, M., Boin, A. and van Eeten, M. J. G. (2010). Resilience: Exploring the 

concept and its meanings. In: Comfort, L. K., Boin, A., Denchak, C. C. (eds.), 

Designing resilience: Preparing for extreme events. Pittsburgh, PA, University 

Press, 13-32. 

DeCuir-Gunby, J. T., Marshall, P. L., & McCulloch, A. W. (2011). Developing and using 

a codebook for the analysis of interview data: An example from a professional 

development research project. Field methods, 23(2), 136-155. 

Deryugina, T., Kawano, L., & Levitt, S. (2018). The economic impact of hurricane 

katrina on its victims: evidence from individual tax returns. American Economic 

Journal: Applied Economics, 10(2), 202-33. 

DeYoung, S. E., Sutton, J. N., Farmer, A. K., Neal, D., & Nichols, K. A. (2019). “Death 

was not in the agenda for the day”: Emotions, behavioral reactions, and 

perceptions in response to the 2018 Hawaii Wireless Emergency Alert. 

International journal of disaster risk reduction, 36, 101078. 

Dombrowsky, W. R. (1981). Another step toward a social theory of disaster. 

Donaldson, L. (2006). The contingency theory of organizational design: challenges and 

opportunities. In Organization design (pp. 19-40). Springer, Boston, MA. 



 97 

Drabek, T. E. (1985). Managing the emergency response. Public Administration Review, 

45, 85-92. 

Drabek, T. E., & McEntire, D. A. (2002). Emergent phenomena and multiorganizational 

coordination in disasters: Lessons from the research literature. International 

journal of mass emergencies and disasters, 20(2), 197-224. 

Drabek, T. E. (2004, June). Theories relevant to emergency management versus a theory 

of emergency management. In A paper presented at the annual Emergency 

Management Higher Education Conference, National Emergency Training 

Center, Emmitsburg, Maryland. 

Dynes, R. R. (1970). Organized behavior in disaster. Heath Lexington Books. 

Dynes, R. R. (1990). Community emergency planning: false assumption and 

inappropriate analogies. 

Dynes, R. R., & Aguirre, B. E. (1979). Organizational adaptation to crises: Mechanisms 

of coordination and structural change. Disasters, 3(1), 71-74. 

Elkjaer, B. (2004). Organizational learning: the ‘third way’. Management learning, 35(4), 

419-434. 

Elo, S., & Kyngäs, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis process. Journal of 

advanced nursing, 62(1), 107-115. 

Elo, S., Kääriäinen, M., Kanste, O., Pölkki, T., Utriainen, K., & Kyngäs, H. (2014). 

Qualitative content analysis: A focus on trustworthiness. SAGE open, 4(1), 

2158244014522633. 

Erlingsson, C., & Brysiewicz, P. (2017). A hands-on guide to doing content analysis. 

African Journal of Emergency Medicine, 7(3), 93-99. 



 98 

 

Etikan, I., Musa, S. A., & Alkassim, R. S. (2016). Comparison of convenience sampling 

and purposive sampling. American journal of theoretical and applied statistics, 

5(1), 1-4. 

Flin, R., Salas, E., Straub, M., & Martin, L. (2017). Decision-making under stress: 

Emerging themes and applications. Routledge. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). (2010). Considerations for Fusion 

Center and Emergency Operations Center. Community Preparedness Guide 

(CPG) 502. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). (2019a). 0191 Emergency Operations 

Center/Incident Command System Interface. Version 1.0. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). (2019b). 2200 Basic Emergency 

Operations Center Functions. Version 1.0. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). (2019c). 2300 Intermediate 

Emergency Operations Center Functions. Version 1.0 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). (2020a). Disaster Declarations by 

State/Tribal Government. Retrieved March 21, 2020, from 

https://www.fema.gov/disasters/state-tribal-government  

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). (2020b). Preparedness Grant Manual 

– 2020. Retrieved from https://www.fema.gov/grants/preparedness/manual#. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). (2020c). National Response 

Framework. Retrieved October 19, 2020, from https://www.fema.gov/emergency-

managers/national-preparedness/frameworks/response 



 99 

Declared disasters. Declared Disasters | FEMA.gov. (n.d.). Retrieved January 8, 2022, 

from https://www.fema.gov/disaster/declarations. 

Fereday, J., & Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006). Demonstrating rigor using thematic analysis: A 

hybrid approach of inductive and deductive coding and theme development. 

International journal of qualitative methods, 5(1), 80-92. 

Frederickson, H. G., Smith, K. B., Larimer, C. W., & Licari, M. J. (2015). The public 

administration theory primer. Westview Press. 

Fritz, C. E., & Williams, H. B. (1957). The human being in disasters: A research 

perspective. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 

309(1), 42-51. 

Fuks, H., Raposo, A., Gerosa, M. A., Pimentel, M., Filippo, D., & Lucena, C. (2008, 

April). Inter-and intra-relationships between communication coordination and 

cooperation in the scope of the 3C Collaboration Model. In 2008 12th 

International Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work in Design 

(pp. 148-153). IEEE. 

Fusch, P. I., & Ness, L. R. (2015). Are we there yet? Data saturation in qualitative 

research. The qualitative report, 20(9), 1408. 

Gherardi, S., Nicolini, D., & Odella, F. (1998). Toward a social understanding of how 

people learn in organizations: The notion of situated curriculum. Management 

learning, 29(3), 273-297. 

Glanz, K., Rimer, B. K., & Viswanath, K. (Eds.). (2008). Health behavior and health 

education: theory, research, and practice. John Wiley & Sons. 

Glaser, B. G. (1978). Theoretical sensitivity. University of California,. 



 100 

Glaser, B. G. (1992). Glaser. Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis. Sociology Press. 

Gray, L. M., Wong-Wylie, G., Rempel, G. R., & Cook, K. (2020). Expanding qualitative 

research interviewing strategies: Zoom video communications. The Qualitative 

Report, 25(5), 1292-1301. 

Guba, E. G., Lincoln, Y. (1989). Fourth generation evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.  

Gustavsson, B. (2001). Towards a transcendent epistemology of organizations. Journal of 

Organizational Change Management. 

Hackman, J. R. (1990). Groups that work and those that don't (No. E10 H123). Jossey-

Bass. 

Harrald, J. R. (2006). Agility and discipline: Critical success factors for disaster response. 

The annals of the American Academy of political and Social Science, 604(1), 

256-272. 

Hesse-Biber, S. N., & Leavy, P. (2010). The practice of qualitative research. Sage. 

Hinsz, V. B. (1990). Cognitive and consensus processes in group recognition memory 

performance. Journal of Personality and Social psychology, 59(4), 705. 

Hoda, R., Noble, J., & Marshall, S. (2010, May). Organizing self-organizing teams. In 

Proceedings of the 32nd ACM/IEEE International Conference on Software 

Engineering-Volume 1 (pp. 285-294). 

Holguín-Veras, J., Pérez, N., Ukkusuri, S., Wachtendorf, T., & Brown, B. (2007). 

Emergency logistics issues affecting the response to Katrina: a synthesis and 

preliminary suggestions for improvement. Transportation research record, 

2022(1), 76-82. 



 101 

Horsley, J. S. (2012). Planning for spontaneity: The challenges of disaster 

communication fieldwork. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 11(3), 

180-194. 

Hsieh, H. F., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. 

Qualitative health research, 15(9), 1277-1288. 

Hutchins, E. (1995). Cognition in the Wild. A Bradford Book.  

Hutchins, E., & Klausen, T. (1996). Distributed cognition in an airline cockpit. Cognition 

and communication at work, 15-34. 

Hutchins, E. (2006). The distributed cognition perspective on human interaction. Roots of 

human sociality: Culture, cognition and interaction, 1, 375. 

Janis, I. L. (1971). Groupthink. Psychology today, 5(6), 43-46. 

Janis, I. L. (2015). Groupthink: The desperate drive for consensus at any cost. Classics of 

organization theory, 161-168. 

Jones, G. R. (2013). Organizational theory, design, and change. Upper Saddle River, NJ: 

Pearson. 

Kapucu, N. (2006). Interagency communication networks during emergencies: Boundary 

spanners in multiagency coordination. The American Review of Public 

Administration, 36(2), 207-225. 

Kapucu, N. (2008). Collaborative emergency management: better community organising, 

better public preparedness and response. Disasters, 32(2), 239-262. 

Kapucu, N., Augustin, M. E., & Garayev, V. (2009). Interstate partnerships in emergency 

management: Emergency management assistance compact in response to 

catastrophic disasters. Public Administration Review, 69(2), 297-313. 



 102 

Kapucu, N., & Garayev, V. (2011). Collaborative decision-making in emergency and 

disaster management. International Journal of Public Administration, 34(6), 366-

375. 

Kapucu, N., & Hu, Q. (2016). Understanding multiplexity of collaborative emergency 

management networks. The American Review of Public Administration, 46(4), 

399-417. 

Kendra, J. M., & Wachtendorf, T. (2003). Elements of resilience after the world trade 

center disaster: reconstituting New York City's Emergency Operations Centre. 

Disasters, 27(1), 37-53. 

Kessler, S. R., Nixon, A. E., & Nord, W. R. (2017). Examining organic and mechanistic 

structures: Do we know as much as we thought?. International Journal of 

Management Reviews, 19(4), 531-555. 

Khan, A. R., & Khandaker, S. (2016). Public and Private Organizations: How Different 

or Similar are They. 

Killian, L. M. (1954). Some accomplishments and some needs in disaster study. Journal 

of social Issues, 10(3), 66-72. 

Kitao, S. K., & Kitao, K. (2002). Approaches to Social Science Research: 

Communication and Language Teaching/Learning. Eichosha Co., Ltd., Kusaka 

Bldg., 2-28 Kanda Jimbocho, Chiyoda-ku, Tokyo 101-0051, Japan (1980 yen). 

Knoke, D., and Yang, S., 2008. Social Network Analysis (Second Edition), Sage 

Publications, Inc., Thousand Oaks, CA, 144 pp.  



 103 

Konopásek, Z. (2007). Making thinking visible with Atlas. ti: Computer assisted 

qualitative analysis as textual practices. Historical Social Research/Historische 

Sozialforschung. Supplement, 276-298. 

Kurtz, C. F., & Snowden, D. J. (2003). The new dynamics of strategy: Sense-making in a 

complex and complicated world. IBM systems journal, 42(3), 462-483. 

Kuykendall, J., & Roberg, R. R. (1982). Mapping police organizational change: From a 

mechanistic toward an organic model. Criminology, 20(2), 241-256. 

Langley, A. (1999). Strategies for theorizing from process data. Academy of Management 

review, 24(4), 691-710. 

Lazar, M., Miron-Spektor, E., Agarwal, R., Erez, M., Goldfarb, B., & Chen, G. (2020). 

Entrepreneurial team formation. Academy of Management Annals, 14(1), 29-59. 

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Legitimate Peripheral Participation in Communities of 

Practice. In Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Learning in 

Doing: Social, Cognitive and Computational Perspectives, pp. 89-118). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. doi:10.1017/CBO9780511815355.006 

Lindell, M. K., Perry, R. W., Prater, C., & Nicholson, W. C. (2006). Fundamentals of 

emergency management. Washington, DC: FEMA. 

Logan, A. (2019). Trial by Fire: HTM Team Demonstrates Valor in the Face of Uncertain 

Odds. Biomedical instrumentation & technology, 53(4), 270-276. 

Lutz, L. D., & Lindell, M. K. (2008). Incident command system as a response model 

within emergency operation centers during Hurricane Rita. Journal of 

Contingencies and Crisis Management, 16(3), 122-134. 



 104 

Majchrzak, A., Jarvenpaa, S. L., & Hollingshead, A. B. (2007). Coordinating expertise 

among emergent groups responding to disasters. Organization science, 18(1), 

147-161. 

Mason, M. (2010). Sample size and saturation in PhD studies using qualitative 

interviews. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 11 (3) Art.8, online.  

Marshall, B., Cardon, P., Poddar, A., & Fontenot, R. (2013). Does sample size matter in 

qualitative research?: A review of qualitative interviews in IS research. Journal of 

computer information systems, 54(1), 11-22. 

Martens, K. (2002). Mission impossible? Defining nongovernmental organizations. 

Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 13(3), 

271-285. 

Martin, E., Nolte, I., & Vitolo, E. (2016). The Four Cs of disaster partnering: 

communication, cooperation, coordination and collaboration. Disasters, 40(4), 

621-643. 

Marx, G.T. and McAdam, D., (1994), Collective Behavior and Social Movements,  

Prentice Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ. 

Mayring, P. (2004). Qualitative content analysis. A companion to qualitative research, 

1(2004), 159-176. 

McEntire DA (2002) Coordinating multi-organizational responses to disaster: lessons 

from the March 28, 2000, Fort Worth tornado. Disaster Prevention Management 

11(5):369–379  



 105 

McEntire, D. A. (2004). The status of emergency management theory: Issues, barriers, 

and recommendations for improved scholarship. University of North Texas. 

Department of Public Administration. Emergency Administration and Planning. 

Mendonca, D., Beroggi, G. E., & Wallace, W. A. (2001). Decision support for 

improvisation during emergency response operations. International journal of 

emergency management, 1(1), 30-38. 

Mendonça, D., Webb, G., Butts, C., & Brooks, J. (2014). Cognitive Correlates of 

Improvised Behaviour in Disaster Response: the Cases of the M urrah Building 

and the W orld T rade C enter. Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management, 

22(4), 185-195. 

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 

implementation. John Wiley & Sons. 

Mignone, A. T., & Davidson, R. (2003). Public health response actions and the use of 

emergency operations centers. Prehospital and disaster medicine, 18(3), 217-219. 

Milanovich, D. M., Driskell, J. E., Stout, R. J., & Salas, E. (1998). Status and cockpit 

dynamics: A review and empirical study. Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, 

and Practice, 2(3), 155. 

Militello, L. G., Patterson, E. S., Bowman, L., & Wears, R. (2007). Information flow 

during crisis management: challenges to coordination in the emergency operations 

center. Cognition, Technology & Work, 9(1), 25-31. 

Montaño, D. E., & Kasprzyk, D. (2015). Theory of reasoned action, theory of planned 

behavior, and the integrated behavioral model. Health behavior: Theory, research 

and practice, 70(4), 231. 



 106 

Moore, H. E. (1956). Toward a theory of disaster. American Sociological Review, 21(6), 

733-737. 

National Governors' Association. Center for Policy Research, & United States. Defense 

Civil Preparedness Agency. (1979). Comprehensive emergency management: A 

governor's guide. [Department of Defense], Defense Civil Preparedness Agency. 

Najam, A. (2000). The four C's of government third Sector‐Government relations. 

Nonprofit management and leadership, 10(4), 375-396. 

Namey, E., Guest, G., Thairu, L., & Johnson, L. (2008). Data reduction techniques for 

large qualitative data sets. Handbook for team-based qualitative research, 2(1), 

137-161. 

Neal, D. M., & Phillips, B. D. (1995). Effective emergency management: Reconsidering 

the bureaucratic approach. Disasters, 19(4), 327-337. 

Neal, D. M. (2003). Design characteristics of emergency operating centers: What we 

know and don’t know. Journal of Emergency Management, 1(2), 35-38. 

Neuendorf, K. A. (2017). The content analysis guidebook. Sage. 

Nikolai, C., Prietula, M., Becerra-Fernandez, I., & Madey, G. (2009, October). Project 

Ensayo: Designing a virtual emergency operations center. In Systems, Man and 

Cybernetics, 2009. SMC 2009. IEEE International Conference on (pp. 3934-

3939). IEEE. 

O’Connor, C., & Joffe, H. (2020). Intercoder reliability in qualitative research: debates 

and practical guidelines. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 19, 

1609406919899220. 



 107 

Oliver-Smith, A. (1996). Anthropological research on hazards and disasters. Annual 

review of anthropology, 25(1), 303-328. 

Onday, O. (2016). Modern structural organization theory: From mechanistic vs. organic 

systems of Burns & Stalker to technology of Burton & Obel. Global journal of 

human resource management, 4(2), 30-46. 

Parsons, T. (1956). Suggestions for a Sociological Approach to the Theory of 

Organizations-I. Administrative science quarterly, 63-85. 

Parsons, T. (1956). Suggestions for a Sociological Approach to the Theory of 

Organizations. II. Administrative Science Quarterly, 225-239. 

Patton, M. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (pp. 169-186). Beverly 

Hills, CA: Sage. 

Patton, M. Q. (2008). Utilization-focused evaluation. Sage publications. 

Perry, R. W. (1995). The structure and function of community emergency operations 

centres. Disaster Prevention and Management: An International Journal, 4(5), 37-

41. 

Perry, R. W. (2003). Emergency operations centres in an era of terrorism: Policy and 

management functions. Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management, 11(4), 

151-159. 

Perry, R. W. (2007). What is a disaster?. In Handbook of disaster research (pp. 1-15). 

Springer, New York, NY. 

Petrescu-Prahova, M., & Butts, C. T. (2005). Emergent coordination in the World Trade 

Center disaster. Institute for mathematical behavioral sciences, 26(3), 1-23. 



 108 

Pillemer, J., & Rothbard, N. P. (2018). Friends without benefits: Understanding the dark 

sides of workplace friendship. Academy of Management Review, 43(4), 635-660. 

Pollak, E., Falash, M., Ingraham, L., & Gottesman, V. (2004, December). Operational 

analysis framework for emergency operations center preparedness training. In 

Simulation Conference, 2004. Proceedings of the 2004 Winter (Vol. 1). IEEE. 

Powley, E. H., & Nissen, M. E. (2012). If You can't trust, stick to hierarchy: structure and 

trust as contingency factors in threat assessment contexts. Journal of Homeland 

Security and Emergency Management, 9(1). 

Quarantelli, E. L. (1988). Disaster crisis management: A summary of research findings. 

Journal of management studies, 25(4), 373-385. 

Quarantelli, E. L. (1997). Ten criteria for evaluating the management of community 

disasters. Disasters, 21(1), 39-56. 

Rankin, A., Dahlbäck, N., & Lundberg, J. (2013). A case study of factor influencing role 

improvisation in crisis response teams. Cognition, technology & work, 15(1), 79-

93. 

Read, M., Gear, T., & Vince, R. (2012). Group inquiry to aid organisational learning in 

enterprises. Journal of the Operational Research Society, 63(6), 736-747. 

Reason, J., Parker, D., & Lawton, R. (1998). Organizational controls and safety: The 

varieties of rule‐related behaviour. Journal of occupational and organizational 

psychology, 71(4), 289-304. 

Rosenthal, Uriel, Paul'T. Hart, and Alexander Kouzmin. "The bureau‐politics of crisis 

management." Public administration 69.2 (1991): 211-233. 



 109 

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I. S. (2011). Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data. 

Sage. 

Ryan, B., & Matheson, A. (2010). Significance of communication in emergency 

management. The Australian Journal of Emergency Management, 25(1), 54-57. 

Ryan, M. (2013). Planning in the emergency operations center. Technological forecasting 

and social change, 80(9), 1725-1731. 

Saldaña, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Sage. 

Savoia, E., Agboola, F., & Biddinger, P. D. (2012). Use of after action reports (AARs) to 

promote organizational and systems learning in emergency preparedness. 

International journal of environmental research and public health, 9(8), 2949-

2963. 

Schafer, W. A., Carroll, J. M., Haynes, S. R., & Abrams, S. (2008). Emergency 

management planning as collaborative community work. Journal of Homeland 

Security and Emergency Management, 5(1). 

Schoonhoven, C. B. (1981). Problems with contingency theory: testing assumptions 

hidden within the language of contingency" theory". Administrative science 

quarterly, 349-377. 

Schrader, K. (2011). Designing an Effective Emergency Operations Center. National Fire 

Academy.  

Scott, W. R., & Davis, G. F. (2015). Organizations and organizing: Rational, natural 

and open systems perspectives. Routledge. 

Seibert, S. E., Kraimer, M. L., & Liden, R. C. (2001). A social capital theory of career 

success. Academy of management journal, 44(2), 219-237. 



 110 

Selznick, P. (1948). Foundations of the theory of organization. American sociological 

review, 13(1), 25-35. 

Simona, T., Antunes, P., & Taupo, T. (2018). The applicability of the 3C model for 

understanding the use of technology in emergency management scenarios. School 

of Economics Working Paper Series, 2018(8). 

Shrader, K (n.d.). Designing an Effective Emergency Operations Center. Emergency 

Management Institute.  

Sharma, G. (2017). Pros and cons of different sampling techniques. International journal 

of applied research, 3(7), 749-752. 

Smith, A. (2015). Of the Division of Labor. In Classics of organization theory (8th ed., 

pp 42-46). Shafriz, Ott, and Jang 

Starbird, K., & Palen, L. (2013, February). Working and sustaining the virtual" Disaster 

Desk". In Proceedings of the 2013 conference on Computer supported 

cooperative work (pp. 491-502). 

State of Oklahoma. (2019). State Emergency Operations Plan. 

Stemler, S. (2000). An overview of content analysis. Practical assessment, research, and 

evaluation, 7(1), 17. 

Stevenson, J. R., Chang-Richards, Y., Conradson, D., Wilkinson, S., Vargo, J., Seville, 

E., & Brunsdon, D. (2014). Organizational networks and recovery following the 

Canterbury earthquakes. Earthquake Spectra, 30(1), 555-575. 

Suddaby, R. (2006). From the editors: What grounded theory is not. 

Suri, H. (2011). Purposeful sampling in qualitative research synthesis. Qualitative 

research journal. 



 111 

Swain, R., Oliver, K. B., Rankin, J. A., Bonander, J., & Loonsk, J. W. (2004). 

Bioterrorism alert: reference and literature support for the CDC Director’s 

Emergency Operations Center (DEOC) and investigative field teams. Reference 

services review, 32(1), 74-82. 

Sweet, M., & Michaelsen, L. K. (2007). How group dynamics research can inform the 

theory and practice of postsecondary small group learning. Educational 

Psychology Review, 19(1), 31-47. 

Tierney, K. J. (2003). Conceptualizing and measuring organizational and community 

resilience: Lessons from the emergency response following the September 11, 

2001 attack on the World Trade Center. 

Tierney, K. J. (Ed.). (2007). Emergency management: Principles and practice for local 

government. ICMA Press. 

Tierney, K. J., & Trainor, J. E. (2004). Networks and resilience in the World Trade 

Center disaster (pp. 157-172). MCEER. 

Tierney, K. (2014). The social roots of risk. Stanford University Press. 

Urquhart, C. (2012). Research Design using GTM. 
 
Uzzi, B., 1999. Embeddedness in the making of financial capital: How social relations 

and net- works benefit firms seeking financing, American Sociological Review 

64, 481–505.  

Vaismoradi, M., Turunen, H., & Bondas, T. (2013). Content analysis and thematic 

analysis: Implications for conducting a qualitative descriptive study. Nursing & 

health sciences, 15(3), 398-405. 



 112 

Valecha, R. (2019). An investigation of interaction patterns in emergency management: 

A case study of the crash of continental flight 3407. Information Systems 

Frontiers, 1-13. 

Vanderford, M. L. (2003). Communication lessons learned in the Emergency Operations 

Center during CDC's anthrax response: a commentary. Journal of health 

communication, 8(S1), 11-12. 

Van de Ven, A. H., Ganco, M., & Hinings, C. R. (2013). Returning to the frontier of 

contingency theory of organizational and institutional designs. Academy of 

Management Annals, 7(1), 393-440. 

Van de Ven, A. H., Leung, R., Bechara, J. P., & Sun, K. (2012). Changing organizational 

designs and performance frontiers. Organization Science, 23(4), 1055-1076. 

Vinekar, V. (2006). Towards a Theoretical Framework of Information Systems 

Development Strategy: The Contingent Effects of Organizational Culture and 

Project Uncertainty. 

Wachtendorf, T., & Kendra, J. M. (2012). Reproductive Improvisation and the Virtues of 

Sameness: The Art of Reestablishing New York City's Emergency Operations 

Center. International Journal of Mass Emergencies & Disasters, 30(3). 

Waeckerle, J. F. (1991). Disaster planning and response. New England Journal of 

Medicine, 324(12), 815-821. 

Waugh Jr, W. L., & Streib, G. (2006). Collaboration and leadership for effective 

emergency management. Public administration review, 66, 131-140. 

Webb, G. R. (1999). Individual and organizational response to natural disasters and other 

crisis events: the continuing value of the DRC typology. 



 113 

Weber, R. P. (1990). Basic content analysis (No. 49). Sage. 
 
Weick, K. E. (1988). Enacted sensemaking in crisis situations [1]. Journal of 

management studies, 25(4), 305-317. 

Weick, K. E., & Roberts, K. H. (1993). Collective mind in organizations: Heedful 

interrelating on flight decks. Administrative science quarterly, 357-381. 

Weick, K. E., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2005). Organizing and the process of 

sensemaking. Organization science, 16(4), 409-421. 

Wenger, D. E., Dynes, R. R., & Quarantelli, E. L. (1986). Disaster analysis: Emergency 

management offices and arrangements. 

Williams, T. A., Gruber, D. A., Sutcliffe, K. M., Shepherd, D. A., & Zhao, E. Y. (2017). 

Organizational response to adversity: Fusing crisis management and resilience 

research streams. Academy of Management Annals, 11(2), 733-769. 

Winder, Davey. (2019, August 19). Cyber Attack Has Taken 23 Government Agencies 

Offline. Retrieved from: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/daveywinder/2019/08/19/texas-cyber-attack-has-

taken-23-government-agencies-offline/#7d23acae2d65. 

Wright, T. E., & Madey, G. (2008). A prototype virtual emergency operations center 

using a collaborative virtual environment. In Proceedings of the 5th International 

ISCRAM Conference. 

Xie, X. (2019). Regeneration of memory and home: rebuilding urban resilience and 

people's mental perceptions after the Camp fire in Paradise, CA. 

Yates, D., & Paquette, S. (2010, October). Emergency knowledge management and social 

media technologies: A case study of the 2010 Haitian earthquake. In Proceedings 



 114 

of the 73rd ASIS&T Annual Meeting on Navigating Streams in an Information 

Ecosystem-Volume 47 (p. 42). American Society for Information Science. 

Yin, R. K. (2015). Qualitative research from start to finish. Guilford publications. 

Yuan, Y. C., & Gay, G. (2006). Homophily of network ties and bonding and bridging 

social capital in computer-mediated distributed teams. Journal of computer-

mediated communication, 11(4), 1062-1084. 

Zhang, Y., Chang, R. H., & Xia, D. (2021, February). A Comparison of Firefighting 

Higher Education Curriculums Between China and the United States. In FIRE: 

Forum for International Research in Education (Vol. 7, No. 1, pp. 24-41). 



 115 

APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A 

 

Mechanistic and Organic Codes 

 

 
Mechanistic Codes 

M1 Specialized Tasks Employees work separately and not in groups. 
They are narrowly focused on their work tasks. 
Collaboration among employees is limited.  

M2 Job Duties are Fixed 
 

Organizational procedures are created and 
specified for each position. Employees are 
expected to follow the guidelines established for 
their function. 

M3 Centralized 
Knowledge 

Knowledge about the organization, goals, and 
tasks is contained at the top where it is 
centralized and not shared.  

M4 Command and Control 
 

Leadership issues instructions for staff with 
communication flowing from the top down. 
Employees only get their tasks from supervisors 
and little information flows up the chain.  

M5 Focus	on	completing	
specific	missions	but	
not	the	overall	goals 

Employees	work	on	their	individual	task	
independent	of	organizational	goals	where	
local	success	is	more	important	than	the	
overall	organizational	contribution.		
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Organic Codes 

O1 Shared commitment 
among staff.  
 

Staff contribute equally to the problem and solution by 
sharing tasks and being equally committed to the 
problem. 

O2 Task Collaboration Networking defines and redefines tasks.  
O3 Network 

Relationships 
Network relationships define authority and 
communication. 

O4 Organizational 
Knowledge 

Similar technical knowledge is located within multiple 
parts of the organization.  

O5 Side to Side 
Communication and 
information 

Communication occurs among organizational levels, not 
just up/down and includes information instead of 
commands. 

O6 External Prestige External expertise affiliations have importance and 
prestige.  

O7 External Environment How the external environment influences activation 
decisions. 
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Appendix B 

 

Data-Driven Codes 

Code	
Numbers	

Codes	 Explanation	

1	

Organizal Structure - EOC structure is 
not fixed and it swings between 
mechanistic and organic systems 
during disasters 

Interviewees	discuss	those	items	that	
demonstrate	the	EOC	structure	is	a	
continuum	between	mechanistic	and	
organic.	

1-a	
Information	and	Situational	
Awareness	–	being	flexible	

Interviewees	describe	the	importance	
of	information	flow	during	disaster	
response.	

1-a-a	
Background	Conversation	 Interviewees	describe	how	EOC	

conversations	influence	their	access	to	
information.	

1-a-b	
Coordination	 Interviewees	discuss	how	

coordination	among	EOC	participants	
occurred.	

1-b	 Decisions	 Interviewees	describe	points	requiring	
response-oriented	decisions.	

1-c	
Planning	and	associated	
activities	that	occur	before	
and	during	a	disaster.	

Planning	and	processes	that	occur	
during	disaster	response.	

1-c-a	
Objective	 Interviewees	discuss	disaster	

response	objectives	as	part	or	not	part	
of	planning.	

1-c-b	 Roles	 Interviewees	discussed	their	roles	as	
set	by	plans	and	the	planning	process.	

1-d	 Control	 Actions	by	EOC	participants	that	
consolidate	authority	with	them.	

2	

Organic Characteristics - how EOC 
staff implement those hidden organic 
functions to complete the pre-
established missions during disasters 

Interviewees	discuss	those	organic	
elements	that	are	missing	from	the	
content	analysis	results	and	how	these	
hidden	elements	are	implemented.	

2-a	

Examples	of	hidden	organic	
parts	of	disaster	response	
in	the	EOC	

How	interviewees	organically	worked	
together.	

2-a-a	 Decisions	 Interviewees	discuss	what	is	needed	to	
make	a	decision.	
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2-a-b	
Experience	->	
Refine	Role	

Interviewee	prior	history	with	disaster	
response	and	how	this	influences	
decisions.	

2-b	 Challenges	and	Complex	
Interviewees	describe	items	that	pose	
challenges	and	complex	issue	to	
disaster	response.	

3	

Networking - how do participants from 
various backgrounds network in the 
EOC to complete those decision-
making processes 

Interviewees	discuss	networking,	
relationship	building,	and	trust	in	the	
EOC	during	disaster	response.	

3-a	 Teamwork	 People	coming	together	to	solve	
disaster	response	issues.	

3-b	

Networking	–	those	
elements	that	result	from	
people	networking	during	
disasters.	

People	working	a	disaster	start	
working	with	new	people.	

3-b-a	 Trust	 Interviewees	discuss	how	trust	
influences	their	networking.	

3-b-b	 Relationship	 Interviewees	discuss	relationship	
building	as	part	of	disaster	response.	
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Approval Letter from OKState IRB 
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Appendix D 

 

Qualitative Interview Questions 

 
1. Who makes the decision to activate the State EOC? 

a. Do you see this as a team decision or single person? 
b. What decisions are made that lead to activating the EOC? 
c. Does the EOC activate for small or big events? 

i. Explain if there is a difference between these. 
2. Have you read the State EOP and SOPs relating to disater response?  

a. Do you follow these documents? 
b. Are these sufficient to guide your job duties or restrictive? 
c. How does your experience guide you when the EOP and SOP are absent? 

3. Explain your daily routine – 
a. During routine days 
b. During disaster response 
c. Liaison – how do you integrate with EOC staff 

i. Are you aware of your job role 
ii. Do you receive guidance 

4. When you were in the EOC did you observe any changes in the EOC structure 
during the disaster response. 

a. Explain the changes you saw 
5. Discuss how you work with others during disaster response? 

a. Do you form teams and define work products? 
b. Do you work with others to complete tasks? 
c. Can you make decisions without your supervisor? 
d. Are you aware of other divisions disaster work and needs? 
e. Do you work with external entities? 

6. When you are responding/recovery a disaster and another disaster happens, what 
occurs in your role 

a. When does the EOC deactivate for your team?  
b. How can you deal with multiple disasters?  
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Letter of Invitation to Participate in Research 

Oklahoma State University Institutional Review Board 
 

State Emergency Operations Center 
Organizational Structure During Disasters 

 
 
 
Date: ________________ 
 
 
 
Dear__________________ 
 
 
 
I invite you to participate in a research study conducted by Putnam Reiter, student 
in the Oklahoma State University Fire and Emergency Management 
Administration program.  My faculty advisor is Dr. Ray Chang, Associate 
Professor, Emory-Riddle University.   
 
The purpose of this study is to examine organizational structure at a State EOC 
before and during disaster response. You are eligible to participate in this study if 
you are a State EOC participant during disaster response. I am asking that you 
complete a 45-minute Zoom interview with me. This survey contains questions 
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