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Why State Hazard 
Mitigation Plans 

and Social 
Vulnerability?

Understand how social vulnerability (and 
related terms) is conceptualized.

Assess which potentially vulnerable 
populations are included – or excluded – in 
the plans.

Review which social vulnerability indices, 
tools, and data sources are used to spatially 
locate, describe, or otherwise more robustly 
characterize the status of these populations.



Why Now?

Nearly two-thirds (61%) of SHMP's were approved in 2018, and another 
one-quarter (25%) were approved in 2019. With new FEMA guidance 
around equitable planning, this is an important time to understand how social 
vulnerability and vulnerable populations have been included in the past.



State Hazard Mitigation Plan Database
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• 50 state plans
• 5 territories
• 64 – 2172 

pages 
(averaging 649 
pages)



Key Variables of 
Analysis

• SHMP Title
• Year the Plan was 

Approved
• Responsible State Agency
• Definitions of Social 

Vulnerability
• Tools / Indices / Data 

Sources for Measuring 
Social Vulnerability

• Notes on important quotes 
from SHMP

• Socially Vulnerable 
Populations

• Age (Elderly, Children)
• Gender (Men, Women, etc.)
• LGBTQAI+
• Immigrants and Refugees
• Racial and Ethnic Minorities
• Unhoused
• Disabled
• Substance Dependent
• Poverty
• Unemployment
• Language Barriers (Non-English)
• Housing (Quality, Insurance, etc.)
• Renters
• Mobile Homes
• Transportation
• Vehicle Access
• High-Risk Occupations
• Tribal



Some states define social vulnerability, pulling from established definitions 
of institutions that measure vulnerability through indices, such as the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC SVI) or the Hazard & 
Vulnerability Research Institute (SoVI).

Other states use different terms to define social vulnerability, like 
“population vulnerability” or “vulnerable communities” and include a much 
smaller defined group of people.

How is Social 
Vulnerability 

Defined in 
SHMPs?
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Frequency of References to Vulnerability



Social Vulnerability - Colorado
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“Social vulnerability to disasters refers to “the 
characteristics and situation of a person or group that 

influence their capacity to anticipate, cope with, 
resist, or recover from the impact of a hazard” 
(Wisner et al. 2004). […] The concept of social 

vulnerability helps explain why communities often 
experience a hazard differently, even when they 

experience the same amount of physical impacts. The 
pre-existing social conditions that contribute to 

disaster losses can be identified using social 
vulnerability indicators.” (Colorado, 2-13)
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Frequency of Socially Vulnerable Population Mentions



Takeaways

• As states and territories begin the process (or continue 
updating) their plans, these findings can be useful to think 
about the range of ways that social vulnerability and 
vulnerable populations can be integrated.

• Not every state or territory includes the same vulnerable 
populations. There are tools and indices that can help 
states to make their plans more specific and equitable 
when it comes to vulnerable populations.
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Project Next Steps
• Presenting Findings at the 48th Annual Natural Hazards Workshop Poster 

Session (please join us! https://hazards.colorado.edu/workshop/2023)

• Publishing Dataset and Metadata on DesignSafe Cyberinfrastructure

• Developing and Publishing an Article of Findings

• New Study: How State Hazard Mitigation Officers (SHMOs) (and their 
partners and contractors) Develop SHMPs
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https://hazards.colorado.edu/workshop/2023


Thank You!

Seth Dhruv's and 
Simran Chowdhari's contributions to this project 

were made possible through STUDIO Lab and 
the UREDI Initiative at the University of Colorado 

Boulder. The STUDIO Lab and UREDI provide 
research training for undergraduate students 

from historically underrepresented 
backgrounds.

Thank you to a philanthropic donor for the 
support of this project and the Institute of 

Behavioral Science’s Research Development 
Award for their funding of our future research.
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