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Planning Methodologies 

Which is the best? 

ollowing September 11th and the 

advent of the Department of 

Homeland Security there have 

been some fundamental shifts in how 

disaster planning is done in the 

United States. The traditional 

functional approach was superseded 

by an emphasis on scenario-based 

planning with the implementation of 

national scenarios and later by 

capability-based planning based on 

the Target Capabilities List. With the 

introduction of “frameworks” and 

Core Capabilities things are changing 

again. 

So have these changes resulted in an 

improved capacity to deal with 

disaster? Not really. Despite multiple 

revisions, emergency plans look much 

as they did prior to September 11th or 

for that matter, in 1990.  

The problem is that these planning 

methodologies are not mutually 

exclusive and their inter-relationship 

has not been well defined. This 

misunderstanding means that these 

methodologies have been frequently 

misused. 

Functional Planning 
The functional approach is closely 

identified with a concept first 

introduced by Dr. Enrico Quarantelli in 

1981. Quarantelli identified two types 

of demands present in any disaster. 

The first are response-generated 

demands that remain constant or 

change only slightly in each disaster. 

For example, the need for public 

warning is necessary in every disaster 

and is largely provided in the same 

way. 

The second type of demands are agent-

generated. That is, they are unique to 

the specific cause of the disaster. One 

does not respond to a winter storm in 

the same way one does to an 

earthquake. These demands may also 

force changes to response-generated 

demands. For example, a building on 

the shelter list may be unusable 

because of damage. 

The importance of this concept is that 

while it is possible to plan for response-

generated demands, agent-generated 

demands can only be determined at 

the time of the event and thus do not 

lend themselves to pre-planning.  

Functional planning is based on the 

identification of response-generated 

needs and the assignment of 

responsibility for planning for those 

functions.
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Scenario-based Planning 
Rather than identifying functions that will be 

needed in a disaster, scenario-based planning is 

based on assumptions as to what will occur in a 

specific disaster. In essence, this methodology is 

an attempt to address agent-generated needs. 

The risk is obvious. Disasters seldom unfold as 

expected and will almost never match the 

assumptions of the planners.  

The weakness of the national scenarios was that 

they identified scenarios without regard to local 

risk and ultimately involved too many variables. 

Scenario-based planning works best when the 

variables are well-known and relatively 

predictable. An example is planning for an 

inundation zone below a dam. In this case, one 

can construct a credible scenario because the 

affected area, maximum threat, and response 

capacity are fairly predictable. 

Compare this with a terrorist attack scenario. 

The precursors to the event, the location, 

casualties, and so forth are difficult to predict. 

Constructing a scenario that has even a remote 

chance of resembling an actual attack is almost 

impossible. In this case, identifying the 

functions needed to respond to the attack is 

more useful than trying to build a plan around a 

specific scenario. 

Capability-based Planning 
 Functions and capabilities seem to be much the 

same thing but the difference is more than 

semantic. Functions are generic while 

capabilities are specific. For example, sheltering 

is a function while capabilities represent the 

specific tasks necessary to open and run a 

shelter. One is operational while the other is 

tactical. 

It is this latter point that makes all the 

difference. The introduction of the Target 

Capabilities List was an attempt to define and 

provide metrics for all the capabilities needed 

to successfully respond to a wide range of 

scenarios. This produced a focus on the basic 

level of response operations, the tactical. One 

suspects that the TCL concept was based on 

military systems such as the Army Training and 

Evaluation Program. 

The problem is that unlike the military with its 

well-defined hierarchy and missions, disasters 

involve a much wider range of actors, 

disciplines and skills. Many of the capabilities 

involved are defined by law or specific agencies 

or organizations. Trying to capture this 

complexity in a single document was an 

exercise in futility.  Building the capacity to 

integrate multiple disciplines trumps individual 

capabilities. 

Fitting the Pieces Together 
Functional planning is an operational concept. It 

is based on identifying a broad range of 

functions that need to be performed by the 

planning entity to meet the response-generated 

demands of a disaster.  

Scenario-based planning can be used to 

supplement this by constructing contingency 

plans for agent-generated demands where 

there is sufficient data on which to base 

planning assumptions. 

Capability-based planning is tactical in nature. 

An agency assigned a function needs to develop 

a plan for implementation by identifying the 

capabilities it will need to fulfill that function.  

Let’s be clear – none of these methodologies 

are bad. They each have a role to play in 

planning. But those roles need to be 

understood and integrated. So don’t emphasize 

one methodology over another.  


