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Why Do Disaster 
Competencies 
Matter?

Hutton, 2025

•Disasters are increasing in frequency and 
complexity.

•A common professional standard is needed
•Competencies strengthen preparedness, 
ensure effective response, and protect 
communities and nurses.

•They define knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
for crisis engagement.
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Setting the scene…..

Hutton, 2025
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Over 2.6 
billion people 

affected by 
disasters in the 

last decade

Driven by 
climate 

change, civil 
unrest, and 
pandemics

Nurses are 
central to 

community 
response and 

recovery



What are disaster 
competencies?

Hutton, 2025

•Define structured 
knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes for 
effective disaster 
response
•Guide education, 
practice, and policy
•Ensure nurses can 
work safely, ethically, 
and efficiently in any 
crisis11/12/2025 4



Why do disaster 
competencies matter? 

Hutton, 2025

Key Reasons:

• Framework for readiness and 
confidence

• Standardize practice across 
contexts

• Support extended scope of 
practice

• Strengthen leadership and 
ethical decision-making
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Every nurse is a 
disaster nurse

Hutton, 2025

•Everyday nursing skills apply directly 
to disaster response
•Competence in routine practice 
underpins crisis management
•Preparedness is a professional 
responsibility
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The cost of not being prepared

11/12/2025
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Inexperienced 
responders risk harm

Poor coordination and 
communication create 
chaos

Lack of preparation 
weakens recovery 
and increases trauma



National Emergency 
Preparedness Education 
Coalition (NEPEC)

Hutton, 2025

Formed at Vanderbilt University School of 
Nursing (US) (represented 50 
organizations)
Aimed to:
•Raise awareness
•Lead knowledge development
•Identify competencies
•Create educational resources
•Inform policy
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The 
importance 
of 9/11

Hutton, 2025
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Conceptual 
development 
of 
competencies

Hutton, 2025

• Literature review and 
synthesis of existing 
frameworks

• Expert panel refinement 
and validation

• Resulted in structured, 
evidence-based disaster 
competencies
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Core competency development 

Hutton, 2025

•Moved to University of Hyogo in Japan, who 
undertook the research needed to develop core 
competencies for disaster nursing. 

•This research was undertaken in two stages: 

• first stage; the development of a framework of 
fundamental competencies  

• second stage; identification and structuring of 
curricular content 

•All competencies included the same form – they all 
had to have 3 elements knowledge, skills, and 
judgment
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Recognition by the 
WHO and the ICN 

Hutton, 2025

The ICN framework was developed with the broadest 
and most formally organized reference group and by 
that measure can be identified as the current gold 
standard in nursing. The original ICN preparedness 
competencies for nurses were framed in four broad 
areas: 

• mitigation/prevention
• preparedness 
• response
• and recovery/rehabilitation
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2014- 5 review of the ICN 
Disaster Competencies 

Hutton, 2025

• After five years in print and a chance meeting 
with the ICN President - ICN and WADEM 
joined together in 2014 to review the 
competencies. 

• The aim of the review was to determine how 
nurses used the competencies worldwide. We 
ensured we had representatives from each 
continent. 

• Two main findings came from the review;
• used for education 
• include psychosocial care of themselves 

and others
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2015 Competency review - What did we 
find? 
• educational purposes

• to inform and establish standards of care 

• develop ethical/accountable practices for nurses

• plan organizational structure of associations

• develop disaster nursing competencies specific to a 

 country

•  valued as the cornerstone of disaster education

• did not include psychosocial elements
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2018 – 9 

Hutton, 2025

Project 2.0 to revise the ICN 
competencies was launched in mid 
2018.
The vision for the project was that 
the ICN Disaster Competencies for 
Nurses form the benchmark for 
disaster nursing education. 
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Widening of domains 

Hutton, 2025

A few key decisions were made 

- increasing the four domains to eight. 

- to expand the level of the nurse from 
general registered nurse to include 
more than one level

-  we established two other levels, level 
2 senior nurses and level 3 for nurses 
who work in disasters.
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Competency domains

Hutton, 2025
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Preparation and 
Planning

Hutton, 2025
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Communication 

Hutton, 2025
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Incident 
Management

Hutton, 2025
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Safety and security 

Hutton, 2025
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Assessment

Hutton, 2025
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Intervention

Hutton, 2025
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Recovery 

Hutton, 2025

11/12/2025 24



Law and ethics

Hutton, 2025
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Competencies 
are supposed 
to be broad

Hutton, 2025
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Different levels of competence 

Hutton, 2025
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Why Disaster 
Competencies Matter

Hutton, 2025

• Supports and recognises the role of nurses 
in a disaster response

• Preparedness is a professional right for 
nurses 

• Provides a framework for nurses 

• Standardises care across countries and 
contexts 

• Provides grounding for working under 
pressure  11/12/2025 28



Concluding comments 
• Purpose: Define the knowledge, skills, and attitudes nurses need before, during, and after 

disasters

• Functions: Guide education, practice, and policy to ensure safe, ethical, and efficient care

• Benefit: Reduce chaos by giving structure and situational awareness in crisis environments

• Broad: Designed to be broad because nursing roles in disasters are diverse

• Starting Point: Intended as a starting point for engagement and dialogue 

• The Cost of Not Being Prepared - Lack of competencies leads to confusion, risk, and preventable 
harm

• Competency: Competent nurses are the difference between organized response and chaos.

• Empowerment: Disaster competencies matter because they empower every nurse—from novice 
to expert—to respond effectively, ethically, and safely in crisis. They transform uncertainty into 
structured, evidence-based action, strengthening global disaster resilience.11/12/2025
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