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Abstract 

This article presents an analysis of the impact of disasters on the quality of life of local communities. 

Its empirical basis is collected field material within the framework of a study conducted by the 

Institute for Еthnology and Folklore Studies with the Ethnographic Museum at the Bulgarian 

Academy of Sciences as part of the project "Local Disasters and Quality of Life: Cultural Strategies 

in Overcoming Natural, Technological and Biological Catastrophes", funded from National Science 

Fund of the Ministry of Education and Science. The empirical data, on the basis of which the 

theoretical analysis is carried out, concern two natural disasters that occurred in Bulgaria - the 

earthquake in Pernik in 2012 and the flood in the Asparuhovo district in 2014. Research results show 

that the disaster affects, albeit to different degrees and in different ways, all components of the 

"quality of life" category, changing them at the moment or creating conditions for their later change. 

It has a powerful impact on the material and economic side of people's lives as the basis of their social 

well-being, which is entirely in a negative direction. Also negative is the impact of the disaster event 

on the affected person's physical and mental health, sense of security, tranquility, and mental balance. 

Unexpectedly, it turns out that disaster can also positively impact people's quality of life. This is most 

often in terms of their social connectedness and cohesion when the disaster event catalyzes social 

connections and support. Striving to restore the pre-disaster quality of life leads to social change that 

reflects the experience of survival through changes in local traditions and everyday life and the 

creation of new cultural memory and places of memory, thus building a new post-disaster model of 

social relations, accumulating gained experience and refracting it through the unique situation. 

Keywords: quality of life, disaster, earthquake, flood, impact assessment indicators, social 

change, post-disaster model of social relations 

Резюме 

Настоящата статия представя анализ на влиянието на бедствията върху качеството на живот на 

локалните общности. Нейна емпирична основа е събран теренен материал в рамките на 

изследване, проведено от Института за етнология и фолклористика с Етнографски музей при 

БАН като част от проект „Локални бедствия и качество на живот: Културни стратегии в 

преодоляване на природни, технологични и биологични катастрофи“, финансиран от ФНИ–

МОН. Емпиричните данни, на базата на които се осъществява теоретичния анализ, касаят две 

природни бедствия, случили се в България - земетресението в Перник през 2012 г. и 

наводнението в квартал Аспарухово през 2014 г. Резултатите от изследванията показват, че 

бедствието въздейства, макар и в различна степен и по различен начин, върху всички 

компоненти на категорията „качество на живот“, променяйки ги на момента или създавайки 
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условия за по-късната им промяна. То въздейства особено силно върху материалната и 

икономическа страна на живота на хората, като основа на социалното им благосъстояние, като 

това въздействие е изцяло в негативна посока. Също така негативно е въздействието на 

бедственото събитие и върху физическото и психическо здраве на засегнатите лица, върху 

чувството им за сигурност, спокойствие и душевно равновесие. Колкото и да е неочаквано, 

оказва се, че бедствието може да има и положително въздействие върху качеството на живот 

на хората и това е най-често по отношение на тяхната социална свързаност и сплотеност, когато 

бедственото събитие действа като катализатор на социалните връзки и подкрепа. Стремежът 

към възстановяване на качеството на живота от преди бедствието води до социална промяна, 

която отразява опита от преживяното, чрез промени в местните традиции и всекидневен бит и 

създаване на нова културна памет и места на памет, съграждайки по този начин един нов 

следбедствен модел на социални отношения, акумулирал натрупания опит и пречупил го през 

новата ситуация. 

Клочови думи: качество на живот, бедствие, земетресение, наводнение, индикатори за 

оценка на въздействието, социална промяна, следбедствен модел на социални отношения 
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Disasters – sociocultural effects on the quality of life of local communities 

Disasters through the focus on the quality of life 

Dramatic natural disasters and biological and technological catastrophes constantly occurring 

in different parts of the world, both in the past and today, have led to the fact that since the mid-1980s, 

in many sciences, such as anthropology, sociology, ethnology trends aimed at the study of disasters 

and catastrophes begin to form. There is already a significant quantity of publications (articles, 

monographs) that analyze how crises, disasters, and extreme situations affect individual and 

collective life and reveal the role that different sciences, according to their specific thematic focus 

and methodology used, have in the research on issues critical to the survival of society, communities, 

and individuals. These studies are particularly relevant in Asia and China, especially concerning the 

frequent earthquakes in Asia (Ardalan et al., 2011). But academic publications with a conceptual 

orientation already exist (Alexander, 1997; Han & Ke, 2018). Bulgarian researchers also contribute 

to disaster studies (Tzaneva, Maeva, Erolova, & Wei, 2023). 

Contemporary science defines a disaster as "a process/event involving a combination of 

potentially destructive agents from the natural and/or technological environment and the population 

in socially and technologically created conditions of vulnerability" (Smith, 1996: 303 – 328). In this 

article, disaster is considered in the expanded context of its social content as a deviation from 

"normality" in the occurrence of everyday life, in which crisis and catastrophic events cause 

disruption of the balance of personal and collective life and lead to social change. The experience of 

dealing with the consequences of natural disasters, which have become more active in recent decades, 

shows that the success in dealing with them is more significant the more thoroughly the specifics of 

the affected communities are studied. This knowledge is more actively engaged in the officially 

designed and implemented recovery measures and policies. Among the particulars of the affected 

districts that should be taken into account, an important place is occupied by: the analysis of the 

culturally determined factors that create conditions for the vulnerability of the population and the 

identification of the niches of this vulnerability in which the disaster enters; the socio-psychological 

reactions of people, their adequacy and effectiveness; the study of the traditional and contemporary 

environmental knowledge of society that determines its preparedness to meet the disaster, etc. 

The approach to the disaster study in this paper has two main preconditions: first, the "critical 

situation" created by the disaster is a multidimensional complex of many components - factors, 

effects, consequences, immediate and delayed reactions - all in their entirety leading to the need for 

social change; and secondly, that no disaster is the one-way event – it evokes a series of catastrophic 

consequences that fit into the sociocultural niches opened up by societal vulnerability. Studying all 
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these components of the disaster situation is crucial because it ultimately leads to constructing 

protective societal mechanisms. The intersection of cultural, demographic, political, economic, and 

ecological fields of the crisis, i.e., the social context of the crisis, determines the preparedness, 

mobilization, and prevention of the disaster situation for any community of people. Therefore, 

studying the social experience of local communities is an essential part of strategies for surviving and 

recovering from a disaster.  

The present article examines how disaster and local community characteristics intersect in the 

quality of life category, analyzing the impact of the disaster on the quality of life of local communities 

through the indicators: physical well-being; psychological aspects of health; social welfare; models 

and approaches of restoring the quality of life, including through the experience of survival; changes 

in local traditions and daily life; creating new cultural memory and places of memory.  

Research methods 

In this article, an attempt is made to conceptualize accumulated empirical material within the 

framework of a study conducted by the Institute for Еthnology and Folklore Studies with the 

Ethnographic Museum at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences as part of the project "Local Disasters 

and Quality of Life: Cultural Strategies in Overcoming Natural, Technological and Biological 

Catastrophes", funded by the National Science Fund of the Ministry of Education and Science, in 

which one of the authors of this article participated. In the project, four disasters that happened in 

Bulgaria are subjected to analysis - the Foot–and–Mouth–Disease in the Strandzha region1 in 2011; 

the earthquake in Pernik2 in 2012; the flood in the Asparuhovo district3 in 2014; the train crash in 

Hitrino4 in 2016. Here we will focus on only two of them - the earthquake in Pernik in 2012 and the 

flood in the Asparuhovo district in 2014, as in both cases we are talking about natural disasters, which 

determine the presence of standard features in responding to the disaster event, trying to deal with its 

consequences and making sense of the experience. Quantitative and qualitative methods - surveys 

and in-depth interviews - were used in conducting the empirical work. Surveys in both places were 

conducted with quota samples in a volume of 50 units each, which reproduce the structure of the 

population in both areas according to the indicators: gender, age, education, and employment status. 

Because it was not collected through a sample representative of the relevant population, the 

                                                 
1.Strandzha is a mountain in Southeastern Bulgaria. 

2.Pernik is a city in Southwestern Bulgaria with a population of 70,285 (according to the latest 2021 census), 

which ranks it 11th in the country. 

3.Asparuhovo is a district of the city of Varna, the third largest city in Bulgaria, located on the coast of the 

Black Sea. 

4. Hitrino is a village in North-Eastern Bulgaria, where in 2016 a freight train with 26 tanks derailed; gas 

leaks and the train explodes; 7 people died, 29 were injured and 50 houses were destroyed. 
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information does not claim to establish generally valid patterns and relationships. However, it allows 

the derivation of models that reproduce structural features typical of the studied population. More 

specifically, it illustrates earthquake and flood response patterns as natural disaster response patterns. 

It allows the derivation of indicators reflecting the impact of natural disasters on the quality of life of 

the local population. The value of such knowledge is to show in what terms and concepts the effect 

of a natural disaster on the quality of life is thought of, to suggest ideas for problematizing one or 

other aspects of the impact, and to point to one or another perspective for conducting further 

quantitative studies with a representative sample to allow the establishment of statistically significant 

and typified patterns and dependencies. 

Indicators for assessing the impact of the disaster on the quality of life of local communities 

The indicators for evaluating the impact of the disaster event on the quality of life of local 

communities according to the results of the conducted surveys can be divided into three large groups:  

indicators of the negative impact of the disaster on the quality of life of the local communities; 

indicators of the positive effects of the disaster on the quality of life of the local communities;  

indicators of social change that have occurred due to making sense of the disaster event. 

Indicators of the negative impact of the disaster on the quality of life of local communities 

Both disasters - the flood in Asparuhovo and the earthquake in Pernik- negatively impact the 

quality of life of the local population mainly in several aspects: impact on the respondents' houses, 

impact on their economic situation, and impact on their health and mental state.  

Impact of the disaster on the housing of the surveyed persons. 

Residents of Asparuhovo noted severe consequences of the flood on their houses - 51% 

indicated that their houses were affected in one way or another by the flood:  

- 33.3% of respondents indicate the need for serious house repairs; 

- 3.9% of persons indicated half-destroyed houses; 

- 9.8% of the respondents remained completely homeless, which led to: "moving in with 

parents", "moving to another settlement", "living in rented accommodation", and "going 

abroad". 

The consequences of the earthquake in Pernik were also quite severe for the respondents' 

houses - 28% of them mentioned that their houses were damaged. The most frequent damages are 

fallen chimneys and plasters and cracked walls. 

"The chimney had fallen, and many of the roof tiles too. The ceiling in the bedroom had fallen“ (a  

woman with higher education, 62 years old). 

"There were cracked walls, stairs. After that, we had to do repairs" (a woman with a secondary 

education, 76 years old). 
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But some respondents mention much more severe damage, including destroyed houses, which 

cost them a lot of money to repair. Severe damage was reported by 6% of the respondents. 

 "The first and second earthquakes did a lot of damage to the old house in the backyard. There 

was no way to repair it. It was further destroyed with each new earthquake. Then we destroyed it" (a 

man with secondary education, 72 years old). 

As can be seen from the data presented, both disasters have led to serious changes in the 

quality of life of local people, affecting their material well-being, forcing them to make serious house 

repairs, including leaving them completely homeless, which in turn causes them to make lifestyle 

changes - move to live with their parents or rent a house, even leave the settlement. And some have 

made the radical decision to leave the country and move abroad. 

Impact of the disaster on the economic situation of the surveyed persons 

The impact of the flood in Asparuhovo on the economic situation of the surveyed persons is 

also completely negative - 37.3% of them noted that the flood had a strong negative impact on their 

financial situation. As specific negative consequences can be indicated: "from then until now, we only 

do repairs on the house and we hardly survive"; "we had to buy everything again"; "we still can't get 

over it and it's been so many years". 

The impact of the earthquake in Pernik on the economic situation of the local population is 

similar - 36% of the surveyed persons noted that the earthquake had a negative impact on their 

economic situation. 

"We took a big loan to make repairs and it took a long time to pay it off' (a woman with a 

secondary education, 22 years old). 

"Our economic situation is not good because I have invested a lot in repairing the house" (a 

man with a secondary education, 43 years old). 

Impact of the disaster on the health of the examined persons 

Health status is one of the indicators in terms of which the impact of both the flood in 

Asparuhovo and the earthquake in Pernik had some of the strongest negative consequences on the 

quality of life of the local population.  

One third of the people surveyed in Asparuhovo (33.3%) noted that the flood had a strong 

negative impact on their health. Among the health consequences that the respondents cited, we can 

point out: high blood pressure – 13.7%; strong long-lasting stress – 11.8%; general deterioration of 

health – 7.8%; diabetes – 3.9%; heart stand – 3.9%; gray hair - 3.9%. 
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The impact of the earthquake in Pernik on the health of local residents is even more negative, 

as 62% of the surveyed persons noted various negative impacts of the earthquake on their state of 

health. They can be referred to: 

a. Strong stress – indicated by 40% of respondents. 

 "I'm constantly scared at every noise... And now, when a heavy truck passes by the block, I 

wonder if it's an earthquake" (a woman with a secondary education, 62 years old). 

"The stress was so strong that I had to visit a psychologist and take medicines" (a woman with 

a primary education, 16 years old). 

Some respondents noted a specific change in their post-earthquake lives related to travel and 

vacations, which was that they always insisted on low-floor accommodation when traveling as a 

consequence of the stress and fear experienced during the earthquake. 

b. General deterioration of health - indicated by 8% of the respondents. 

c. High blood pressure as a consequence of the earthquake was noted by 4% of the 

examined persons. 

d. Constant headache – 4% of the examined persons. 

e. Cancer as a consequence of the stress experienced during the earthquake was also 

mentioned by 4% of the respondents. 

A part of the surveyed persons noted adverse consequences of the earthquake, not for their 

health, but for the health of their relatives - 6% of the respondents. 

"My husband swallowed his tongue and passed out during the earthquake. This probably had 

an impact on his general condition, because after that he often got sick" (a woman with a secondary 

education, 44 years old). 

"The electromagnetic waves from the earthquake killed my husband. Shortly after the 

earthquake, he died..." (a woman with a higher education, 74 years old).  

"No deaths were reported on the night of the earthquake, but the death rate of military disabled 

persons increased sharply after it. In a day or two, we learned that someone had died or had a stroke" 

(a man with a higher education, 67 years old, chairman of the Cooperative of military disabled). 

As can be seen, the effect of both disasters on the health status of the affected persons is highly 

negative and with long-term consequences. 

Indicators of positive impact of the disaster on the quality of life of the local communities 

As unexpected as it may be, disasters can also have positive consequences for the quality of 

life of local communities, and these consequences are mostly social/intangible.  

The disaster as a uniting factor of local communities and a catalyst of social relations 
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The unifying role of the disaster first manifests itself during the actual occurrence of the 

disaster event. It should be noted here the positive reactions of a part of the affected people, aimed at 

providing help to their loved ones, relatives, friends, neighbors in order to limit human casualties and 

other damages from the disaster. And although in each of the disasters the proportion of persons who 

react with fear, panic and lack of adequate reactions is quite high, which is quite normal in such an 

extreme situation, it is also a fact that a significant part of people, manage to react adequately to what 

is happening and take specific practical actions aimed at saving themselves or helping their loved 

ones, relatives, neighbors, and also in the conditions of a disaster situation to continue working for 

the benefit of the city and the local community in order to limit the damage of the disaster. Thus, in 

Pernik, 42% of the surveyed persons confirm that they have taken specific practical actions to help 

their loved ones, relatives and neighbors. 

"Two neighbors from the next block had come out barefoot and in pajamas. My husband made 

them get into our car... I called on the phone my sister who lives on the upper floors to come to us. 

She lived with us for about a week" (a woman with a higher education, 65 years old).  

 "I'm disabled... I was putting on my shoes in the corridor when I heard one of the neighbors 

knocking on the other's door: "Let's quickly get aunt Tinka, we have to take her downstairs." (a woman 

with a secondary education, 62 years old).  

In fact, the earthquake turns out to be a very strong unifying factor that brings together 

families, relatives and loved ones who live together for weeks and help each other to overcome fear 

and avoid the risk of falling into dangerous situations. 

An example of civic valor and empathy is the behavior of people who stay at work to help 

others - the nurses at the local hospital who refuse to leave the maternity ward and stay with the 

newborn babies to watch over them; the members of the Municipal Council, who, in the conditions 

of ongoing earthquakes, refuse to leave the municipal building in order to continue to lead the rescue 

operations from there, etc. 

Also in Asparuhovo, 21.5% of the surveyed persons reacted to the flood with specific practical 

actions aimed at providing help to their family, their relatives, neighbors, or other people. 

"I rushed to save my neighbors" (a woman with a secondary education, 50 years old). 

"I was in the basement with three children, I grabbed them, we were waist-deep in water, and 

we climbed up" (a man with a primary education, over 70 years old). 

The local community-cohesive function of a disaster is also strongly manifested in the days 

following it, when the initial shock and stress have subsided, and people are reacting more 

consciously. This refers to specific practical actions to support the local community to overcome the 
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consequences of the disaster, such as the testimony of 5.9% of respondents in Asparuhovo about 

donations made by individuals aimed at overcoming flood damage. Such actions express strong 

empathy and sympathy for those affected by the disaster. 

The third line of tracing the community-consolidating role of the disaster event is in terms of 

the impact it has on the lives of the local population after the disaster, specifically the impact it has 

on relationships with neighbors and friends.  

In this regard, 20% of the surveyed persons in Pernik categorically stated that the earthquake 

made people "closer and more cooperative," and their relations became "more cordial for a long time". 

Residents of Asparuhovo (17.6%) also confirm that there is a change in this regard, which is entirely 

in a positive direction: "relations have improved"; "we are even more united than before"; "empathy 

between neighbors increased". 

Indicators of social change 

Indicators of social change reflect the models and approaches developed to restore the quality 

of life of local communities, including through experience, changes in local traditions and everyday 

life, and the creation of new cultural memory and places of memory. In this regard, an important place 

is occupied by the traditions created in both areas to mark the anniversaries of the disaster. 

In this respect, Asparuhovo is particularly indicative, where 74.5% of the surveyed persons 

confirm that they keep the memory of what happened. Every year they mark the next anniversary of 

the flood in some way. People for whom the memory is still alive and continues to be a part of their 

lives remember the flood  and the flood victims in many different ways: 

a. sacrifice in the church - mentioned by 57.9% of the respondents; 

b. making a memorial plaque/monument in memory of those who died - indicated by 39.5% of 

the surveyed persons; 

c. memorial service and prayer for the dead - mentioned by 26.3% of the respondents; 

d. commemorative procession and worship in front of the monument of the dead with 

wreaths/flowers - mentioned by 15.8% of the respondents; 

e. collection of benefits for the victims - indicated by 5.3% of the surveyed persons; 

f. gatherings/meetings with affected persons - indicated by 3.6% of respondents; 

g. delivering a speech in front of the monument to the dead - mentioned by 3.6% of the 

respondents; 

h. a minute's silence in front of the memorial to the dead - indicated by 3.6% of the surveyed 

persons. 
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These are the people for whom the events related to the flood continue to be part of their daily 

lives, amount a new cultural memory and unique places of memory created. In this way, they express 

and confirm their empathy with the families of the dead and contribute to creating a sense of 

community support in them. 

In Pernik, due to the lack of direct victims during the earthquake (no fatalities), a few 

respondents (5.9%) reported organizing prayers and sacrifices for health as a typical practice to honor 

and maintain the memory of what happened. The two main reactions stated by the respondents as an 

expression of community support for the victims are the provision of help (concrete, practical use or 

an attitude to provide service when needed), stated by 38% of the respondents, and the expression of 

sympathy for the victims, noted by 14% of respondents. 

"There were no sacrifices, but we made a prayer for health. This was on the day of the 

earthquake. To this day, we pray on this day" (a man with a higher education, 59 years old). 

  "There were no victims, but my husband was the initiator and main sponsor for the 

restoration of the church in the village of Lyulin" (a woman with a higher education, 62 years old). 

"I'm sorry for all the victims. It's good that it wasn't stronger and no one died" (a woman with 

a higher education, 31 years old). 

"I sympathize with them, and they sympathize with me. I can't help them with anything else" 

(a woman with a higher education, 74 years old). 

And 5% of the respondents personally honor the memory of a relative who died as a result of 

the earthquake. 

"I honor the memory of my husband who died one month after the earthquake from cancer" 

(a woman with a higher education, 66 years old). 

Thus, the communities created after the disaster on the occasion of the commemoration of its 

anniversaries turn out to be more stable and sustainable over time than the mutual aid and support 

communities created at the time of the disaster, which are more expulsive, momentary, formed as a 

response to what is happening. Although among them, there are also examples of resilience, such as 

the example mentioned above of the disabled, elderly woman, who was taken out of the block by her 

neighbors when the earthquake started and who, according to her story, returned with each new quake 

and helped her again to leave their home and go to an open and safe place, which indicates a conscious 

decision on their part and a lasting attitude, not an expulsive reaction.  

An important indicator of social change and the construction of a new post-disaster model of 

social life, aimed at restoring the quality of life of local communities by making sense of the 

experience of survival, is the willingness of the surveyed persons to respond to a future disaster event. 
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In this regard, the results are pretty encouraging - 31.4% of people surveyed in Asparuhovo and an 

impressive 62% of those surveyed in Pernik confirm the presence of readiness to respond to a future 

disaster. For some of them, this readiness is expressed in the psychological preparedness for an 

encounter with something that has already been experienced and therefore known. Others have 

developed concrete, practical strategies for responding to a new disaster as a preemptive step to limit 

the damage. 

"For a long time after that, I kept a bag with clothes, documents, and money by the door" (a 

man with a secondary education, 59 years old). 

"I leave money and documents in one place, and I'm always ready to grab them and run" (a 

woman with a secondary education, 33 years old). 

And some of the respondents have even taken specific practical actions, such as taking out 

disaster insurance, to limit the consequences of a possible future disaster event. All these facts are 

evidence that the lived experience leads to an increase in preparedness to cope in a situation of a 

possible future repetition of the disaster event and are a step forward in the development of concrete, 

practical strategies to minimize the consequences of a future recurrence of the disaster events.  

Conclusion 

After numerous interviews, surveys, and conversations with residents, it can be summarized 

that the impact of the disaster is found in all areas of people's lives. It has a powerful effect on the 

material and economic side of the life of local communities as the basis of their social well-being. 

The main structural changes to housing everywhere in the affected areas years after the disasters are 

related to dozens of "innovations" such as the installation of concrete girders and the erection of 

columns, the emergence of flexible joints as a structural element and changes in the composition of 

reinforcing materials. The interior of the houses is being strengthened, and ways are being sought to 

make it more stable and durable. Everywhere in the affected households, packages with clothes, 

documents, and food are prepared, and the water in them is periodically changed to this day so that 

the essentials are at hand in the event of a new disaster. The impact of the disaster is manifested with 

particular force on physical and mental health and well-being. From momentary fright, fear, horror, 

and panic, through several days of anxiety and stress, to permanent deterioration of health and 

depression, loss of peace, mental balance, and sense of security - the narratives are diverse. In social 

life and relationships, both strengthening and thinning and rearranging relationships, values, and 

relationships are observed. The tradition is revived, and a new ritual appears. New places of cultural 

memory are being created. 
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The main conclusion is that the disaster affects, albeit to different degrees and in different 

ways, all the components of the "quality of life" category, changing them at the moment or creating 

conditions for their later change. The nature of the impact is a function of the type of disaster and the 

area where it strikes most strongly and tangibly, as well as characteristics of the past lives of the 

affected communities. Our research shows that, regardless of how they feel and act, people usually 

respond to disaster not so much as individuals but as part of a pre-existing community - be it family, 

local, or national - with its past experiences and cultural accumulations. The model towards which 

restoration efforts are directed is that of "life before"; usually comparisons are with "life before", 

seeking to restore the former standard and quality of life. But regardless, the mark of the disaster is 

indelible, and it causes changes in the culture of the affected people. Slowly and gradually, life began 

to return to its course, building a post-disaster model of relations, accumulating the gained experience, 

and breaking it through the new situation. 
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