
Public Perceptions of Code Enforcement and Safer
Buildings in Latin America and the Caribbean

Barry S. Levitt, Ph.D.1; Vincent T. Gawronski, Ph.D.2; Gabriela Hoberman, Ph.D.3;
Richard S. Olson, Ph.D.4; and Vicente Sandoval, Ph.D.5

Abstract:Well-designed and properly enforced building codes save lives in hazard events like major earthquakes and hurricanes. Yet around
the world, in “developed” and “developing” countries alike, code enforcement is not often on people’s minds, even in high-risk areas. How do
the citizens of Latin America and the Caribbean value the implementation of building codes? And how do they view the effectiveness and
integrity of government enforcement of these regulations? Analyzing 2014 survey data from 12 Latin American and Caribbean countries, the
authors first explore cross-national differences in attitudes toward code enforcement and safer construction practices. Next, they use factor
analysis to assess whether or not public attitudes about code enforcement, corruption, and the value of safer buildings are conceptually
distinct. Finally, the authors use multilevel modeling to test a series of hypotheses regarding public support for safer construction practices.
They find that expectations about corruption and code enforcement do shape the value that people place on safer construction. Living in
an earthquake- or hurricane-prone country, however, does not, all else being equal, affect people’s support for safer, if costlier, buildings.
DOI: 10.1061/(ASCE)NH.1527-6996.0000333. © 2019 American Society of Civil Engineers.

Author keywords: Latin America and the Caribbean; Public opinion; Building codes; Regulatory enforcement; Corruption; Disaster risk
reduction.

Introduction

When a major natural hazard event, like an earthquake or a hurri-
cane, strikes a highly populated area, that area’s pre-event building
standards are an important factor in determining whether the event
will ultimately be remembered as an emergency, a disaster, or a
catastrophe [for the distinctions see Holguín-Veras et al. (2014),
Quarantelli (2006, 2000, 1987), and Wachtendorf et al. (2010)].
However, the hazard-appropriateness and stringency of building
codes are seldom perceived by the public—in the pre-event period,
at least—as urgent public policy issues. This lack of issue salience
is one reason why communities remain (or become) vulnerable to
hazards.

Of course, codes in and of themselves are simply paper exer-
cises if they are not systematically enforced (UNISDR 2017).
As Daniell (2015, p. 10) notes in a global survey of seismic codes
specifically, “not only the quality of the : : : code is important but

also its enforcement, adherence, and lack of corruption.” Weak
building code compliance is often revealed only in the aftermath
of hazard events, particularly in more recently industrialized or
“developing” areas like Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC).
Indeed, major hazard events in the LAC region (including, among
recent disasters, the 2017 Puebla–Mexico City earthquake) have
time and again made tragically visible—not only to researchers and
policymakers but also to citizens—the lack of code enforcement.
Given the thousands of lives and billions of dollars at stake, public
perceptions of building codes and support for safer construction
merit sustained scholarly attention.

Examination of this issue revolves around the following ques-
tions: How are building code compliance and enforcement viewed
by the citizens of Latin American and Caribbean countries? What
factors shape whether or not people believe in the efficacy and in-
tegrity of building code enforcement? And why might some citi-
zens, but not others, support more stringent construction practices?

In an initial attempt to answer these questions, data from the
2014 wave of the AmericasBarometer, a state-of-the-art cross-
national biennial survey conducted by Vanderbilt University’s
Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP), were analyzed.
The data were drawn from 12 Latin American and Caribbean
countries with varying levels of earthquake and hurricane risk.
Specifically, LAPOP surveyed perceptions of (1) code enforce-
ment, (2) corruption in code enforcement, and (3) tradeoffs be-
tween improved building safety on the one hand and increased
building costs on the other. To the best of our knowledge, this
article is the first systematic cross-national study of perceptions
of code compliance and the value of safer buildings in the LAC
region. As such, in addition to the findings presented here, the
descriptive statistics establish a useful baseline for future studies—
particularly research conducted in the aftermath of major hazard
events in the region.

The LAC region was selected for analysis because it is com-
posed of a heterogeneous set of populations and has been the site
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of many major earthquakes and hurricanes (as well as volcanic
eruptions, floods, landslides, droughts, and wildfires). Indeed, ac-
cording to EM-DAT (the consensus Emergency Events Database
maintained by the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of
Disasters at the Université Catholique de Louvain), just since the
year 2000 the LAC region has seen more than 260,000 people
killed, nearly 2.5 million injured, and 1.4 million rendered home-
less by these so-called “natural” disasters [see Hewitt (1983, 1995),
O’Keefe et al. (1976), Smith (2006), and Wisner et al. (2012) for
debates about this terminology]. As explained in the following sec-
tion, the existing scholarly literature tells conflicting stories about
the impact of experiencing a disaster firsthand, or even living in a
high-risk area, on citizens’ views on risk reduction.

Focusing on LAC as a region is also illustrative because risk
mitigation policies there are complicated by issues of corruption
and state capacity [see Blake and Morris (2009), Morris and Blake
(2010), Tulchin and Espach (2000), and Warf and Stewart (2016),
inter alia]. Corruption, in particular, is perceived by LAC region
citizens to be a serious and growing problem. In its October 2017
profile of the region, Transparency International cited survey data
showing majorities of the region’s citizens believing that corruption
was on the rise—and that their governments were doing a poor job
combatting it (Transparency International 2017).

Finally, the LAC region—though a “developing” region, part of
the Global South—includes countries with a variety of different eco-
nomic profiles. According to the Word Bank’s categories, LAC in-
cludes low, lower middle, upper middle, and high income countries.

Political Culture and the Politics of Disaster:
A Review of the Literature

A growing body of scholarly work addresses what might generally
be called the politics of disaster. In the United States, this research
area rapidly intensified following Hurricane Katrina in 2005, but it
is not entirely new [see Olson (2000) and Barnhart (1925), inter
alia]. The next few pages summarize existing scholarship in one
area of disaster research within political science: the ways that
public opinion shapes, and is shaped by, disasters. This review of
the literature covers four overlapping bodies of scholarship. One
focuses on risk mitigation and disaster response as government
performance. Another looks at enforcement of, and corruption in,
risk mitigation policies like building codes. A third set of scholarly
works analyzes public support for disaster preparedness and risk
mitigation. Finally, a fourth body of research focuses more narrowly
on the ways that perceiving risk and/or experiencing hazard events
might shape attitudes toward risk mitigation.

Note that, although the focus of the analysis presented here is on
disaster risk mitigation (i.e., reducing long-term risk to people and
property from hazards), we also draw insights from research on
individual and collective disaster preparedness (i.e., increasing
the functional ability to respond to, and recover from, a hazard).

Risk Mitigation and Disaster Response as
Government Performance

The scholarly literature on the United States tells us that the public
tends to be more critical of disaster response efforts than of (even
inadequate) government risk mitigation policies (Arceneaux and
Stein 2016; Gasper and Reeves 2011; Reeves 2011). Furthermore,
Healy and Malhorta (2009, p. 388) found that US “voters signifi-
cantly reward disaster relief spending [i.e., response and recovery],
holding the incumbent presidential party accountable for actions
taken after a disaster. In contrast, voters show no response at all,
on average, to preparedness spending, even though investing in

preparedness produces a large social benefit.” [On the electoral
incentives driving strategic disaster preparedness spending in the
US, see Sainz-Santamaria and Anderson (2013)].

It is also known that the ways that US citizens judge the effec-
tiveness of disaster responses, assign credit and blame, and—
crucially—reward or punish politicians at the ballot box are shaped
by many of the same factors that shape perceptions of government
performance in “normal” times. [On continuity in New Orleans’
politics after Huricane Katrina, for example, see Lay (2009). On
the negligible political impact of floods in Calgary, Canada, see
Bodet et al. (2016)].

Within Latin America, however, one study (Carlin et al. 2014a)
found that Chile’s 2010 earthquake and tsunami unleashed criti-
cism of incumbents, decreased support for municipal government,
and negatively influenced support for democratic values and norms.
[For comparison of post-disaster public opinion in El Salvador,
Chile, and Haiti, see Carlin et al. (2014b).]

The broader corpus of comparative research on this topic
also offers mixed results. For example, a cross-national study of
ten European disasters found that they had no significant effects
on political trust or satisfaction with government performance
(Albrecht 2017). Another study, of India, concluded that voters
reward incumbent politicians for responding to disasters—but only
if the event occurs less than one year prior to an election (Cole
et al. 2012). In Pakistan, major flooding was found to decrease
citizens’ assessments of local leaders (Akbar and Aldrich 2016).
In China, however, a major earthquake instead polarized trust in
local government, with both very high and very low levels increas-
ing (Han et al. 2011).

Building Codes: Enforcement and Corruption

Lack of building code enforcement and corrupt practices in code
enforcement can have deadly consequences (Anbarci et al. 2005;
Escaleras et al. 2007). Indeed, Ambraseys and Bilham (2011) esti-
mated that 83% of all deaths from building collapses in earthquakes
around the world over the last 30 years have occurred in countries
that are anomalously corrupt (i.e., more corrupt than expected for
their level of per capita income). What is more, the construction
sector is almost uniquely ripe for graft and fraud:

Corruption takes the form of bribes to subvert inspection and
licensing processes, and of covert activities that reduce costs
and thereby compromise the quality of structures. The as-
sembly of a building, from the pouring of foundations to the
final coat of paint, is a process of concealment. (Ambraseys
and Bilham 2011, p. 153)

Of the LAC region specifically, Chavez et al. (2012) remind us
that even where sophisticated regulations representing best practice
codes are in place, their effective enforcement by local authorities
cannot be taken for granted. State capacity in the LAC region varies
greatly both across and within countries (Luna and Soifer 2017).
And even where local authorities appear to be eliciting compliance
with regulations, compliance may be wholly superficial. As one
LAPOP researcher reported anecdotally from a very at-risk city in
the region:

the alcaldía [municipal government] only worries about get-
ting paid the construction/renovation fee. They will not inspect
the floor plans or the quality of the materials. This means that
you can get all the permits and everything, and still have a very
unsafe house. (Personal communication from María Fernanda
Boidi to Elizabeth Zechmeister, November 29, 2013)

© ASCE 04019009-2 Nat. Hazards Rev.
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Since building code enforcement in Latin America and the
Caribbean is subject to problems of both corruption and weak state
capacity, it seemed plausible, even likely, to be perceived as such
by its citizens—and that those perceptions might, in turn, affect
public attitudes toward risk mitigation. Indeed, Donahue and Miller
(2006) found that support for disaster preparedness policies in the
USA, and willingness to pay for those policies, were contingent
upon citizen evaluations of public safety personnel and their trust
in those service providers. Similarly, Donahue (2014) confirmed
that perceptions of government efficiency can influence support
for community disaster preparedness spending. Although the previ-
ously cited research focuses on preparedness rather than risk miti-
gation, a similar causal process may affect mitigation policies like
building codes. Keefer et al. (2011) found that incentives to invest in
“quake-proof” construction regulations are lower in countries that
are poorer, less institutionalized, or more corrupt—even if those
countries experience frequent earthquakes. [As Kahn (2005) con-
cluded, democracies and countries with higher-quality institutions
have, all else being equal, lower casualty rates from disasters.]

Public Support for Risk Mitigation

As mentioned previously, to the extent that the general public
thinks of disasters, the focus tends to be on what happens after an
extreme event, not before. Why is this so?

Analyzing data from a 1971 statewide poll on public support for
seismic safety in California, Meltsner (1978) concluded that the
general population was largely “indifferent” to the earthquake haz-
ard. He then argued that this was, in fact, quite understandable:
earthquakes were relatively rare, the odds of being killed or injured
in one were low, and people faced a large number of more pressing
worries. Individuals’ lack of preparation for disasters “may be ra-
tional given that disasters are relatively rare events” (Donahue et al.
2014, p. 106S).

What is more, because it is narrowly rational to be individually
ill-prepared, individuals rely on the state to mitigate risk (Kenny
2009). Donahue (2014) found that a substantial majority in the
United States is willing to pay for household and community dis-
aster preparedness via personal spending and taxation, albeit at lev-
els lower than would be expected given the generalized support
expressed for such policies (see also Donahue et al. 2008).

Most of the time, disaster preparedness and risk mitigation are
issues with little salience among the general publics of most coun-
tries. People have multiple problems or issues to worry about on a
day-to-day basis, and the long-term risks posed by underdesigned
or poorly constructed buildings is not one of them. A possible ex-
ception, however, may come when a disaster serves as a focusing
event (Birkland 1997, 1998) and reveals failures and deficiencies in
building design and/or construction. At that point the issue may
become much more salient, for a time at least, among larger seg-
ments of the general public. [Becker et al. (2017) found that even
indirect or vicarious experiences with disasters can increase its
issue salience.] And as Kingdon (1984, 1995) suggested, shifts in
public opinion can contribute to the opening of a policy window, the
opportunity to change public policy (in this case, better—or better
enforced—building codes).

Hazard Risk Perception and Attitudes toward Risk
Mitigation

Do people who have experienced a disaster or live in hazard-prone
places indeed view risk mitigation policies, like stricter building
codes, differently? A common-sense argument might be that people
who have experienced a disaster firsthand, were in close proximity

to one, or who otherwise feel personally connected to a disaster,
might change their views, at least temporarily, on issues like risk
mitigation and preparedness. These hypotheses have received some
support. Baker’s (1977) study of Hurricane Eloise concluded that
public support for strengthening building codes was “extremely
high” in affected communities in the immediate aftermath of the
storm, and increased even further 6 and 12 months later. Beatley
and Brower (2008) found that residents of areas affected by
Hurricane Diana were more supportive of mitigation programs—
regardless of their own personal losses from the storm—than were
residents of more distant areas.

On seismic risk specifically, Meli and Alcocer (2004, p. 39)
asserted that there are “periods of hyperreceptivity [to building
code enforcement] immediately following severe earthquakes.”
Likewise, Prater and Lindell (2000, p. 75) argued that

people’s concerns when their household is recovering from a
disaster are different from the issues [normally] dominating
their attention : : : . Thus, an experienced disaster is a powerful
way to start the policy process moving. Even a disaster that
has occurred within a neighboring community : : : especially
one that is perceived to be similar in its hazard vulnerability,
can provide a very powerful agenda setting effect.

Indeed, Lavell (1994) made a similar argument about the effects
that a disaster in one LAC country can have on the public policies
of neighboring countries within the region.

Yet this agenda setting effect may be short-lived. One study in
the wake of a powerful and damaging 1989 earthquake in Northern
California found that residents’ heightened concerns about seismic
hazard had almost completely dissipated within just three months
of the event (Pennebaker and Harber 1993). And several scholars
have found that experiencing a major disaster increases individu-
ally risky behaviors in the aftemath of the event (Norris et al 2002,
inter alia).

A related body of literature asks whether, short of experiecing a
disaster firsthand, residents of areas known to be at risk for a par-
ticular kind of hazard event will be more apt to spend their own
money on preparedness and to support public policies mitigating
risk. Neumayer et al. (2014) argued that the probability and ex-
pected magnitude of a natural hazard event in an area—what they
call disaster propensity—incentivizes the enforcement of mitiga-
tion measures. Keefer et al. (2011) found that earthquake mortality
is lower in countries with higher earthquake propensity, precisely
because it “pays” to invest in and enforce life-saving construction
practices.

However, as noted previously, extreme events like earthquakes
and hurricanes may not be at the top of most people’s minds, even
in areas where they occur frequently (Lindell and Prater 1999;
Prater and Lindell 2000). A study of the devastating April 2009
earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy, suggested that residents perceived
only a moderate level of seismic risk, despite the fact that the area
is historically earthquake-prone and had experienced multiple fore-
shocks in the months leading up to the 2009 disaster (Marincioni
et al. 2012). Recall, too, Meltsner’s (1978) uncovering of “indiffer-
ence” to disaster in California, a state with high seismic risk that
had—by the 1970s—already debated and adopted some high-
profile seismic safety policies.

The psychology of risk assessment is complicated. May (2004)
deployed the concepts of anchoring and adjustment, arguing that
individuals’ assessments of seismic risk, and the monetary value
they place on reducing that risk, depend very much on initial cost
expectations and how new costs are framed vis-à-vis that baseline.
Hurley and Corotis (2014) similarly argued that, beyond a simple
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calculus of cost and probability, perceptions of hazard risk are
shaped by psychological factors like dread and familiarity. Västfjäll
et al. (2014) noted that being prompted to think about a disaster
elicited higher perceptons of risk. Wachinger et al. (2013) found
that risk perception is enhanced by an individual’s ability to recall
(or even imagine) the damage caused by previous hazard events;
paradoxically, perceived risk may be diminished by high levels of
trust in the authorities to mitigate those risks. And Albright and
Crow (2016) concluded that personally experiencing flood damage
increases expectations of future flood risk, but living nearby while
averting damage lulls people into complacency and actually de-
creases the perception of risk.

A similarly complex calculus shapes what people in hazard-
prone areas around the world are willing to pay for preparedness
and risk mitigation. Lin et al. (2008) showed that, in Taiwan, vic-
tims of recent floods and landslides perceived higher levels of risk
than the general public but were also, counterintuitively, less will-
ing to adopt risk mitigation measures. Brilly and Polic (2005) re-
vealed that residents of a Slovenian town that experienced flooding
had a heightened perception of flood risk and were willing to spend
money on individual preparedness but not on government regula-
tions or risk mitigation efforts.

This jumble of competing arguments and findings led one
scholar to sensibly conclude that “while change sometimes occurs
after disasters, there are also a myriad of structural and cultural
forces that keep people from considering or embracing change both
before and after a disaster. People are not necessarily more open to
new ideas after a disaster. Nor are they necessarily more closed,
either” (Passerini 2000, p. 70).

Although there has been no study to date on the impacts of
hazard risk (or of experiencing an actual disaster event) on attitudes
toward building codes, enforcement, or disaster risk reduction
generally in Latin America and the Caribbean, findings from the
United States and elsewhere suggest that we should be cautious
about presuming that people living in earthquake-prone countries
would necessarily be more supportive of stronger and better-
enforced building codes or safer (if also more expensive) construc-
tion practices.

Hypotheses and Data

The analysis presented here centers on the interrelations between
three attitudinal measures: expectations that building codes will
be enforced; expectations of corruption in building code enforce-
ment; and willingness to spend money on safer construction prac-
tices. The first step was to explore these three variables across the
LAC region. The next was to assess the distinctiveness of these three
attitudes using factor analysis techniques. The final task was to em-
ploy multivariate regression-style modeling to test the following hy-
potheses, which the existing literature, outlined previously, led us to
consider:

H1: Citizens who expect that building codes will be enforced
will be more willing to spend on safer construction.

H2: Citizens who expect building code enforcement to be cor-
rupt will be less willing to spend on safer construction.

H3a: Citizens of countries with higher levels of earthquake
risk will be more willing to spend on safer construction in the
future.

H3b: Citizens of countries with higher levels of hurricane risk
will be more willing to spend on safer construction in the future.

As noted previously, most of the data derive from the 2014 wave
of the LAPOP AmericasBarometer survey. We analyze data from
12 countries: the Bahamas (n ¼ 3,429), Barbados (n ¼ 3,828),

Belize (n¼ 1,534), Chile (n¼ 1,571), the Dominican Republic
(n ¼ 1,520), Ecuador (n ¼ 1,512), Honduras (n ¼ 1,561), Mexico
(n¼1,578), Nicaragua (n¼1,547), Suriname (n¼4,000), Trinidad
and Tobago (n ¼ 4,207), and Uruguay (n ¼ 1,512). The selection
of the 12 countries was arbitrary: LAPOP included the three ques-
tions about disaster risk only where there was available space on a
national survey instrument. However, these 12 countries represent a
range of different sub-regions, levels of development, and past ex-
periences with disasters.

The three variables of interest were:
• Expected enforcement of building codes (“[On] a 1-to-7 scale,

where 1 is ‘Not at all’ and 7 is ‘A lot,’ how likely is it that people
in your neighborhood would be punished by authorities for : : :
building or renovating a house without a license or permit?”)

• Expected corruption in code enforcement (“And, still using the
same 1-to-7 scale, if people in your neighborhood were to build
or renovate a house, how likely do you think it is that they would
be asked to pay a bribe to get a license or permit, or to ignore the
construction altogether?”)

• Valuing safer construction (“In your opinion, what should be
given higher priority: safer construction of homes or avoiding
cost increases?”)
The models also included, as controls, a standard set of

individual-, community-, and country-level variables. Individual-
level control variables included demographic characteristics as well
as personal attitudes and beliefs. The demographic variables were
age, gender, ethnicity/race, income, and education. Attitudinal var-
iables were interpersonal trust, external political efficacy (a citi-
zen’s sense that “[t]hose who govern this country are interested in
what people like me think”), internal political efficacy (a citizen’s
sense that he or she “understand[s] the most important political
issues of this country”), trust in municipal government (the level
most likely to be implementing and enforcing building codes),
personal experience with corruption, evaluation of the country’s
economic performance, and assessment of one’s own personal eco-
nomic situation. Relevant characteristics of the respondent’s com-
munity included the population size of the town or municipality and
its status as urban vs. rural.

The key country-level variables modeled here—per H3—were
seismic and cyclonic risk: the prevalence and destructiveness
of past experiences with major earthquakes and hurricanes (as
indicators of future risk). The source for these data is EM-DAT, the
Emergency Events Database identified previously. Although seis-
mic events and hurricanes are not the only types of hazards that
these 12 LAC countries face, the mitigation of risk from earth-
quakes or hurricanes (or in some countries, both) has informed the
development of building codes across the entire region.

The seismic risk variable was operationalized in two different
ways: one includes only countries at high risk from earthquakes;
the other also includes countries at moderate risk. Chile, Ecuador,
Mexico, and Nicaragua are categorized as high risk. Based on
EM-DAT data, between 1960 and 2014 these four countries each
had more than five major “Earthquake—Ground movement” events
and more than 5,000 earthquake-related deaths. Countries at mod-
erate risk were Honduras (four major events, nine deaths) and the
Dominican Republic (one major event, three deaths). The remain-
ing countries in our sample suffered zero deaths from ground move-
ment events during the 54 years covered by EM-DAT, and were
thus categorized as low risk.

Similarly, the hurricane risk variable was operationalized in
two different ways: one includes only countries at high risk from
tropical cyclones; the other also includes countries at moderate risk.
Mexico, Nicaragua, Honduras, and the Dominican Republic are
categorized as high risk. Based on EM-DAT data, between 1960

© ASCE 04019009-4 Nat. Hazards Rev.
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and 2014 these four countries each had 18 or more “Storm—
Tropical cyclone” events—major hurricanes—and more than 1,000
hurricane-related deaths. Countries at moderate risk were the
Bahamas, Belize, and Trinidad and Tobago. Four of the five re-
maining countries in our sample experienced zero major hurricanes
during the 54 years covered by EM-DAT, and were thus categorized
as low risk. (So was Barbados, with six tropical cyclones but rel-
atively little damage and only one death attributed to hurricanes
during this entire period.)

As a check on model specifications, models featuring country
dummy variables instead of these country-level disaster risk varia-
bles were also run (the “a” and “b”models in Tables 2–5), to account
for the effects of unobserved characteristics of different countries,
i.e., contextual traits other than earthquake and hurricane risk.

Descriptive Statistics

Countries with high average levels of expected enforcement of
building codes (Fig. 1) included some surprises, like Ecuador
and Honduras, which score relatively poorly on indices of regula-
tory quality and government effectiveness (see, e.g., Kaufmann
et al. 2010). Also unexpected were Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay,
and Chile—which tend to rank highly within the region for regu-
latory quality and government effectiveness—falling at the lower
end of the scale.

Average expected corruption scores (Fig. 2) were more in
line with expectations but still featured a few surprises. Uruguay,
Barbados, and Chile—countries ranked among the least corrupt in
the LAC region by Transparency International’s (2013) Corruption
Perceptions Index (CPI)—are at the low end, but so is Nicaragua,

with a CPI rank among the most corrupt in the region (Trans-
parency International 2013). In addition, survey respondents in the
Bahamas, which scored as highly as Chile in the 2013 CPI, were
the most likely to believe that their neighbors would be asked for a
bribe for permitting or construction.

Mean scores for valuing safer construction (Fig. 3) were highest
in Chile, followed by Nicaragua, Uruguay, and the Dominican Re-
public. Countries where respondents, on average, prioritized lower
costs rather than building safer homes include Belize, Bahamas,
and Suriname. It should be noted that the gap between countries at
the high and low ends of this scale is particularly wide: respondents
in countries on the high end were, on average, more than twice as
safety-minded as those in the countries on the low end.

We suspected that this tradeoff between improved safety and
increased cost might also vary, across countries, based on the level
of risk to be mitigated. Two particularly deadly types of hazards—
the risks of which might be mitigated by safer, better-regulated
construction—are earthquakes and hurricanes. We therefore took
response means for valuing safer construction in Chile, Ecuador,
Mexico, and Nicaragua—all with high levels of seismic risk—and
compared them to countries with moderate or low levels of seismic
risk (Fig. 4). We also compared response means for countries at
high risk from hurricanes (Mexico, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the
Dominican Republic) and compared them to countries with mod-
erate or low levels of hurricane risk (Fig. 5).

The value that citizens place on risk-mitigating construction
practices appears to vary substantially based on the risk profile
of their country. At least in these bivariate analyses, people in coun-
tries with histories of more frequent and damaging earthquakes or
hurricanes seem more willing to prioritize safer construction over
cost savings.

Fig. 1. Expected enforcement of building codes, by country.
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Fig. 2. Expected corruption in code enforcement, by country.

Fig. 3. Valuing safer construction of homes (versus avoiding cost increases), by country.
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Results from Factor Analysis

Having explored the data via bivariate analysis across countries,
factor analysis was used to assess whether or not the three variables
of interest represent the same underlying concept (a factor or latent
variable) or if, instead, they are distinct concepts. (The extent to
which variables or items are related is expressed as a factor loading
with absolute values ranging from 0 to 1. The dimensionality of the
data is the number of different factors to which a larger number of
variables can be reduced.) The analyses presented in the following
employed principal components factor analysis. Values are normal-
ized factor loadings rotated using an oblique (promax) rotation.
Only factor loadings larger than 0.3 are reported.

Overall, the three variables of interest are largely distinct from
one another—but are related to other variables. As Table 1 shows,
the way that most Latin American and Caribbean citizens think
about the enforcement of permitting/construction regulations is very
much of a piece with how they think about street-level enforcement
of other rules and laws—for example, how likely it is that someone
would be punished for stealing electricity or, more seriously, occu-
pying or invading a vacant lot (Factor 1). How people perceive the
likelihood of being asked for a bribe for permitting/construction is,
on the other hand, both a component of those overall attitudes about
enforcement and, even more strongly, a component of overall atti-
tudes about the frequency and acceptability of corruption (Factor 4).
It should also be noted that assessments of the performance and
trustworthiness of municipal governments—the level of government
usually tasked with implementing these types of regulations—
loaded together as an entirely distinct factor (Factor 2).

Interestingly, a preference for safer construction vs. cost savings
does not load together with either of the other two permitting/
construction variables of interest. However, how one weighs the
value of safer construction vs. lower costs does load together, and
strongly, with one’s preferences for environmental protection vs.
economic growth. The implication here is that valuing safer con-
struction is one element of a more general orientation toward
risk tolerance and, perhaps, differences (shorter vs. longer) in time
horizons, i.e., how heavily one discounts the future in assessing
expected costs and benefits.

For the sake of checking on the cross-national reliability of these
results, a separate factor analysis was conducted for each of the

Fig. 4. Valuing safer construction of homes, by low/moderate versus
high seismic risk countries.

Fig. 5. Valuing safer construction of homes, by low/moderate versus
high hurricane risk countries.

Table 1. Factor analysis

Items Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Uniqueness

And for obtaining electricity (bypassing the meter) without paying, how likely is it that they would
be punished by the authorities?

0.75 — — — 0.41

And for occupying or invading a vacant lot, how likely is it that they would be punished by the
authorities?

0.80 — — — 0.35

And for building or renovating a house without a license or permit, how likely is it that they would be
punished by the authorities?

0.79 — — — 0.36

If people in your neighborhood were to build or renovate a house, how likely do you think it is that
they would be asked to pay a bribe to get a license or permit, or to ignore the construction altogether?

0.46 — — 0.49 0.52

Taking into account your own experience or what you have heard, (how common is) corruption
among public officials?

— — — −0.66 0.54

Do you think given the way things are, sometimes paying a bribe is justified? — — — 0.64 0.58
To what extent do you trust the local or municipal government? — 0.81 — — 0.31
Would you say that the (quality of) services the municipality is providing to the people are : : : ? — −0.86 — — 0.28
In your opinion, what should be given higher priority: safer construction of homes or avoiding
cost increases?

— — 0.82 — 0.33

In your opinion, what should be given higher priority: protecting the environment or promoting
economic growth?

— — 0.82 — 0.33

Eigenvalues 2.11 1.47 1.35 1.06 —

Cumulative variance explained — — — — 59.9%
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countries examined here (although in several countries in the larger
2014 LAPOP survey, relevant questions were simply not asked).
The country-specific results (available upon request) for most
countries are close to the results for the pooled data from the
12-country set.

Based on the factor analyses, it can be said that Latin American
and Caribbean views on code enforcement, corruption, and safer
building/construction practices are distinct from one another but
are not attitudes unique to this particular issue. Rather, they seem
to align with perceptions of regulatory enforcement in other policy
areas, broader views on corruption in society, and more generalized
tradeoff preferences between cost and risk.

Results from Multivariate Analysis

Regression-style analysis was then used to assess the impacts of
individual-, community-, and country-level variables. We tested
three sets of models, one for each of our dependent variables of
interest: (1) expected enforcement of permitting/construction reg-
ulations; (2) expected corruption in permitting/construction; and
(3) valuing safer buildings vs. cost savings. The first two variables
(expected enforcement and expected corruption) were then mod-
eled for possible effects on the third (valuing safer construction).

As noted previously, the source data for all variables was the 2014
wave of the AmericasBarometer survey (LAPOP 2014), with the ex-
ception of data on seismic risk, which comes from EM-DAT. All
independent variables were recoded as ranging incrementally be-
tween 0 and 1 (or are dummy variables, which are either 0 or 1). The
values of the dependent variables (Expected Enforcement and Ex-
pected Corruption were recoded to range from 0 to 100; the depen-
dent variable Valuing Safe Construction is a binary variable (0 or 1).

Models with country dummy variables—Models 2a–b, 3a–b,
4a–b, and 5a–b—are regression models (Models 2a–b, 3a–b) or
logit models (Models 4a–b, 5a–b) with linearized standard errors
(to address nonconstant variance in residuals, resulting from the
survey’s sampling design). The “a” and “b” versions of each model
use different variables to control for the community setting (com-
munity size for the “a” version; urban vs. rural for the “b” version).
All other models—Models 2c–f, 3c–f, 4c–f, and 5c–f—are hierar-
chical linear models (Models 2c–f and 3c–f) or mixed-effects logit
models (Models 4c–f and 5c–f). These multilevel models include
both fixed and random effects, which accounts for the hierarchical
nature of the data (individual respondents are nested within country
units) while allowing the researchers to test the impact of other
country-level variables (here, disaster risk) on individual-level out-
comes (here, attitudes toward disasters). All models were tested
for multicollinearity, and none of the individual-level variables
were problematic (though in models with country dummy varia-
bles, one or more of those country variables were dropped because
of multicollinearity). In all models, data were weighted to correct
for differences in sample sizes across countries. A coefficient was
considered statistically significant if its P-value was less than or
equal to 0.05.

The descriptive statistics and factor analyses presented previ-
ously suggested that these three attitudes toward building code
enforcement and risk reduction are conceptually distinct. Here, in
the multivariate models, results for the control variables indicate
that these three attitudes are also shaped by somewhat different
individual and contextual factors.

The initial task here was to identify individual traits and commu-
nity settings that shape Latin American and Caribbean perceptions
about the likelihood of building codes being enforced (Table 2).
Women are more likely to believe that the rules would be enforced;

self-identified Indigenous and Black citizens, less likely. Trusting
local government—and believing that governments, in general, care
about one’s needs—increased expectations of code enforcement. So
did the sense that one’s personal economic prospects were improv-
ing. Rural respondents had lower expectations of code enforcement
than city dwellers. And national contexts mattered too. For example,
all else being equal, living in Ecuador increased a respondent’s
certainty that building codes would be enforced by a sizeable
24%–25% (Models 2a and 2b) as compared to Barbados, the refer-
ence category. More importantly, the variable for moderate or high
seismic risk introduced in Model 2c was significantly associated
with higher expectations for code enforcement, although the varia-
ble for countries with the highest level of seismic risk was not
(Model 2d). Neither version of the hurricane risk variable seemed to
affect expectations for code enforcement (Models 2e and 2f), though
the coefficient for the highest hurricane risk variable (Model 2f)
would have met a 0.1 threshold for statistical significance.

Perceptions about the likelihood of corruption in the enforce-
ment of building codes were likewise shaped by a number of differ-
ent traits (Table 3). Expectations of bribery were highest among
LAC respondents who were younger, better-educated, and female.
They were higher among those who tended to trust their fellow
citizens, and who trust their own ability to understand politics.
And not surprisingly, being a victim of corruption at the hands of
a government official heightened one’s expectations that corruption
would plague the building code enforcement process specifically.
In terms of context, larger-city dwellers had greater expectations of
corruption; rural respondents had lower expectations. Country con-
text mattered here as well. Living in Mexico or the Dominican Re-
public, for example, increased—by roughly 11% (compared to
Barbados, the reference category)—one’s sense that building code
enforcement officials would ask for a bribe (Models 3a and 3b).
Living in a country with higher levels of seismic risk did not make
respondents any more likely to expect corruption (Models 3c and
3d), although the coefficient for countries with moderate or high
levels of seismic risk (Model 3c) was close to the 0.05 significance
level. Citizens of countries with the highest levels of hurricane risk
were more likely to expect corruption (Model 3f), although the
same did not hold for the larger set of countries that included both
moderate and high levels of hurricane risk (Model 3e).

In terms of predicting which citizens would value the safer
construction of homes even if it cost more (Table 4), the results
suggest that older, wealthier (but not better-educated) people in the
LAC region are more likely to support this tradeoff, as are those
people who identify as Indigenous. Trusting local government—
and believing that governments, in general, care about one’s
needs—increased the value one placed on safer buildings. Being a
victim of corruption, however, decreased that value. Living in a
larger population center seems to increase support for safer con-
struction (significant in Models 4c–4f, nearly significant in Model
4a), although the results do not reflect a simple urban–rural divide
on this issue. Finally, even though our bivariate analyses (Figs. 4
and 5) may have suggested otherwise, living in a country at higher
risk from earthquakes or hurricanes did not, in any version of these
more complex multivariate analyses (Models 4c–4f), affect the
value respondents placed on safer construction practices.

Building on these results, the analysis then turned to assessing
whether expectations of enforcement and expectations of corrup-
tion might themselves affect valuing safer construction. Table 5
presents this model specification. These results were similar to
those presented in Table 4, with just a few exceptions. Once expect-
ations of building code enforcement and corruption were included,
Indigenous identity was no longer a significant predictor of valuing
safe construction. Additionally, community size was significant in
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the models with country dummy variables (unlike Table 4) as well
as in the multilevel models (like Table 4).

More importantly, expectations of enforcement and expectations
of corruption had the predicted effects on respondents’ willingness
to spend money on safer construction. Citizens’ expectations that
building codes would be enforced increased the value they placed
on safer construction. Citizens’ expectations that building code
enforcement would be corrupt likewise reduced their willingness
to pay for costlier but safer construction.

Finally, and perhaps most notably, in none of those multilevel
models did living in a country with higher levels of risk from earth-
quakes (Models 5c and 5d) or hurricanes (Models 5e and 5f) sig-
nificantly predict how much a person would value safer construction
practices.

Discussion and Conclusions

Factor analysis and regression-style modeling indicate that these
three attitudes toward building codes are both conceptually and
causally distinct. They loaded onto separate dimensions in the factor
analysis presented in Table 1 and were associated with rather differ-
ent patterns of demographic and attitudinal variables in Tables 2–4.

Younger citizens were less likely to expect corruption in code
enforcement, and they placed a higher value on safer construction.
Women were more likely than men to believe that building codes

will be enforced, but also more likely to believe that corruption will
be involved. Respondents who identified as Indigenous or Black
had less faith in existing code enforcement than self-identified
White respondents. Additionally, Indigenous people in the LAC
region placed a higher value on safer construction, as compared to
Whites (the reference category).

Indicators of socioeconomic status (SES) also had disparate ef-
fects on attitudes toward safer construction and code enforcement.
Higher-income respondents placed a greater value on safer con-
struction practices than did lower-income respondents, but more
educated respondents placed a lower value on safer construction
practices, which was puzzling and clearly requires additional in-
vestigation. Education was also a strong predictor for expecting
corruption.

Trusting one’s fellow citizens actually increased one’s expect-
ation that building code enforcement would be corrupt. More pre-
dictably, external political efficacy—the belief that those who
govern are interested in what “people like me” think—increased
the expectation that code violations would be punished. Internal
political efficacy—one’s belief in one’s own ability to understand
the important political issues of the day—was associated with in-
creased expectations of corruption in code enforcement, but also
with increased willingness to support (and pay for) safer construc-
tion. As might be expected, trusting local government was associ-
ated with increased expectations of code enforcement, and it also

Table 2. Expected enforcement

Variable Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c Model 2d Model 2e Model 2f

Age 1.81 1.53 1.70 1.68 1.70 1.76
Female 2.19a 2.16a 2.18a 2.18a 2.18a 2.18a

Mestizo −0.43 −0.46 −0.31 −0.33 −0.34 −0.35
Indigenous −5.35a −5.04a −5.17a −5.26a −5.27a −5.26a
Black −4.71a −4.69a −4.67a −4.78a −4.85a −4.84a
Mulatto 1.88 1.81 2.15 2.04 1.96 1.98
Other −1.94 −1.84 −1.71 −1.96 −2.04 −1.97
Income 0.00 −0.41 −0.04 −0.08 −0.07 −0.08
Education 0.33 −0.28 0.28 0.25 0.27 0.36
Interpersonal trust 1.36 1.15 1.40 1.40 1.39 1.39
External political efficacy 7.24a 7.18a 7.30a 7.27a 7.26a 7.28a

Internal political efficacy 1.35 1.35 1.34 1.36 1.33 1.32
Trust in local government 8.51a 8.62a 8.51a 8.51a 8.53a 8.53a

Victim of corruption −2.39 −2.43 −2.33 −2.34 −2.34 −2.35
Eval. of national economy −0.31 −0.31 −0.26 −0.28 −0.28 −0.23
Personal economic situation 2.33a 2.41a 2.31a 2.29a 2.29a 2.31a

Community size 1.59 — 1.55 1.58 1.61 1.60
Rural — −3.19a — — — —
Moderate or high seismic risk — — 9.44a — — —
High seismic risk — — — 5.67 — —
Moderate or high hurricane risk — — — — −0.64 —
High hurricane risk — — — — — 6.21
Mexico 16.76a 17.28a — — — —
Honduras 17.20a 17.95a — — — —
Nicaragua 15.10a 15.71a — — — —
Ecuador 24.35a 25.10a — — — —
Chile 8.96a 9.39a — — — —
Uruguay 5.69a 5.87a — — — —
DomRep 17.44a 18.10a — — — —
TrinTob Omitted Omitted — — — —
Belize 8.86a 9.87a — — — —
Suriname 14.04a 15.37a — — — —
Bahamas Omitted Omitted — — — —
Constant 26.11a 27.86a 33.26a 36.78a 39.44a 36.47a

n 12,898 12,898 10,580 10,580 10,580 10,580
R2 0.06 0.06 — — — —
ap < 0.05.
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predicted valuing safer construction. By contrast, the experience of
being asked for a bribe by a government employee increased per-
ceptions of likely corruption in code enforcement and reduced the
value placed on safer construction.

Respondent perceptions of whether the country’s economy as
a whole had improved over the previous year were not a significant
predictor of any attitudes toward building code enforcement. Per-
ceiving that one’s own economic fortunes had improved in the past
year did predict a higher expectation of code enforcement, although
feeling better off had no effect on one’s willingness to spend money
on safer construction. (As noted previously, reported income level
did have such an effect.) Residents of larger cities tended to place a
higher value on safer construction practices, but they were also
more likely to believe that code enforcement would be corrupt. By
contrast, in rural communities there were lower expectations of
enforcement but also less anticipation that whatever enforcement
did take place would be corrupt.

A country’s level of hazard risk—based on its history of experi-
encing major, damaging earthquakes or hurricanes—had some
modest effects on perceptions of code enforcement. Moderate or
high seismic risk does significantly predict higher expectations of
code enforcement, and high hurricane risk is associated with higher
levels of corruption in code enforcement. Most notable, however,
are the results for valuing safer construction. Regardless of how the
disaster risk profiles of these countries were operationalized, living

in a country at higher risk from earthquakes or hurricanes had no
apparent effect on the value that residents of those countries placed
on safer construction practices.

What this analysis did reveal, however, was a robust relationship
between viewing building code enforcement as honest and effec-
tive, on the one hand, and support for safer building practices
on the other. Indeed, our results support both H1 and H2. Expecting
that building codes would indeed be enforced might lead citizens to
value safer construction. By contrast, expecting that building code
enforcement would be fraught with corruption seems to lead citi-
zens to devalue safer construction.

As for H3: neither the earthquake risk nor hurricane risk levels
of a country affected citizens’ preferences for spending more
money on safer building construction. Based on some (not all) of
the extant literature, as well as a seemingly reasonable “folk hy-
pothesis,” we might have expected that living in a country with a
high degree of seismic or hurricane risk would increase citizens’
willingness to spend money on mitigating the risks posed by these
extreme events. The findings here, however, support a null hypoth-
esis rather than H3a or H3b.

Some scholars have posited that, after a disaster, victims would
be more willing to spend on safer construction—and to support
policies that better regulate the building process—but that such
an effect may be short-lived, and is always competing with other
factors (demographic, attitudinal) that more consistently shape

Table 3. Expected corruption

Variable Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c Model 3d Model 3e Model 3f

Age −3.82a −3.83a −3.96a −3.97a −3.93a −3.88a
Female 1.61a 1.61a 1.61a 1.61a 1.61a 1.62a

Mestizo −0.34 −0.33 −0.12 −0.15 −0.19 −0.07
Indigenous −1.71 −1.44 −1.36 −1.46 −1.45 −1.31
Black 0.82 1.00 1.38 1.12 1.04 1.42
Mulatto −0.53 −0.40 −0.06 −0.21 −0.21 −0.01
Other −2.62 −2.38 −2.08 −2.39 −2.44 −2.03
Income −0.42 −0.41 −0.41 −0.46 −0.49 −0.46
Education 5.95a 5.73a 5.93a 5.90a 5.98a 6.13a

Interpersonal trust 5.12a 5.14a 5.13a 5.14a 5.13a 5.13a

External political efficacy 0.30 0.24 0.28 0.28 0.31 0.30
Internal political efficacy 5.04a 5.09a 5.08a 5.06a 5.04a 5.05a

Trust in local government −2.08 −1.95 −2.06 −2.06 −2.03 −2.04
Victim of corruption 6.94a 6.92a 6.99a 6.99a 6.99a 7.00a

Eval. of national economy 0.91 0.92 0.89 0.90 0.97 0.98
Personal economic situation 1.48 1.49 1.44 1.43 1.44 1.44
Community size 4.55a — 4.47a 4.53a 4.57a 4.48a

Rural — −4.44a — — — —
Moderate or high seismic risk — — 5.56 — — —
High seismic risk — — — 1.11 — —
Moderate or high hurricane risk — — — — 4.68 —
High hurricane risk — — — — — 7.21a

Mexico 11.04a 11.17a — — — —
Honduras 8.29a 8.12a — — — —
Nicaragua 4.78a 4.59a — — — —
Ecuador 4.83 4.87 — — — —
Chile Omitted Omitted — — — —
Uruguay −6.79a −7.15a — — — —
DomRep 11.00a 11.11a — — — —
TrinTob 4.41 3.03 — — — —
Belize −1.19 −1.17 — — — —
Suriname 8.89a 9.57a — — — —
Bahamas Omitted Omitted — — — —
Constant 34.94a 38.56a 35.93a 38.96a 36.53a 36.18a

n 12,432 12,432 10,181 10,181 10,181 10,181
R2 0.04 0.05 — — — —
ap < 0.05.
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citizens’ views on risk mitigation. As noted previously, people have
multiple problems or issues to worry about on a day-to-day basis,
and the long-term risks posed by possibly underdesigned or poorly
constructed buildings may not be one of them (Meltsner 1978,
inter alia).

The literature on issue salience suggests that the immediacy of
a related event may condition how it affects attitudes toward that
issue. Might a person’s more recent experiences with a major haz-
ard event shape the way that she or he values safer construction
practices? In analyses not reported here, the earthquake risk vari-
ables were recoded to account only for more recent seismic events,
events during the previous five years or the previous ten years
(results available upon request). But respondents in countries with
more proximate memories of earthquakes were neither more nor
less likely to value safer construction practices. Nor were results
substantially different for Chile (the only nation in the 12-country
set that experienced a significant seismic event just prior to the date
of the survey) than they were for Uruguay (which, when the survey
was conducted, had not experienced a major earthquake for nearly
130 years).

To further address this question, it was possible to drill down
into the survey results for one area of a high-risk country that
happened to experience an earthquake just weeks before the 2014
LAPOP data was collected. Northern Chile was the epicenter of
an April 1, 2014, magnitude 8.2 earthquake, which according to
EM-DAT killed six people and directly affected more than 50,000.

The LAPOP surveys were conducted in Chile between April 16 and
May 22, 2014 (between two and six weeks after the earthquake).
Yet, our analysis of responses from the three northernmost regions
of Chile (Antofagasta; Arica & Parinacota; Tarapacá) yielded a
similar nonfinding (results available upon request). Public opinion
on safer construction in these regions, with rubble literally still in
the streets, did not differ significantly from the national average
for Chile.

The implications of these findings may require advocates for
better building code enforcement to rethink strategies for achieving
those policy goals. A “common-sense” presumption—that even if
people do not normally think about disaster risk and assess the
benefits of risk mitigation, they will surely do so in the wake of
an actual disaster—may be more complicated than it seems at first
blush. Much of the focus of these advocacy efforts has been on
fostering a sense of immediacy and personal connection to disas-
ters even among populations who have not experienced them
firsthand. Yet we need to know more about how even firsthand
brushes with disasters shape people’s cost-benefit calculations
when it comes to making decisions about risk mitigation policies
and practices.

It bears repeating that a single LAC region survey with both a
limited number of “disaster” questions and a limited number of
countries requires cautious interpretation. It is, however, a start,
and it does provide a useful baseline for future research. Additional
survey waves in the full set of LAC region countries and a

Table 4. Valuing safe construction

Variable Model 4a Model 4b Model 4c Model 4d Model 4e Model 4f

Age 0.57a 0.58a 0.57a 0.57a 0.57a 0.57a

Female −0.03 −0.03 −0.03 −0.03 −0.03 −0.03
Mestizo 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04
Indigenous 0.25a 0.25a 0.24a 0.24a 0.24a 0.24a

Black 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Mulatto 0.08 0.09 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.07
Other 0.37a 0.38a 0.36a 0.36a 0.36a 0.36a

Income 0.22a 0.24a 0.22a 0.22a 0.22a 0.22a

Education −0.51a −0.49a −0.50a −0.51a −0.51a −0.50a
Interpersonal trust −0.02 −0.01 −0.02 −0.02 −0.02 −0.02
External political efficacy −0.03 −0.03 −0.02 −0.02 −0.03 −0.02
Internal political efficacy 0.19a 0.19a 0.19a 0.19a 0.19a 0.19a

Trust in local government 0.26a 0.26a 0.26a 0.26a 0.26a 0.26a

Victim of corruption −0.26a −0.26a −0.26a −0.26a −0.26a −0.26a
Eval. of national economy 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.09
Personal economic situation −0.05 −0.05 −0.05 −0.05 −0.05 −0.05
Community size 0.14 — 0.14a 0.14a 0.14a 0.14a

Rural — −0.06 — — — —
Moderate or high seismic risk — — 0.53 — — —
High seismic risk — — — 0.39 — —
Moderate or high hurricane risk — — — — −0.22 —
High hurricane risk — — — — — 0.24
Mexico 0.51a 0.52a — — — —
Honduras 0.50a 0.49a — — — —
Nicaragua 1.39a 1.38a — — — —
Ecuador 0.65a 0.65a — — — —
Chile 1.69a 1.70a — — — —
Uruguay 1.50a 1.50a — — — —
DomRep 1.49a 1.50a — — — —
TrinTob 0.88a 0.84a — — — —
Belize −0.35a −0.36a — — — —
Suriname Omitted Omitted — — — —
Bahamas Omitted Omitted — — — —
Constant −1.32a −1.26a −0.81a −0.64a −0.35 −0.59a
n 13,247 13,247 10,839 10,839 10,839 10,839
ap < 0.05.
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much-expanded question set in both normal (scheduled) times and
in the aftermath of major damaging events is needed. Without that
follow-up, both scheduled and event-driven, it will be impossible to
understand the dynamics of public support for disaster risk reduc-
tion broadly defined.

Future analyses should extend the multilevel models to include a
broader range of country-level variables: country characteristics
like wealth, development, or an objective measure of state capacity
(rather than the sorts of subjective perceptions captured in this sur-
vey data). More urgently needed is research that will provide addi-
tional analytical leverage precisely over the question of whether
experiencing a major damaging event does change minds about the
value of risk reduction, and if so, how are they changed? How ex-
treme of an impact must an event have to change minds? For how
long, if at all, will those changed attitudes endure?

Answering these questions will not only help solve a puzzle
posed by the scholarly literature, it will also have practical policy
and policy advocacy implications. It would be valuable to know,
after the tragedy of the next major event, whether and for how long
a window of opportunity opens that could allow legislators, policy-
makers, and political leaders in LAC countries to commit sustained
state resources to improving risk reduction. This is, without exag-
geration, a question of life or death.
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