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Mapping priorities for disaster risk reduction  
and resilience building

 INTRODUCTION

‘Economic losses from natural disasters totaled $92 billion in 2015, and average 
annual losses have been estimated at more than $300 billion per year.” Policy 
makers, economists, and others are used to such statements, which imply that 

the costs of natural disasters are limited to the replacement costs of affected buildings, 
infrastructure, equipment, and agriculture.

Although these figures are useful, they do not reflect the true cost of disasters, insofar 
as they fail to detail the impact of disasters on people’s well-being. Obviously, $1 in 
losses does not mean the same thing to a rich person as to a poor person, so the severity 
of a $92 billion loss depends on who experiences it. Conversely, relatively minor 
floods or earthquakes may have negligible impacts on a country’s aggregate wealth or 
production while still devastating poor communities with very low incomes and assets. 

The same loss affects poor and marginalized people far more than wealthier people 
because their livelihoods depend on fewer assets, and their consumption is closer 
to subsistence levels. They cannot rely on savings to smooth the impacts of losses, 
placing their health and education at greater risk and potentially requiring more time 
to recover and reconstruct. By focusing on aggregate losses, the traditional approach 
examines how disasters affect people wealthy enough to have wealth to lose and so does 
not take into account most poor people.

This shortcoming is not just a monitoring issue. When projects to reduce disaster risk 
are assessed on the basis of the value of damages avoided, analyses favor projects that 
will protect or support richer areas and people. Imagine two flood protection projects 
with similar costs. The first would cover a wealthy neighborhood in a capital city. 
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Because of the density of high-value assets, it would avert on average $10 million a 
year in damages. The second project would target poorer areas in a second-tier city 
and prevent just $5 million a year in losses. A traditional analysis would unambiguously 
select the first project. But a $5 million loss may matter more to poor people than a $10 
million loss to richer people. If the second project benefits very poor people, it may 
generate greater benefits for well-being. And because well-being in the ultimate goal 
of public policy, the second project may be more attractive.

Moreover, not all risk management policies can be assessed using metrics that include 
only asset and production losses. Policies such as increasing access to financial services and 
expanding social safety nets make it easier for people to absorb, cope with, and recover 
from damages caused by natural disasters. Thus such policies can mitigate the impacts of 
natural disasters even through they have no impact on direct damages for disasters.

The Unbreakable report moves beyond asset and production losses, focusing instead on 
how natural disasters affect people’s well-being. This represents an improvement over the 
traditional metrics, as well-being captures more fully the effects of natural disaster risk and 
losses on poor and nonpoor people, even when the economic losses of poor people are 
small in absolute terms. The assessment framework outlined in Unbreakable can be used 
to design coherent, effective disaster risk management policies and projects, and to ensure 
that allocations of investments and other resources improve the well-being of all people 
and are not systematically driven toward wealthier areas and individuals.

In this report, the well-being metric is used to assess the benefits of 11 different disaster 
risk management policies in 117 countries. The policies can be grouped into two 
pillars: traditional approaches that reduce risks to avoid disasters, and resilience-building 
approaches, which improve the ability of populations to manage disasters that cannot 
be avoided. In all of the 117 countries studied, well-being losses from natural disasters 
are larger than asset losses. Globally, poor people are disproportionately affected by 
these losses: the poorest 20% experience only 11% of total asset losses, but 47% of well-
being losses annually. Thus, poor people experience asset losses that are only half of the 
average, but well-being losses that are more than twice as large.

Here, we list the countries that can benefit most from each of the 11 disaster risk 
management policies considered. In absolute terms, the largest and highest-risk 
countries could achieve the largest gains by implementing almost any of the policies. 
Relative to their GDPs, however, the benefits of effective disaster risk management 
policies can be even greater in smaller countries, achieving well-being benefits that 
far outweigh their costs.
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Well-being losses can be mitigated  
by reducing asset losses 

AVOIDING 
DISASTERS
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Risk can be reduced by improving resilience 

MANAGING THE 
UNAVOIDABLE
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